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      Chapter One

    


    Sitting at her dressing-table on Christmas Eve, pinning up her long, dark hair, Evelyn suddenly stopped, looked at her reflection as though she had never seen it before and dropped the silver-backed hairbrush on to the thick carpet. The housemaid who waited on her bent down to pick it up and held it out. When Evelyn did not move, the girl said gently:


    

      ‘Baryshnia?’

    


    Evelyn started, smiled briefly at the maid and took back the brush, saying in her halting Russian:


    ‘Thank you, Annoushka. That will be all.’


    The girl looked surprised at the phrase, which had taken her so long to understand in the days when Evelyn had been trying to train her in English ways, but shrugged and left the room. When she had gone, Evelyn laid the brush down, put her elbows on the dressing-table and propped her chin on her clasped hands.


    ‘What on earth are you doing here?’ she asked her reflection.


    The pale, square-chinned face of which she had been so proud ever since John had told her that it was beautiful looked blankly back at her as she sorted through the immediately practical answers to her own question: because you are too young to join the nurses at the Front; because you begged your parents to let you go away, anywhere, just away from all the places you had known with John; because Cousin Natalia needed an English-speaking governess for Dindin and Natalie; because … because you have to live somewhere until they find John and you can tear up his mother’s letter.


    Instinctively she touched the jewel box where she kept it. Even though she knew that she could not bear to read it again, she lifted the lid of the box and took out the creased sheet of thick writing paper. The words of the letter were burned into her mind just as deeply as those of the advertisement his mother still put in the English Times week after week:


    

      TEMPERLEY. Would any officer or man with any information about Captain John Temperley, who has been missing since Loos, write to his mother, the Hon. Mrs James Temperley…


    


    When she had first read that advertisement, Evelyn had not been able to stop tears seeping into her eyes, but in the eleven months she had spent with her cousins in Russia she had learned some self-control and no longer embarrassed them with displays of misery. But she could never control her memory, and now it hit her again with a frighteningly vivid picture of the last day of John’s last leave. With an effort that made her clench her teeth, she wrenched her mind away from the image of his face, and tried to concentrate on the question she had asked herself.


    When the news of her fiancé’s disappearance had reached Yorkshire, all Evelyn had wanted to do was get across the Channel to the Front and find him. Yet there she was, more than a year later, dressing for her cousins’Christmas Eve dinner in the immense luxury of the bedroom they had given her, almost as far away as she could possibly be from the realities of the war that was the most important as well as the most horrible thing that had touched her life.


    For months she had been too homesick and too miserable even to recognise the irony of her predicament, but that evening, with her expensive new dress ready to put on and her hair half done, she acknowledged to herself that if she had not been so hysterical in her demands to leave Yorkshire and learn to be a nurse she would probably have been nearer her goal. She might even have been in some field hospital near the trenches, helping the men who had fought beside John; by then she might even have found him, confused by loss of memory, perhaps, or unrecognisable to anyone else because of wounds or bandages.


    The pretty gilt clock above the fireplace chimed seven times and dragged her mind back from the nightmare pictures of the trenches that snaked all the way from the Belgian coast to Switzerland, the stinking mud and barricades of vicious wire, and the men who lived and did there. Evelyn shuddered at the memory of the things that John had told her.


    She picked up the hairbrush again, determined not to give way to her fears and memories. When she had driven the last big tortoiseshell pin into the gleaming, dark-brown mass of piled hair, she rang the bell.


    ‘Annoushka, thank you,’ she said when her maid appeared. ‘Please help me with the dress.’


    She stood in front of the long pier glass while the maid lifted the heavy garnet-coloured silk and settled it over her mistress’s shoulders, before carefully doing up the thirty-eight, satin-covered buttons at the back. Then she stood back and waited for instructions.


    Evelyn looked critically at herself, wanting to look her best and to show no signs of mourning, because that would give weight to her unspeakable suspicion that Johnnie might be dead. She was glad that she had yielded to Natalia Petrovna’s suggestion that she should have a new evening dress made in time for Christmas. The silk was far richer than anything she had brought with her from Yorkshire and, unlike her old dresses, its hem hung a fashionable two inches above her ankles. The gown’s combination of luxury and fashion gave her increased standing in her own eyes and would, she thought, help her to be a better ambassador for England in front of the fifty Russians who were to be at dinner.


    She might have got over the worst of her homesickness, but as she walked down the wide staircase towards the big salon, she could not help thinking of her parents, who must be spending a bleak Christmas in Yorkshire, alone except for her younger brother, Dick. As for Anthony, her beloved elder brother, she could hardly bear to think of him suffering in some cold, wet trench with his men. Her mother’s latest letters had been full of Tony’s triumphant promotion to captain and the gallantry for which he had been mentioned in despatches, but Evelyn could not think that even that honour would compensate for his absence.


    ‘Thank God,’ she murmured aloud, ‘that Dick’s asthma is going to keep him well out of the war.’


    When she got downstairs and pushed open the heavy mahogany doors to the salon, she was relieved to find that the room was empty so that she would have a few minutes to compose herself. She had discovered long ago that any mention of the war to her father’s cousin, Andrei Alexandrovitch Suvarov, or his wife was unwelcome and she had tried to learn to keep her fears to herself.


    She wandered aimlessly around the great room looking at the pictures and admiring the massed flowers that had been sent all the way from Nice for the party. Their heavy scent seemed to fill the room and banish the slight mustiness to which she had become accustomed, but there was something about them that made her feel uncomfortable. As she passed one magnificent vase of lilies and tuberoses that had been placed on an ornamental gilded pillar, she touched one of the heavy white petals and was almost repelled by its cold waxy texture. It seemed so out of place in the flat snowridden city of Petrograd, surrounded by pines and birches. These exotically scented, flaunting flowers were all wrong. Suddenly they made her think of funeral wreaths.


    Snatching her hand away, she went instead to inspect the massed photographs on one of the side tables. A square silver-framed print she had never noticed before caught her eye and she picked it up to look at it more closely. It was of a large white house, obviously very beautiful although the sepia colour of the photograph muddied its clarity, and it stood on a small rise above a broad, calm-looking river. She was just wondering where the house could be when she was startled by a deep, liquid Russian voice behind her.


    ‘That is my home.’


    She turned so quickly that she felt dizzy for a moment and was in danger of dropping the photograph. The young man who had spoken took it from her with gentle fingers and then introduced himself as Sergei Voroshilov. Evelyn managed to smile at him as she told him who she was and then, as she looked up into his face, she thought she could understand why Dina, the elder of her two pupils, had been so excited at the prospect of his arrival. He was the most glorious-looking man she had ever seen. As tall as John, he was far more graceful. Where Johnnie was fair and handsome in his traditional, strong-looking, very English way, this man was lithe and dark, and his lavishly gilded uniform made him look like some figure from a more glamorous past. Evelyn caught her breath for a second or two and then said:


    ‘Ah yes, Dindin has spoken of you. May I wish you a happy Christmas, Sergei Ivanovitch.’


    He put down the photograph and kissed her hand in a very foreign way. Then he led her to a sofa and made her sit down beside him. Her eyes softened as she noticed that behind the magnificence of his features he looked tired and somehow spent. Evelyn remembered that he was on leave from the Front and it occurred to her that he was the only person she had yet met in Russia with first-hand experience of the war. Something about his heavily lashed, dark-grey eyes reminded her of John’s, although the two men looked so different. She forgot all her formal small talk in the face of that and said much more naturally than she usually could to strangers:


    ‘I am so glad that you have come. When do you have to go back?’


    As his full lips thinned suddenly, she was sorry that she had reminded him of what he must have left behind, but he answered easily enough.


    ‘I have eight more days’leave.’


    ‘What is it …?’ She stopped, but then her desperate aching need to talk to someone who might have understood about John, pushed her on. ‘Do you hate talking about it?’ He shook his head and smiled down at her with kindness in his face. She was unaware that she was smiling back at him as she went on: ‘Can you tell me something of what it is like?’


    Sergei thought about the lice-ridden uniforms, the lack of ammunition, the hatred of his men, the inadequate food, the wet and cold and fear and pain and wondered what he could possibly tell this sad, beautiful girl. He looked down into her expectant eyes and smiled again, as he decided to compromise.


    ‘It is terrible – like Hell, I think – but it has to be done; and we are winning.’


    ‘Truly? That is wonderful to know. The others, everyone who comes to this house, say such awful things and don’t seem to understand why it matters so much.’


    ‘I know. But let’s forget it for the moment. It is Christmas tomorrow; I am on leave; let’s talk of something more cheerful.’


    ‘I am not sure I know of anything cheerful nowadays,’ she said, but she could understand why he wanted it. When he saw that she could not think of anything to say he helped her out in a way that neither of Dina’s elder brothers – or their friends – would have bothered to do. It made her very grateful.


    ‘How do you like Petrograd, Miss Markham? Has my aunt taken you to the ballet yet? And the opera?’


    She smiled up at Sergei, feeling at home at last with someone who played the social game by the rules she had been taught in England.


    ‘Yes, indeed. I have never seen anything so magnificent as the ballet. It’s almost magical, isn’t it? We saw Karsarvina last month, dancing in Swan Lake. I could hardly believe how she could change so beautifully from Odette to Odile; one so glitteringly evil, the other so soft, charming.’


    ‘I have always found Swan Lake a rather depressing ballet. I prefer the lighter ones, Petrushka and Coppélia, that sort of thing.’


    Evelyn was just beginning to say that she had thought Petrushka much sadder than Swan Lake, when they were interrupted by the arrival of Natalia Petrovna. She caught sight of Sergei and gave a little scream of welcome as she ran, ungainly as a Strasbourg goose, across the room to land in his arms. Evelyn was astonished to see her kiss her nephew on the mouth before patting his handsome face between her hands.


    ‘Seriosha, welcome. Thank the good God that you are safe. Those terrible guns and the wicked Germans – I knew they could never touch you. You are here: it’s wonderful. But, naughty boy, why did you come in here instead of up to my dressing-room? You should have known I would want to see you at once. How is my brother?’


    Evelyn’s Russian was not good enough to allow her to catch more than the general sense of her cousin’s outpouring, and she withdrew slightly. The movement caught Sergei’s eye, and he switched politely back to French.


    ‘Ah, Natalia Petrovna, it’s good to be here. My father is well, though he could not understand why I wanted to come to Petrograd for Christmas instead of staying at home. He sends you all kinds of messages and I have a parcel for you from him. What was your other question? Oh yes, I did not come up to your room because I found your charming English cousin alone here in the salon – how could I leave her?’


    Evelyn blushed becomingly at the compliment and Natalia Petrovna smiled warmly at her.


    ‘Yes, of course. Isn’t she charming? And don’t you think the gown becomes her? I chose it for her and it really suits her. It’s a great success, Evelyn dear, though I still think you should have had the velvet. You will catch your death of cold. And you’re far too thin. Don’t you think so, Seriosha? Like an insect, almost. She never eats enough despite everything I do.’


    Evelyn’s face stiffened at the implied criticism, and her voice became a little clipped as she defended herself.


    ‘You forget, Cousin, that I am accustomed to much cooler houses in England – and no one at home has the kind of meals you all have here in Russia. I think my mother would stare in surprise if she saw how much I eat nowadays.’ Natalia Petrovna smiled mechanically, bored with the familiar topic of what was done in England, and turned back to her nephew.


    She remembered Evelyn a little later as she wondered aloud what had happened to the rest of the household and asked her to run up to see what Dina and her Russian governess were doing. Resenting the errand, Evelyn nevertheless did as she was told, only to be greeted by the governess’s saying, in French:


    ‘I do not know why you felt it necessary to chase after Dina Andreievna, Mademoiselle; you knew that she was with me.’ Evelyn sighed but she thought it would be beneath her dignity to excuse herself by saying that Natalia Petrovna had sent her. She turned and left Dindin’s room, afraid that after all there would be no pleasure in the party. The new dress suddenly seemed an unwarrantable extravagance. She thought of going to her room and spending the evening there alone, writing to John. She never sent the letters she wrote him – she had nowhere to which they could be sent – but writing them helped her to believe that he was still alive. Only the thought of Sergei Voroshilov persuaded her to go back downstairs.


    When she returned to the salon at last, she saw that he was the centre of a laughing, chattering, gesticulating group between the two long windows, his dark handsomeness magnificently framed by their heavy red velvet curtains. She had never seen a face quite like his: sometimes it looked harsh, but at other moments the flashing deep-grey eyes could soften and the full lips smile in a way that robbed his high well-defined cheekbones of their drama. Evelyn stood watching him for a while, admiring the way he hid his feelings about the war and rather pleased that he had just allowed her to glimpse them.


    She did not think she could interrupt him and so she looked around the rapidly filling room for another familiar face. Andrei Alexandrovitch was standing before the fire, but she did not feel strong enough to talk to him and risk arousing his sarcastic temper. She sometimes thought how odd it was that he and her father could be so very different in character when their mothers had been sisters and the two of them had spent much of their early boyhood together in one country or the other. Just occasionally, Andrei Alexandrovitch would use an expression or make a gesture that brought Andrew Markham vividly to mind, but for most of the time her Russian cousin’s manner and appearance seemed quite alien.


    At the opposite end of the room she caught sight of Dindin’s twin brothers and made her way slowly towards them. Three years older than Dindin, and fluent English-speakers, they did not come under Evelyn’s jurisdiction, but she had got to know them well in the year she had spent teaching their sisters. They really were impossibly alike, she thought yet again, with their long, slightly tilted dark eyes and finely drawn, almost delicate faces. To her astonishment and pleasure, they were also dressed alike for once; even Piotr, the rebel, was wearing impeccably correct evening dress. His hair was sleekly combed, and the smooth blackness of his tail-coat showed off his slim, elegant figure in a way that his normal, deliberately shabby, clothes never did. An involuntary smile opened her lips.


    ‘Piotr Andreivitch!’ she exclaimed. ‘Happy Christmas.’


    He correctly read the expression in her face and said with an unusually frivolous teasing note in his voice:


    ‘I know, it is extraordinary to see me looking so tidy, isn’t it?’


    Evelyn, who hated teasing, was quite unable to answer him in kind, but she did manage a reply.


    ‘I can’t think why you don’t always wear those clothes. They suit you so well.’


    ‘I could hardly fail to know that, seeing Georgii in them every evening I dine at home, could I?’


    At that, Evelyn did manage to laugh and turned to Georgii to say something nice to him too but his face, so like Piotr’s and yet somehow imprinted these days with an expression of resentment, stopped her. Instead, she looked back at Piotr.


    ‘Why did you decide to honour us like this tonight?’ she said. He smiled at her with the oddly sweet smile he rarely let her see, apparently pleased that she had found such lightness of tone.


    ‘It’s a sort of Christmas present for my mother. My father’s been in such a bad temper with me that he’s given her rather a bad time this last week or so.’


    Evelyn had noticed nothing out of the ordinary in his father’s cold, tyrannical behaviour and so she did not believe Piotr’s ingenuous explanation and pressed him.


    ‘But you seem much happier than before. What has happened?’


    ‘Don’t you know?’


    ‘No. Have you fallen in love? Georgii, is Piotr going to get married?’


    They both roared with laughter at that as though she had said something deliberately comic and she stiffened again. For some reason that made them laugh the more and when he could speak, Georgii said:


    ‘That would hardly be cause for rejoicing. No, Rasputin’s dead. Did you really not know?’


    ‘Of course I knew. But what is there to be so happy about? He was murdered – horribly. Whatever you thought of his influence over the Tsarina, you cannot possibly be so delighted about that.’


    ‘Oh, come on, Evelyn,’ said Georgii in nearly as irritable a voice as his father used. ‘Everyone in this city, with the possible exception of the Tsar and his immediate family, is pleased. Rasputin was a monster.’


    ‘He really deserved to die, Evelyn,’ said Piotr, not laughing at all any more. ‘He caused untold misery and was dragging the whole of Russia down.’


    Her instinctive revulsion made her think of something else that she wanted to say to him.


    ‘Piotr, I have been speaking to Sergei Voroshilov and he said that they are beating the Germans – that’s not what you told me last week.’


    ‘Well he is exactly the kind of chivalrous fool who would tell lies to comfort a woman.’


    Evelyn’s eyes flashed and she was about to turn away when Piotr stopped her.


    ‘All right, all right, I’m sorry, Evelyn. But that kind of irresponsibility always makes me angry. He …’


    ‘He at least has been at the Front, fighting our enemy,’ interrupted Evelyn, for once hotly angry. ‘I prefer to take his word than that of a mere student who has no experience of what he is talking about and believes every word he is told by an ignorant, prejudiced, Conchie American.’


    ‘That must be me,’ said a familiar and unwelcome voice, ‘since I’m the only American you know. But I don’t much like the rest of your description of a hard-working, impartial newspaperman doing his best to report on the war for his editor back home.’


    Evelyn blushed and felt even angrier with Piotr, whom she blamed unreasonably for putting her into such an embarrassing position. She turned to his friend, suppressed her surprise that he too was wearing conventional evening dress, and wished him a pleasant Christmas in her chilliest voice. His amused expression did nothing for her anger or her embarrassment.


    ‘Well, Miss Markham, and how have I offended you this time?’


    ‘I beg your pardon, Mr Adamson,’ she said with icy correctness. ‘I should not have said what I did, particularly when it was my cousin who had spoken so absurdly.’


    ‘Against the war, was it? Or did he offend against English manners yet again?’


    At that piece of familiar mockery Evelyn looked directly at the big American journalist who seemed such an unlikely friend for the twins and put all her dislike and contempt into her expression. He almost flinched, but then laughed again and she turned to go, tears of temper rising inexorably into her eyes. She blamed Robert Adamson for turning her cousins from their usual casual friendliness to the mockery she hated. When he was nowhere near, both of the twins talked to her as though she were an equal and even when they disagreed with her were reasonably polite about it. But Mr Adamson, ten years older than they, experienced, well-travelled, and with a kind of power that Evelyn recognised even though she loathed it, could always make them turn on her as they had done just then.


    As she was walking away from them through the crowded salon, Sergei found her again. He was about to make a joke about his aunt’s having sent her away from him, but just in time saw that she was troubled and instead took her hand and said in a low, almost conspiratorial voice:


    ‘Miss Markham, what has happened? Please tell me. I hate to see you so unhappy.’


    His voice was so kind and the pressure of his hand on hers so comforting that she looked up at him and her lips smiled despite herself.


    ‘Tell me, please,’ he urged. But it would have sounded so childish to say to this man who was facing horror and death every day that she had been brought to the brink of tears by a tiny piece of rude teasing; so instead she murmured:


    ‘It’s only the war. I can’t forget it, however hard I try.’


    ‘I too,’ he said gently and pressed her hand again. ‘But won’t you try? Just to make one soldier’s Christmas leave happy?’


    Tall though she was, Evelyn had to look up into his face and what she thought she saw there made her say without considering her words at all:


    ‘Of course, Sergei Ivanovitch, I shall do anything.’


    ‘Then smile for me – a beautiful smile like the one you greeted me with. Yes, that’s right. Now, come to the buffet with me and have some champagne.’


    ‘Of course I’ll come, since you wish it, but, Sergei Ivanovitch, I do not really like champagne.’


    ‘What? That’s almost heresy! Well, we shall find something that you do like. Come with me now.’


    So she went, and in the knowledge that now, at last, she was doing something for someone who was involved in the fighting she began to relax. For that one evening she did not mind that it was her duty to smile and enjoy herself and behave frivolously.


    He hardly left her side before dinner as they stood chatting, sipping their wine and choosing delicacy after delicacy from the heavy silver trays of zakuski that the servants were handing round. There was caviare served on warm kalatches; there were canapés of smoked reindeer tongue, pickled grapes, smoked fish of all kinds and foie gras. Evelyn ate sparingly and when Sergei urged her to take more, told him of the first large dinner she had attended in Petrograd when she had assumed that the zakuski constituted the entire meal and, smothering her astonishment that the Russians dined on their feet, she had eaten all she could, only to be faced with an entire dinner half an hour later. He laughed, but she felt that half his amusement at least was directed at the odder customs of his people and so she did not mind it.


    ‘It must have been difficult, finding yourself in the middle of a society like the Suvarovs’when you were accustomed to something very different.’ She looked up at him, silently blessing him for his understanding.


    ‘Yes, Sergei Ivanovitch, it was very difficult. There were so many things I did not understand and could not ask.’


    ‘But it is better now?’


    ‘Much better,’ she said with feeling. ‘It’s not only that I know a little of your language now and so I don’t feel quite so helpless outside the house or with the servants here; it is partly that I understand so much more of the way my cousins live and why things are done as they are. Have you ever been in England?’


    ‘No. My only contact with your country has been through Andrei Alexandrovitch.’


    He noticed her involuntary shiver and asked: ‘Are you afraid of him? Surely not?’


    ‘It is ungrateful, I know,’ she answered, ‘but, yes, I am. You see I never know how he is going to react – some days he will listen to the twins ranting at each other and only smile; at other times Piotr has only to open his mouth and his father will shout at him and send him out of the room.’ She looked speculatively at Sergei and decided to trust him. ‘It is almost as though he were a tiger or something; one goes into his cage not knowing whether he will want to be stroked and purr peacefully or whether he will bite. It’s very unsettling.’


    By the time Evelyn reached the end of that little speech, Sergei was laughing again.


    ‘But, my dear Miss Markham, I do not believe he would ever bite you. Why should you be frightened of what he may say – or do – to his sons?’


    She looked up at him in surprise.


    ‘It is not that I’m afraid exactly, but … but … Well, I suppose it is just that I’m not used to it. Neither of my parents ever speaks like that. I mean, if my brothers or I did something wrong, they would just talk to us quietly and show us why we should never do it again.’


    ‘And did you always obey?’


    ‘Of course.’


    ‘Well, that is charming. But I do not think that Andrei Suvarov would control those twins of his by such means. They …’ For once Evelyn interrupted without thinking how rude she was being:


    ‘But perhaps they would have done if they had not been accustomed to his temper. If he had practised some restraint himself, then perhaps they would have accepted his authority.’


    ‘I doubt it,’ he said, his voice dry. ‘And now if you will forgive me for a moment, I must speak to my aunt.’


    Evelyn watched him go, wondering why he should have slipped away, and whether she had insulted him by her criticism of Andrei Alexandrovitch, but Sergei soon returned.


    ‘That’s settled,’ he said with a dazzling smile.


    ‘But what have you done, Sergei Ivanovitch?’


    ‘Don’t look so worried, Miss … Oh, why should we be so formal when you are my aunt’s niece by marriage? Will you let me call you Evelyn?’


    The girl blushed again, and he thought how much the colour improved her rather severe beauty.


    ‘Well?’ he prompted.


    ‘Of course, Sergei Ivanovitch, if that is what you want.’


    ‘Good. Well, Evelyn, all I was doing was persuading my aunt to change the seating plan for tonight’s dinner. Having discovered you, I do not want to be stuck miles away down the table talking to one of these dull Russian girls I have known all my life.’


    A sort of glow rose within Evelyn and just for an instant, as she tucked her full lower lip under her white teeth and looked up at him through her eyelashes, there was an almost mischievous glint in her smile. Whether it was the romantic unconventionality of his action, or the compliment of his preferring her over those Russian girls, she was not sure. All she knew was that this dashing, heroic, handsome man had picked her out of the whole glittering company to sit beside him. She caught sight of Dindin and smiled at her in welcome. When the girl came up to her, Evelyn said warmly:


    ‘You were quite right, Dindin, about your cousin.’


    Dina laughed and kissed Sergei and, holding one of his hands against her rosy cheek, said:


    ‘Yes, but, Evie, you must be careful. This wicked cousin of mine is a terrible breaker of hearts. Aren’t you, Seriosha?’


    He pulled his hand away from her clasp to tweak her dimpled chin.


    ‘What a cheeky little cousin you are, Dina Andreievna. And how do you know about broken hearts? You should be in your schoolroom, you bad girl.’ Dina laughed and turned her back on them, looking over her shoulder to fire her parting shot.


    ‘Oh, cousin, I know all about your love affairs and the hearts you have played with. He’s dangerous, Evie.’


    Evelyn suddenly sobered and said in a voice so sad that it rebuked her flirtatious cousin:


    ‘I am in no danger.’


    She did not see the narrowing of Sergei’s eyes, nor the unmistakable gesture or dismissal he sent to Dina, but she heard the change in his voice.


    ‘Don’t mistake Dindin’s nonsense for unkindness, Evelyn.’ At that she looked at him again.


    ‘I don’t. And there is no reason why my sorrow should blacken her happiness. How did you know?’ she asked.


    ‘I asked Natalia Petrovna – I hope you will forgive me: it was not just curiosity.’ A gesture of her elegant hands brushed aside his apology, and he went on: ‘There was something about your lovely eyes that looked so sad when I first saw you that I had to find out what had hurt you so much.’


    ‘And she told you about Johnnie.’ There was an indescribable relief in saying his name. She had not spoken it aloud since she had left England, but Sergei understood; he had shared John’s ordeal and there was no danger in showing him her sorrow and fear. He could understand and would never mock her, she was sure. Sergei touched her thin, blue-veined wrist again and she knew that her trust had not been misplaced.


    The footmen coming in at that moment with place cards for all the guests put an end to their moment of shared emotion. She discovered that Sergei had been placed on her left and so she turned correctly to the man on her right as the servants brought in the first course. She had met him several times before and when she had greeted him and enquired about his wife’s health, she chatted politely until the plates were removed. Then she turned back to Sergei with a feeling of release, for the first time recognising an impatience with the conventions that ruled her life.


    Later she could not remember what it was that they had spoken about, but she knew that at last in Russia she had found someone who understood what she was going through, and who shared her passionate desire for victory over the Prussians. It was not that they talked about the war, for they did not; it was just something in Sergei’s eyes and the sympathy in his voice that told her he thought as she did.


    The only reference either made to the fighting was after dinner when the expensive orchestra Natalia Petrovna had hired struck up ‘The Blue Danube’and Sergei begged her to dance with him. She looked at him in reproach and said softly:


    ‘Sergei Ivanovitch, I cannot dance while … while my brother and Johnnie …’ Even to him, she discovered, she could not quite say everything she thought. But he brushed her protests away and took both her hands, bending his extraordinarily handsome face towards hers and saying almost under his breath:


    ‘Even to give this poor soldier a taste of paradise before he goes back into Hell?’


    How could she refuse such a request? As he straightened up and put out his arms, she walked into his embrace and allowed him to lead her on to the dance floor.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    During the six days between Christmas Day and the end of Sergei’s leave Evelyn was happier than she had ever expected to be in Russia. It was partly that he was so attentive to her, of course. There was something in the way that he got up from his chair and turned to greet her whenever she entered a room, no matter whom he was with or what he was doing, that warmed her. He seemed to have a special smile for her, too, and one much kinder than those of the twins. Unlike them, he never turned from her in irritation, and he even allowed her to ask him questions about the war. He listened to her accounts of John, too, and tried to comfort her by talking about either the nobility of sacrifice or the number of men who had been wounded and lost their memories only to be restored to health months or even years later.


    Such talk did comfort her, and fed her desperate need to be in some way involved with the great struggle. The twins had made it quite clear that they considered that the war had been imposed on Russia by the Allies and that, as Piotr had once said, ‘The Allies are fighting to the last drop of Russian blood.’ He and Georgii were only interested in what was to happen in Russia and when or how the Tsar could be persuaded to introduce some form of democratic government, and Evelyn was shocked at their selfish insularity. She could almost have clapped at dinner on Sergei’s last evening, when Piotr had said something to that effect and Sergei had looked down the table, an expression of severity in his dramatically beautiful eyes, and said:


    ‘Piotr Andreivitch, all such preoccupations must be set aside until the war is won.’


    Piotr’s thin face grew bleak and determined.


    ‘Face facts, Sergei Ivanovitch, how can it be? You know, if you would only admit it, that without at least one gun to every man and adequate ammunition, there is no hope of winning. And the fight is bleeding Russia white. It has to stop.’


    All the other conversations around the table stopped. Evelyn looked towards Andrei Suvarov, feeling sick and nervous as she wondered when he would stop the talk, and who would be the object of his wrath. But nothing happened; it was as though Sergei somehow defused all the quarrels and difficulties of the household. Natalia Petrovna and Dina adored him and perhaps it was for their sake that Andrei Alexandrovitch curbed his temper. Or perhaps it was because of the way in which Sergei smiled at Piotr and refused to be ruffled. Evelyn looked back across the table at Sergei, silently thanking him for bringing this new peace to the Suvarovs.


    He caught her eye, and a tremulous smile broke across her face as she read the expression in his handsome face. He looked at her for a long moment. Then he turned back to his cousin.


    ‘We’ll never agree, Piotr Andreivitch,’ he said at last. ‘You see, you live here as a student, free, safe and comfortable, in Petrograd; how can you know the determination felt by everyone at the Front to thrash those d—— I beg your pardon, Natalia Petrovna, the Prussians?’ Then, without waiting for the boy to answer, Sergei turned to his host and asked some question about the labour troubles he and every other manufacturer was facing. Evelyn sighed in relief and turned back to her interrupted conversation with Georgii, and dinner progressed on its way.


    When the servants had cleared the last of the plates, Sergei said to his aunt:


    ‘Don’t you think Evelyn ought to hear the gypsies playing just once? She tells me she’s never heard them.’


    ‘Oh Seriosha, how can she? She cannot go to a public restaurant. Don’t worry about it; one of our friends is bound to have them at a private party before long.’


    ‘She could if you would come too, all of you.’ He looked round the table, a tantalising smile playing around his lips. Dindin drew in a deep breath and, without waiting for either of her parents to speak, said excitedly:


    ‘All of us? Oh Mamenka, please do let us. Papa, you would like to come, wouldn’t you? I’ve never been to a restaurant, please, please, Papa. And one can never hear too much gypsy music, can one, Seriosha?’


    Evelyn watched an indulgent expression creep into Andrei Suvarov’s ice-blue eyes as he smiled at his pretty, impulsive daughter. Before Natalia Petrovna could say any more, he had given his permission, adding only:


    ‘But if you will forgive me, Sergei Ivanovitch, I shall not come with you. I have some papers to deal with. You will take care of them, won’t you?’


    ‘Of course. Well, Aunt?’


    ‘Very well, Seriosha. We shall come. Evelyn, Dindin, come on upstairs and fetch your cloaks.’


    As they came down the broad red-carpeted staircase, Evelyn whispered to Dina:


    ‘But what is so special about the gypsies, Dindin?’


    ‘Wait till you hear them – it’s the most exciting music in the world, Seriosha told me.’


    ‘So, you haven’t heard them either?’


    ‘Well, no actually. It’s usually only men who go to those places, and … well, you know the sort of women I mean. And I haven’t been to the private dances where they have the gypsies yet. But I will next year, when I’m seventeen.’


    With that introduction, Evelyn hardly knew what to expect when they arrived at the restaurant. She half suspected that the room would be filled with scantily clad satyrs and street walkers, and was agreeably surprised to be taken into a luxuriously decorated hall, with perfectly respectable-looking men and women in evening dress sitting at white-clothed tables. There were no signs of impropriety and indeed nothing to shock her at all. She relinquished her cloak to a waiter and followed Natalia Petrovna to a large table quite near the small orchestra.


    At first she thought that the whole expedition must have been a hoax for there were no obvious gypsies, only ordinary musicians going through the usual repertoire of fashionable waltzes. But just as the second bottle of champagne had been opened, the orchestra put down their instruments and made way for a gaily dressed troop.


    ‘Now!’ said Sergei, leaning back in his chair and turning to smile at Evelyn. ‘Now you will hear them.’


    ‘Don’t expect too much, Evie,’ said Piotr sardonically. ‘You won’t understand the words and the music is an acquired taste,’


    ‘Don’t listen to him, chérie,’ said Natalia Petrovna, smiling.


    But at first, it was Piotr who was proved right. Evelyn listened puzzled to the plaintive, wailing music and the incomprehensible words sung by a gaunt-eyed, swarthy woman with a red silk scarf bound about her dark hair. As the song ended, clapping broke out at all the tables around them, and Evelyn politely joined in. Then Sergei called something to the leading gypsy, who nodded and swayed forward as he drew his bow across the strings of his violin.


    ‘What did you say?’ Evelyn whispered to Sergei.


    ‘I just asked for my favourite song. Listen, it is about a beautiful girl who is in love with an enemy of her father’s. She will not admit to her feelings, even though he begs and pleads with her. Then her brothers, who object to him bothering her, go and kill him, and then she understands how she loved him. It is very sad. Listen.’


    Obedintly Evelyn leaned back in her chair and let the wild, passionately sad music wash over her. This time she did not even try to understand the words; she just listened and began to feel the music. As the song unwound itself in her mind, she became very conscious of Sergei sitting so close to her and his hand resting very near hers on the white table cloth. She knew she should move her hand, but a peculiar languor seemed to have invaded her and she allowed it to remain. Then, when the song was over and he looked into her eyes, she dropped her lashes and blushed.


    He tried to catch her alone the next day before he had to leave for the railway station, but she was inaccessible in the schoolroom with Dindin and her little sister, Natalie, and he had to say goodbye to Evelyn at the same time as all the others. He kissed them all in the usual way and as he reached her said caressingly:


    ‘Since you are nearly a cousin, Evelyn, will you let me kiss you too?’


    She was too embarrassed to know how to answer that, and as he took her in his arms she looked up at his face a little worried. He bent his head and kissed her full on her beautiful lips and she was shocked to find herself responding to him and wanting to press herself closer. She knew that she was blushing again as he drew back, but she forced herself to say:


    ‘Sergei Ivanovitch, goodbye – and good luck. I shall be thinking of you.’


    ‘Petite Evelyn,’ he said, smiling at her. ‘It will help to remember that at night in the trenches.’ He might have said more, but Dindin threw herself at him just then, crying and kissing him. Evelyn turned away, frighteningly reminded of the day John had left Beverley after that last leave. A kind of resentment seeped into the regret she was feeling. It seemed so unfair that these men should make her care for them so much and leave her to such terrible fear. She left the hall and walked wearily up to her room to re-read some of the letters she had written to John and to try to dismiss thoughts of what had happened during his last leave, or of the trenches and the bodies and the blood and the wire.


    She was interrupted an hour later by Natalia Petrovna, who had come in search of some distraction from her own sadness. Her excuse was that it was nearly time for her baby, little Alexander, to leave his nursery and have some simple lessons with his two sisters. After all, Sasha was four years old now and it would be a pity to miss the opportunity for him to learn English.


    Evelyn dragged her thoughts back from Flanders and tried to talk intelligently about how she would set about teaching so young a child and how to fit him into the lessons she gave his elder sisters. His mother was soon bored with the topic and tried to change it.


    ‘Were you writing home, my dear?’


    Evelyn almost scowled in her embarrassment and told the first deliberate lie of her life as she hastily pushed the letters back into the morocco blotting book.


    ‘Yes, that’s right. To Dick, my young brother. He wants to know all I can tell him of life here. I was just trying to describe the gypsies to him. And then I was going on to explain why the twins get so angry with each other when they talk politics together; I mean, explain about Georgii’s Cadet Party and why Piotr thinks it is so worthless and approves of those Bolsheviki and why they think that only the workmen should form the government. But it is hard, since I still can’t really understand them.’ Evelyn knew that she was saying too much and almost at random, but having no experience in lying, she felt she had to add colour to her first bald statement.


    ‘It’s so tiresome,’ was Natalia Petrovna’s comment. ‘Andrei Alexandrovitch gets so angry with them when they talk all their revolutionary nonsense; but I tell him that all young men think like that. And not only young men nowadays. Everywhere I go people are talking about how to increase the powers of the Duma and what is to be done about the war. I think it’s since that dreadful Rasputin was killed. It seems less dangerous to speak out now.’ Then her voice changed as she was forced to think of the dangers her beloved Piotr still faced. ‘But I wish Peterkin would be more careful. These books he brings to the house; I know they’re forbidden. The Okhrana are everywhere even now.’


    ‘Okhrana?’


    ‘The police – secret police. If he were caught … Well, it’s no good talking about it. Promise you won’t tell anyone what I said?’


    ‘Of course,’ answered Evelyn, not quite sure whether to take any of it seriously, or whether Natalia Petrovna shared her elder daughter’s undoubted enjoyment of melodrama.


    Not very long after that conversation Evelyn discovered how much substance there had been to her cousin’s fears. Towards the middle of February there were riots in the city which grew daily worse and more widespread instead of petering out as usual. The government was frightened enough to have machine guns set up on top of strategically positioned buildings in the city centre and one morning they opened fire on the crowd.


    In the schoolroom, Evelyn and the three children heard a sharp ratt-tatt-tatt bursting through the still air. At first Evelyn tried to tell herself and her pupils that it was thunder, or a motor backfiring. When the sound persisted, she ran to the window and tried to open it. But like all the others in the house it had been sealed for the winter and she was frustrated. Absurdly, she felt as though she had never been allowed to breathe properly since she had arrived in Petrograd. Her longstanding anger at the unhealthy custom of sealing the windows nearly boiled over and her long fingers scraped and picked at the gluey material that kept out every trickle of fresh air.


    ‘You mustn’t open it, Evie,’ called Dindin, shocked at what she saw. ‘You will make us all ill.’


    ‘Fresh air never hurt anyone, Dindin,’ answered Evelyn. ‘In fact a little cool air in this hothouse would benefit everyone.’ But then she remembered the necessity of backing up their mother’s rules and turned away from the window, saying: ‘You’re right, of course, Dindin, I keep forgetting how much colder it is out there than at home in England. Now I think we should forget the riots and turn back to the last paragraph. Natalie, will you read it out?’


    The child, who was always gentle and obedint, started to read, but the sound of gunfire came again, unmistakable now, and she paled and put down the book.


    ‘Evie, what is happening? Can’t we find out?’


    ‘I shall go downstairs and ask. You may read to yourselves, and I shall tell you whatever I can discover.’


    Despite their protests, she left them and ran lightly down the stairs to the morning room, where to her surprise she found not only the twins but also Robert Adamson. None of them stood up as she came in or spoke to her but for once she did not notice the discourtesy.


    ‘Is it guns? What is happening? Do you know?’ It was Georgii who answered her.


    ‘Yes, machine guns, being fired on the people.’


    ‘They have no bread,’ burst out Piotr. ‘And Bloody Nikolai is shooting them for asking for just that.’


    ‘Nonsense,’ countered his brother. ‘There’s plenty of bread in the city. Our people have checked it out.’


    ‘Oh, you Cadets are hardly better than the Tsar’s ministers. You believe all the lies they tell you.’


    ‘I heard that it all started when a workman started to beat his wife when he discovered she had no bread for his meal,’ said Adamson, perhaps trying to defuse the twins’arguments. ‘Their neighbours started to beat him for beating her and so it went on.’


    ‘What does it matter how it started?’ demanded Evelyn. ‘All that matters is that people are being killed out there.’


    Piotr looked at her with rare approval and said:


    ‘I know. What kind of a government can do that to the starving? They used to call him “The Little Father” you know. It is sickening that he can be so cruel.’


    ‘What will happen, Piotr Andreivitch?’ she asked, her voice softened by her recognition of his real distress.


    ‘I don’t know, Evie. But I expect the people will disperse in the end; the Okhrana will hand out savage sentences to the men they grab; and it will all happen again and again.’ His voice sounded hopeless.


    The riots grew worse and the anxiously waiting citizens of Petrograd told each other that the Cossacks would soon be sent out against the demonstrators. Even outsiders like Evelyn knew that the Cossack regiments had always been notorious for the cruelty with which they carried out the Tsar’s orders, and they all waited for news of a massacre.


    As the strikes and riots infected more and more of the city, the Suvarov Timber Works, in common with many of the metal foundries and factories, had to be shut down. Andrei Alexandrovitch could do nothing to prevent it and was forced to wait out the strike at home. Acerbic and impatient, he increased the tensions in the house tenfold, and Evelyn wished that he would be summoned to the family’s forests and estates in the northern province of Archangel, or even be ill so that he would be confined to his room. She knew it was ill-natured of her to entertain any such thoughts, but she thought it was just too much to have to face his anger indoors while such a storm was raging outside.


    His unaccustomed presence at the breakfast table was really only a trivial matter, but it turned a once-pleasant meal into an ordeal for her, particularly before Dina arrived downstairs to draw his fire with her flirtatious smiles and chatter. They were sitting alone together in silence, sipping coffee, on the morning of the 27th when Piotr and Georgii came rushing into the room.


    Evelyn, whose nerves had made her jumpy as she spent the last few days incarcerated in the house, almost dropped her half-empty cup. Piotr stopped dead just inside the door as he saw his father and then said:


    ‘It’s started. Bob just telephoned. It is the Revolution.’


    Andrei Alexandrovitch touched his thin lips with a damask napkin.


    ‘Must you burst in here as though this were some convocation of students? Sit down and behave in a civilised manner for once. Evelyn, would you pour me some more coffee?’


    ‘Certainly,’ she said automatically, and rose to take his cup to the coffee pots on the sideboard. Then, in spite of the older man’s obvious dislike of the subject, she could not help saying to Piotr:


    ‘But what about the Cossacks? My maid told me yesterday that they were being positioned across all the main roads to stop the marching people. What happened, Piotr Andreivitch?’


    His face seemed to blaze and she saw that he was happy as well as excited.


    ‘They joined the rioters. Can you believe it? The Cossacks actually drew their horses aside and let the march go past, and some of them even joined in.’


    ‘Yes,’ added Georgii, for once in a voice that carried no hint of complaint, ‘and today the Volhinya regiment were ordered out into the streets and they mutinied. At last it’s happened. Russia is free today!’


    The triumph in the twins’faces and their friendliness were such that Evelyn found herself smiling back at them and, as she gave their father his refilled white and gold cup, she said:


    ‘Andrei Alexandrovitch, isn’t that wonderful? That Russia should be free, I mean?’


    ‘If you believe that, you’re as childish as my sons,’ he said, flattening her instantly. But the boys looked at each other as though nothing on earth could dim their excitement.


    ‘Everyone’s going to the Taurida Palace to hear what the Duma has to say,’ said Piotr. ‘Are you coming, Evelyn? You’re not due in the schoolroom until this afternoon. Do come. It’s a historic day.’


    ‘Oh may I go, Andrei Alexandrovitch?’ asked Evelyn, suddenly longing to be out of the house for once.


    ‘It is a matter of complete indifference to me,’ he answered. ‘If you have no duties in the house this morning, you may do as you wish. But all the istvochiks are on strike and I cannot allow any of our horses out on the streets today. You will have to walk.’


    ‘Oh, what does that matter?’ said Piotr. ‘Come on, Evelyn.’


    ‘Georgii, I trust you are not thinking of joining your brother.’


    All three of them stopped at the door of the breakfast room and Evelyn sympathised with the expression of despairing resentment that distorted the elder twin’s face. He turned back to his father and said in his old, familiar voice:


    ‘But, Papa, the Works are shut today. What could I do? Why can’t I go?’


    ‘Stand up to him, for once in your life,’ Piotr hissed at him.


    ‘There is plenty of paper work in the study. I shall expect you in half an hour.’


    Georgii took a deep breath.


    ‘No. Today Liberty has been brought to Russia. I won’t come.’ And then as though to fend off his father’s anger, his voice sounded pleading as he went on: ‘Papa, truly, if there are papers to be dealt with, I could do them this evening.’


    Piotr sighed, but his father said coldly:


    ‘See that you do. And look after your cousin.’


    They escaped and as soon as the door was closed behind them, Georgii burst out:


    ‘Why is it always me? Why didn’t he even try to stop you, Piotr? It’s not fair.’


    ‘It’s only because you allow him to coerce you like that. But don’t let’s quarrel now. Evelyn, if you’re coming, go and get your coat, and you’d better wear a shawl instead of a hat. You don’t want to look too conspicuous this morning.’


    Evelyn did not wait for anything else, but ran upstairs to change. The governess, Ekaterina Nikolaievna, was in charge of the children until luncheon, and so Evelyn would have plenty of time to go with the twins to find out what was happening. As she was searching through her bottom drawer for an old woollen shawl to wear, Dindin looked round the door.


    ‘Where are you going?’ she demanded.


    ‘To the Duma with the twins. The riots are over, but something terribly important is happening.’


    ‘Take me with you, please, Evie. The Kat is horrid today and she’s told me to write out “I must not chatter during lessons” three hundred times.’


    ‘Poor Dindin – but I don’t think I can take you.’


    ‘Please, please. If it’s so important, can’t I come?’


    Despite the fact that Dindin had been cooped up in the stifling, airless house and must be restless as she was herself, Evelyn could not bring herself to help the girl into disobedience. With regret mixed into her decisiveness, she said:


    ‘Dindin, I can’t. I’m sorry. You really must do as Ekaterina Nikolaievna tells you. I can’t wait. I’ll see you this afternoon.’


    ‘I hate you, Evelyn. You’re so selfish. Why should you be allowed to go out with the twins while I have to stay here? You’re only three years older than me. It’s not fair. I hate you.’


    ‘Try not to say things you will regret, Dina Andreievna. Go back to the schoolroom at once. I’ll tell you everything about it when I get back. Go on. Do as you’re told.’


    Dindin flounced out of the room, disappointed out of her hero-worship for the first time since Evelyn had come to the house. Evelyn looked after her, dismissing the charge of selfishness, but wishing that her cousin had not said such things. Rather disturbed, she went slowly downstairs to meet the twins, who were waiting impatiently in the hall.


    ‘Come on,’ said Georgii crossly. ‘We’re missing it all and Piotr wants to pick up Adamson at his flat.’


    As they linked arms and walked over the hard, rutted snow on the pavements, it occurred to Evelyn that she had hardly seen the American for weeks. For some reason she felt a kind of embarrassment at the thought of meeting him again and looked rather furtively at him when he came down from his flat in response to Piotr’s loud knocking. But he seemed just as he always had; tall, untidy, eager, feeling in his breast pocket for his spectacles.


    He balanced them as usual far down his bony nose and looked at her:


    ‘And what are you doing on this expedition, Miss Markham? Surely young English ladies don’t come to political meetings.’


    At the mockery in his voice, Evelyn flushed, but Piotr defended her.


    ‘Now, now, Bob. There’s no need for that. Today is a great day; it’s right that Evelyn should witness it.’


    At that moment they all heard the crack of a rifle, and the blood drained out of Evelyn’s face.


    ‘Piotr, you said the guns had stopped. What was that? Isn’t it safe?’


    ‘All the machine guns have been silenced. That was just a feu de joie. The people are so excited that they are firing into the air. Don’t you see? After so many years of cruel suppression, they have won their liberty at last. Everyone in this city is free today.’


    Evelyn smiled shakily and wished that she had not betrayed her fear. As they turned into the Nevski Prospekt she saw that the broad street with its serenely spaced neo-classical buildings was full of people. There were commandeered motor cars packed with soldiers, their bayonets fixed and sticking up out of the crammed vehicles like unwieldy bunches of flowerless winter roses. The red flags on the bonnets flew bravely against the hard, greyish-white snow, and despite their weapons the men waved cheerfully and yelled exultant greetings to the people they passed, calling them Tovarisch! Comrade! Parties of students hurried along the street and groups of workmen talked together, gesticulating, shouting and slapping one another on the back. Almost everyone seemed good humoured and although every soldier carried guns and many of the civilians had naked swords for walking sticks, Evelyn saw no killing.


    But, as they turned left into the Liteini Prospekt to walk the mile and a half down to the Taurida Palace, she became aware that among the thickening crowd there were some less comfortable sights. In between the happy students and excited soldiery there were grimmer parties, surrounding unarmed, white-faced men who were being herded down the street towards the palace.


    ‘Police,’ answered Bob Adamson to a question of Evelyn’s. ‘Mainly, I think, the men involved in the machine-gunning.’ If that were true, she thought, they deserved their fate, and she tried to suppress the memory of the fear she had seen in their faces. Looking round for something to help her forget them, she saw smoke in the distance and the reddish-orange glow of fire. As they walked towards its source, she saw that the whole of the Palace of Justice was on fire and that there were rows of smaller bonfires in the snow outside it, being fed with heaps of papers by people who from that distance seemed to be dressed entirely in black and to be dancing like devils around the flames. She could hear the roar of the fire that fed off the great building, and even from a hundred yards away could feel its fierce heat. As they walked nearer and nearer to the building, the roaring crackle seemed to force itself in on her, and as sparks fountained up into the white sky, she felt an impulse to clutch Mr Adamson’s arm for reassurance. She tore her glance away from the figures circling round and round the smaller fires in the road and watched the back of his head as he walked ahead beside Piotr.


    Once they got within shouting distance of the fires, the spindly, cavorting creatures were transformed into perfectly ordinary-looking men and women wrapped in the familiar poor overcoats and mufflers of the Petrograd people, and Evelyn saw that all they were doing was walking round their bonfires, stoking them.


    ‘What are they burning?’ she asked.


    ‘Secret police records,’ Piotr answered cheerfully. ‘Look at those piles of paper and files: all the spying and trickery of the past is being wiped out. They are ensuring that we can start again – free – as though the Okhrana had never been. All the exiles will be able to come back from Siberia and abroad. The political prisoners will be freed. There won’t be any more imprisonment without trial, nor censorship or spying.’
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