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      Chapter One

    


    It all began at a party given by a Soviet cultural society in Moscow in March 1943. Most of the foreign colony were invited. I forget what the occasion was, but it’s of no importance, for these parties were all pretty much alike. They were usually held in vast houses once owned by Russian noblemen, with lots of gilt and mirrors and faked marble pillars in their high-ceilinged rooms. The food and drink were always staggering in quantity and variety. There were always more guests than the rooms could comfortably hold, and yet you hardly ever saw an unfamiliar face. The social life in wartime Moscow was narrow and inbred, rather like that of castaways on a desert island. Most people went to the parties because they could think of nothing better to do.


    This particular gathering was no exception to the general rule. All the usual people were doing all the usual things. There wasn’t even a convoy captain down from Murmansk or an inflown American air crew to break the monotony. It was just the old gang of diplomats, members of the various Military Missions and foreign correspondents, with a careful flavouring of Russians.


    There was a crescendo of voices as the vodka and wine began to flow, but in everything but volume the talk was small. The military people—Russian and foreign—were avoiding the painful topic of the war, which the Russians were convinced they were fighting singlehanded. Avoidance was easy, since few of the British and American soldiers could speak much Russian and almost none of the Red Army officers could speak English. Conversation therefore bumped along in a series of imperfectly comprehended toasts. One or two recently-arrived correspondents hovered on the edge of the uniformed groups, hoping to pick up a little copy, but the more experienced Pressmen were content to drink. The civilian Russians were behaving like the well-trained professional hosts they were, and only an initiate could detect the wariness under their mask of official cordiality. One or two sly-eyed hostesses, tough Party members in private life, flirted self-consciously with diplomats of rank. Apart from them, there was the usual sprinkling of Russian poets, artists and writers who in wartime Russia enjoyed the unwritten privilege of mixing freely with foreigners.


    To judge by the noise, anyone dropping in casually would probably have said it was a swell party. But the alcoholic joviality was only a facade. Tomorrow most of the foreigners would again be frustrated, bored or angry, and most of the Russians would be aloof and unapproachable.


    I helped myself to food and drink and for a time added my voice to the babble. After a while I got tired of the heat and the crush and managed to find a pillar on the edge of the crowd which I thought would at least protect my rear. I had just lighted a cigarette when a girl appeared in front of me with a tray of glasses and offered me champagne. I knew she wasn’t one of the Society’s official hostesses, and yet there was something vaguely familiar about her. I supposed she had been drafted for the occasion to help by being nice to the foreign guests, and she certainly didn’t have to make any effort. She was sweet. She had dark hair and almost violet eyes and she looked about twenty. As I took the glass of champagne I said in Russian, “Please don’t go away!” She gave me an enchanting smile but she went away just the same. I only stopped following her with my eyes when I found I was pouring champagne on to my shoe.


    Several times during the next hour or so I caught her glance as she passed lightly from guest to guest, and once she smiled at me again. As soon as the crowd began to thin out I collected two glasses of champagne from a waiter, walked over to her and asked her to sit down and talk to me. She did so with a composed simplicity which was most appealing. I learned that she was a ballet dancer—no doubt that was why her face had seemed familiar, for I must have seen her at the ballet in some minor role. Her name was Marya Lamarkina. She seemed a different type from most of the young girls in the Moscow corps-de-ballet. I knew many of them by sight, and some by repute. They were a vigorous, fresh and amusing bunch who liked going about with foreigners. This girl was rather gentle and shy, with old-world manners which I found exquisite.


    She asked me about myself and I told her that my name was Philip Sutherland, that I was the correspondent of a London newspaper, and that I’d been in Moscow for two years. She congratulated me on my Russian, and after a little more conversation she said she must leave. I said I hoped we should meet again, but she only smiled and said ‘Perhaps’. I could hardly bear to see her go. The slight intoxication I felt as I walked back alone to my hotel was not entirely due to alcohol. I couldn’t stop thinking of that dainty figure and that charming smile.


    Next day I had to go off with a Press party to cover a big atrocity story in one of the liberated areas, and moving about among burned and tortured bodies I wasn’t in the mood to think of daintiness and charm. I was pretty used to horrors, but this was a particularly appalling business and once I’d dispatched my story I felt a reaction and was sick for a couple of days. Altogether, it was nearly a week before I could seriously get down to the problem of Marya. I was determined to renew our acquaintance, but it wasn’t at all easy to know how to begin. I was afraid that a direct approach might frighten her away for good, and yet I couldn’t see any alternative. It might be months before I ran into her again by accident, or it might be never. In the end, I sent her a short note by messenger. The forty or fifty words it contained gave me a lot more trouble than the million or so I had written for my paper since I came to Moscow, which was odd, since all I wanted to do was to ask her to accompany me to the Moscow Art Theatre on her next free day. I felt certain that she would make some excuse, but to my delight she accepted in an old-fashioned little letter and appointed the following Sunday as the day.


    I met her in the foyer of the theatre, feeling not in the least like a hard-boiled newspaper man. I had gone determined to make her feel at ease with me, but in fact I was much more nervous than she was. She was natural and friendly, and very soon we were both thoroughly enjoying ourselves. The play was The Cherry Orchard, and it was given with the traditional brilliance of the Art Theatre. Marya was enthralled. She rarely had the opportunity to see a straight play and I was touched by her rapt attention to the stage. For the first time since I came to Moscow I was grateful for what before had always seemed to me interminable entr’actes. Each time between the curtains we had half an hour or so to stroll round and round the foyer, as the Russians love to do, talking.


    In the second of the intervals I learned a good deal more about Marya. As a small child she had been brought up deep in the country by parents who apparently preserved the old way of life. When she was eight she was brought back to Moscow by a ballet school which had visited her district in search of promising material. She couldn’t remember just how it had happened, but it seemed her parents had not stood in her way. A little later she had had a letter from them, written from some remote spot in Central Russia but giving no address, and that was the last she had heard of them. All her later efforts to trace them had failed. From what she could remember it was easy to imagine that they had not taken to the new regime, and that they had provided for Marya as best they could before the intolerance of the post-Revolution years had swept them away.


    During the weeks that followed that first pleasant evening together at the theatre it was only rarely that I was able to be alone with Marya, but I could often see her on the stage. I became an ardent balletomane. I had always enjoyed Russian ballet on its own ground—no one who has not seen it can easily imagine the gorgeousness and glitter of its settings and costumes, to say nothing of the dancing itself. Now I had a more personal reason for liking it. Except when I was out of Moscow on some Press trip, I hardly missed a performance when Marya was dancing. At this time she was only just emerging from the chorus, but she was regarded as a dancer of exceptional promise. She had grace and vitality and technique, and a hint of passion on the rare occasions when she was given an opportunity to show it. Ballet is a serious business in Moscow, and success comes slowly, but I felt sure Marya would one day become a great dancer. Naturally I wasn’t the most objective of critics. I was dazzled by her dancing—spellbound. But it wasn’t just the glamour of the stage that was making me crazy about her. She had just the same effect on me when sometimes we walked together in the Park of Culture and Rest—a grimly formal place totally devoid of glamour.


    I liked everything about Marya. I liked the impulsive way she would put her arm in mine before shyly withdrawing it. I liked the way she moved, and the ready laughter in her eyes. She was a shining person, if you know what I mean. Although she looked so demure, she had a tremendous zest for living.


    She completely transformed my life in Moscow as our friendship grew. Frustration and enforced inactivity had been making me a little morose—everyone said I had been in Russia too long. But Marya’s gaiety had a magical effect. The vexations of the job no longer troubled me unduly. With Marya I could laugh at official stupidities and obstructions which a few months earlier would have started a rush of blood to the head. I told her that without her I should soon have become a sour old man. “How old are you, Philip Georgevitch?” she asked. I told her I was nearly thirty. Marya thought this over. “Old perhaps,” she said kindly, “but—not sour.”


    I couldn’t see nearly as much of her as I wanted to. Almost every day she was either practising or dancing. It was I who was comparatively leisured, for with the spring thaw a lull had come on the Russian front and there was little war news to send. When we did meet, it always seemed that our relationship had ripened. Of course I was head over heels in love with her, and by now I knew that she felt for me something more than the ordinary romantic interest in a foreigner.


    One day in the middle of May, when the sun was warm and all Moscow had blossomed, we took a bus out to Khimki—a bathing beach on the Moscow river—hired two tiny canoes and paddled off upstream until we had left the city far behind us. Marya delighted in any form of exercise and it was all I could do to keep abreast of her flashing paddles. She kept breaking into little snatches of song—it was that sort of day. She looked bewitching and I just couldn’t keep my eyes off her. Presently she suggested we should picnic on an attractive bit of grassy bank fringed with silver birches. We had come prepared to swim, but we soon found that the water was still cold from the thawed snow, and after a few minutes’ splashing and racing we climbed out to sun ourselves on the bank.


    “I didn’t know you were such a good swimmer,” I said, a little breathlessly.


    Marya shook her wet curls. “I’ve always liked it,” she said. “I adore the water.”


    “I’ve got a sailing-boat at home,” I said. “Perhaps one day I’ll take you out in her.”


    Instead of making some light reply or ignoring my remark, Marya looked at me quite seriously. I had forgotten the directness of the Russians. “I would like that,” she said.


    I couldn’t stop, then. I said, “Marya, you know I’m desperately in love with you.”


    “I love you, too, Philip,” she said simply.


    “Then will you marry me and come to England?”


    “Perhaps,” she said. “We will think about it.”


    I took her in my arms. I hadn’t gone to Khimki that day with the deliberate intention of making love to her, but it happened naturally and inevitably. We were both incredibly happy.


    Back in town, of course, we had to face serious problems which I suppose both of us, in different degrees, had pushed aside until now. I had been long enough in Moscow to know that about the most foolish thing a foreigner and a Russian girl could do was to fall in love, and that the most foolish thing of all was to marry. I had known it equally, of course, the day I had first set eyes on Marya. If I had been sensible, or unselfish, I should have tried to put her out of my mind after that first party. It would have saved us both a lot of heartache in the end. But people aren’t like that. I had seen many love-affairs and some tragic consequences in wartime Moscow, and in my time had given much sound advice to others, but I had never known any couple refrain from loving or marrying because of the difficulties ahead.


    All the same, the difficulties were formidable. I knew that if Marya married me she would be risking official disfavour and possibly jeopardizing her career as long as she stayed in Russia. I knew, too, that there was no certainty that she would be granted an exit visa when the time came for me to leave. One or two Russian wives of foreigners had been permitted to leave, but by no means all. The attitude of the authorities to foreign marriages seemed to be hardening. It was never quite clear what their motives were, but they had a morbid fear and suspicion of the outside world and just didn’t want any mixing. Marya naturally had an inkling of all this, but she wasn’t—thank God—politically-minded and was inclined to assume that everything would be all right.


    I tried to face up to the issues as honestly as anyone in love could do. Indeed, when Marya herself raised the subject of marriage at our next meeting I gave such a realistic account of the possible complications that I reduced her to tears and felt an absolute brute. She even accused me, with a rare flash of temper, of having changed my mind about her, and we got into a silly emotional tangle before everything was sorted out. One thing was plain and that was that Marya wasn’t going to be intimidated by difficulties, political or otherwise. She knew that one or two wives had got visas and saw no reason why she shouldn’t in time. She had read quite a bit about ballet abroad and seemed confident that she would be able to follow her profession in London if she were patient. I thought so, too. We went over everything. Finally she said she would sooner be married to me for two years than not married to me at all. I suppose the result was a foregone conclusion all the time, because we both wanted each other and that was all there was to it. We did what so many other couples had done and grasped at happiness while we could.


    When I told the British Ambassador he called me ‘a damned young fool’, warned me that he wouldn’t be able to do much to help me, and then shook me warmly by the hand and wished me luck. He married us in the Embassy in June, and afterwards we signed the necessary papers in a registry office to comply with Soviet law. In the evening we had one of the jolliest Anglo-American-Russian parties I had known in all my stay. A large part of the Moscow ballet seemed to be there, the head of the Soviet Press Department looked in and expressed his good wishes, the correspondents and diplomats were charming and cheerful and everybody was in the highest good humour. The Russians were particularly cordial and all the auspices seemed favourable.


    Marya and I were marvellously happy, for we were very much in love. She went on with her ballet routine just as before, but her horizon had widened and she talked a great deal about England, which she was eager to see. Her dancing kept her away for long hours, and every now and again I would go off on a Press trip as the tide of battle surged westwards and great cities were liberated. But still we managed to be together most of the time. While the summer lasted we spent as much time as we could out of doors. We used to go off for picnics on the river or take the Metro to the outskirts of the town and walk for hours in the birch forests. Together we explored Moscow. In Marya’s company I grew to love the old city, honey-coloured in the golden autumn, rose-pink under snow in winter. When time was short we had a special ‘beat’—once round the Kremlin. On a crisp bright day in winter there isn’t a finer short walk in the world.


    When the cold weather settled in, Marya insisted on teaching me to ski. Marya, like most Russians, was very competent. I, on the contrary, was very conscious of my clumsiness. We used to go off through the Sokolniki woods on the outskirts of Moscow and seek, out a quiet spot where I could practise unobserved. I remember scrambling up one day, covered with snow and indignity after failing to negotiate some nursery slope, to find a group of little Russian children watching me in silence, and their leader solemnly remarking, “From what small hills you fall!” Rather sheepishly I tried to explain that we seldom saw snow in England, and then Marya came up, brimming with laughter, to release me from further inquisition.


    If Marya was the better skier, I was the better linguist. My Russian didn’t go very deep, but what I knew I knew well, and Marya assured me that I could pass for a Russian anywhere. I even looked like one, she said. That, I suppose, is because of the high cheek-bones I have inherited from a Scandinavian great grandmother. But actually I’m much taller than the average Russian, and a lot slimmer.


    At first we had always talked in Russian, but now Marya was eager to learn English and I encouraged her. She had a quick mind and a retentive memory and she made good progress. She was disappointed that she couldn’t quite lose her Russian accent but I was glad, for it was one of her great charms.


    We had our worries. Marya was aware of a change in her relationship with some members of the ballet company whom she had counted among her friends. There was no ostracizm, but from time to time there was a coolness which was almost equally distressing to anyone of Marya’s affectionate and generous disposition. The ballet, like every Soviet organization, had its political side, and the girls perhaps unconsciously took their cue from the Party members whenever Anglo-Soviet relations ran into difficulties. Marya, though very much a Soviet citizen in the eyes of the law, was regarded by her fellow-Russians as virtually a foreigner. It seemed a little hard that she should sometimes be treated as though she were personally responsible for not having opened a Second Front, but these moments passed, and on the rare occasions when Britain was conceded to have earned Soviet praise she even basked in reflected glory. Poor Marya was a little bewildered by the swift and subtle changes. Happily, her career did not seem to be suffering as I had feared it might.


    Our life together couldn’t be very domestic. We had taken a small suite at the hotel, which in the daytime was cluttered up with papers, secretaries and messengers, as I had to use it as an office. Most of our meals were taken in the restaurant, but sometimes in the evening, when Marya wasn’t dancing, she would go all housewifely and solemnly cook a meal on the single electric-ring. She insisted that the meals she cooked were Russian specialities, but they always seemed to taste and smell the same, whatever ingredients she used. As a cook, she was undoubtedly a most promising ballerina.


    Marya found that her friends were more reluctant to visit her now that she was married to a foreigner. I had been afraid that this would happen, but she was too busy to be lonely, and she liked most of the correspondents who lived in the hotel and who were always dropping in. Her favourite was a good friend of mine, Steve Quillan, who had recently come to Moscow to broadcast for an American network. Steve was as different as could be from the strident and assertive American of caricature. He was an outwardly placid man, with a quizzical expression and a droll sense of humour. To look at, he was tall and loosely-built, with broad shoulders slightly bowed and hands perpetually thrust into his trousers pockets. Though I never heard him discourteous to anyone in Russia except a censor, and that only under the greatest provocation, he disapproved strongly of the Soviet set-up, and his great delight was to make cracks about the Russians over the air which the censors had failed to detect in the tangle of colloquial American. I first got to know him when I acted as a stand-in for a broadcaster who’d gone out of town on a trip. The studio was about a mile from the hotel, and Steve and I used to plod up there together through the snow at two o’ clock in the morning to deliver our broadcasts. I was only an amateur, but Steve was an artist at the microphone. He had a fine low voice, which was no doubt one of the reasons why he had gone into the broadcasting side of foreign reporting. He’d give one or two ‘H’rrrmps’, which seemed to lower his voice about an octave, and then he’d start talking in a deep bass that fairly stroked you into agreement.


    Marya and I found Steve a source of endless entertainment. When he had nothing in particular to do he would weave his way up to our room, greet me with a ‘Hello, you Fascist beast!’, cast an appreciative eye over Marya, and drape himself across our settee with a contented sigh, as though he’d found sanctuary from a madhouse. Sometimes he’d bring up with him the script of a broadcast he’d just given, seeking our praise. He was still fresh enough in Moscow to be keen on the job, and he made a great effort to keep his vast American audience interested. Our raw material was very scrappy. Since we rarely met Russians except on trips, we had to base our reports on the snippets of information contained in the Soviet newspapers, and build on them. But what a builder Steve was! He might be physically confined to Moscow, but his imagination was away campaigning with the Red Army and he was an adept at turning a hint into a two-minute flight of radio fancy. While the official Soviet reporters were still observing the Dnieper from a distant height, Steve would be watering his horses in the river, describing the flora and fauna on the banks and giving an emotional account of the feelings of the residents along its shores who were about to be liberated. The Red Army moved fast, but Steve always moved faster. He was quite shameless about these embellishments. Sometimes he would glance mischievously up from his script, trying to catch my eye, when he came to one of the more colourful passages. The censor was completely cynical about these stories, provided they could be considered good propaganda, and he rarely cut anything solely on the ground that it was imaginary. But Steve had a lot of copy slashed on political grounds, like most of us.


    Apart from Steve, Marya and I became friendly with a man named Jack Denny, and his wife who was also a Russian girl. It was a natural friendship because we had common interests and apprehensions. Denny had come out to Russia in March 1943 to demonstrate some new British tanks, which the Russians characteristically denounced as death-traps while demanding that supplies should be increased. At that time he was a sergeant in the Royal Armoured Corps. He was a first-rate technician, but however hard he tried he could never look or behave much like a soldier. Moscow suited him because discipline was relaxed there and he was practically an autonomous unit. At first he had worn a straggling black moustache in the belief that it gave him a military appearance, but actually it made him look like a rather mournful grocer. He took it off at the approach of winter because he thought it might freeze on him, and I must say he looked a lot better without it.


    Denny was a thickset chap with a large placid countenance. It took a long time to get him talking as a rule, but let him once start on a pet theme and the ponderous flood of his discourse would wear you down. He had come out to Moscow equipped with a wardrobe the like of which had never been seen there before. It was quite embarrassing to walk out with him in winter when he was wearing ‘civvies’, for small children would follow us for miles, fascinated by the deerstalker hat and the coat of many linings that Denny had been convinced he would need in deepest Russia. It was just as well the kids couldn’t see his underwear.


    The circumstances in which Denny met his Russian wife were unique. After many requests, the correspondents had managed to get permission to visit a tank training-school where British tanks were being used, and Denny was invited too. He couldn’t speak a word of Russian at that time, so the authorities thoughtfully provided him with an interpreter, whose name I afterwards discovered was Svetlana. After we had looked over the tank school there was the usual banquet. Denny was sitting just opposite me, and Svetlana was next to him. She was attractive in a heavy Slav way, with flaxen hair and hazel eyes, a splendid Russian bosom and a complexion like a baby’s. At the banquet our host, a Tank General, set a hard-drinking pace, and before long we were all pretty tight. Denny, still unused to vodka, succumbed completely, but Svetlana was quite unperturbed. When he finally slumped in his chair she rolled her beautiful lace sleeves above her elbows, picked him up bodily, and carried him out. A few weeks later they were married.


    Because Denny was a bit heavy in his movements and in his conversation, some of the colony were inclined to write him off as stupid. But he certainly wasn’t that. He was slow, which is a different thing. He would quietly take people to pieces and examine their works, as he took everything to pieces. He couldn’t stand anything shoddy. I have a mental picture of Denny dismantling an electric-light switch in our room at the hotel just to see how a Russian switch worked, and I remember now the tone of shocked disbelief in which he said, ‘Blimey, look at this contraption.’


    Denny’s great qualities were lots of common sense and an absolutely unswerving loyalty. He was one of the most naturally upright men I’d ever met. He was the sort of chap who could be relied upon to say ‘I will’ only once in his life and to mean what he said about sticking to his girl for better or worse. Svetlana appreciated that. She was very straightforward and loyal herself—a good Soviet citizen, believing what she was told like everyone else. Actually she had reason to be grateful to the Revolution. Her paternal grandfather had been an illiterate peasant with more children than livestock and no prospect of improving his lot. In the social earthquake after 1917, Svetlana’s mother had found her way to Moscow, and with the help of state scholarships had been educated up to university standard and had emerged with a diploma as a teacher of languages. She had married a minor Party intellectual who had died shortly after Svetlana’s birth. In due course Svetlana had followed in her mother’s footsteps and had herself become a teacher of English at the Moscow Institute. When she met Denny her mother had just died, leaving a big gap in her life which Denny—who so obviously needed looking after—filled admirably. Denny of course was warned about the dangers of such a marriage, but like the rest of us he decided to risk it.


    Marya and Svetlana, in most respects complete opposites, took to each other very quickly and became close friends. Svetlana admired Marya’s accomplishments, and Marya found Svetlana reliable and comforting. We all saw a good deal of each other and visited each other’s homes. Denny and Svetlana were a devoted pair and, domestically speaking, Denny went quite native. They had one tiny room with the bed curtained off, and they had a fourth share in a communal kitchen and an eighth share in the usual offices. The place wasn’t too bad by Russian standards—there were no bugs, and with his special privileges as a foreigner Denny was able to get enough fuel for their little iron stove, as well as adequate rations. When Svetlana had more work to do than he had, he would even go down to the market and do the shopping. In the end, he thought nothing of travelling on the Moscow trams, which was the supreme test of acclimatization for any foreigner.


    Sometimes, when he and Svetlana came to visit us at the hotel and saw again the comparative luxury of our faded Louis Quinze suite, they would grumble a little about their squalid conditions. But mostly they were looking ahead. Denny’s ideal was a neat little villa in Streatham, with a trim grass lawn and a small workshop in the garage, and he got a tremendous kick out of telling Svetlana what fun they would have setting up house in England. Svetlana made it plain that they hoped to raise a large family.


    Then the war and the Russians dragged them apart. Early in 1944, when Denny had been in Russia a little under a year, he was recalled to England. Svetlana at once applied for an exit visa, which was neither refused nor granted. The Russians were still sullenly awaiting the Second Front, and we all tried to pretend that that was the reason for their silence and that when they felt better about their allies they’d grant the visa. There was nothing whatever to be done except be patient. Both Denny and Svetlana took the blow with outward composure, though Denny’s sense of justice was deeply affronted. He had always got on well with the Russians at the technical level, he had taught them a great deal, and he felt he deserved something better from them. But he didn’t moan and he didn’t lose hope. Marya and I went with them to the airport on a bitter February day and afterwards we did our best to comfort Svetlana, though we weren’t feeling any too happy ourselves. In the evening Steve dropped in for a drink and his remarks about the Soviet authorities were corrosive. His indignation increased under the influence of vodka. He was supposed to broadcast that night and he went off at about nine o’clock, muttering, to write his piece. It was never broadcast, however. Apparently Steve took it down to the Press Department himself, got involved in an argument with the censor about the Russian wives, and finally had his copy killed. He told me next morning, with a grin compounded of shame and complacency, that he thought it was because he had written ‘Soviet Neroes’ instead of ‘Soviet heroes’ and had denied that it was a typing error.


    With the separation of Denny and Svetlana a darker shadow fell across the lives of Marya and myself. We didn’t dare to talk much about our own prospects, but I was seized with new anxiety and even Marya’s gaiety occasionally gave way to tears when we were alone. We had cause to be worried, too, about Svetlana. One night, about a week after Denny’s departure, she was stopped and questioned as she left the hotel by a plain-clothes member of the N. K.V.D.—the Soviet Security Police. Two nights later she was stopped again, and this time she was taken to N. K.V.D. headquarters. She had nothing at all on her conscience and was able to answer all the questions honestly and apparently to the satisfaction of her inquisitors. All the same, it was very disturbing. Svetlana wouldn’t have been the first Russian girl to find herself in Siberia after becoming friendly with a foreigner. I don’t think anyone was surprised when she told us soon afterwards that she had been sacked from the Institute without an explanation. She applied for one or two jobs in other Soviet organizations, but it was apparent that she had been blacklisted for having a British husband and for having asked to go away with him.


    It was Steve who came to the rescue. A correspondent—a British correspondent, he was at pains to tell me—had just bribed his secretary away from him. What made the blow more bitter to Steve was that part of the consideration had been three pairs of American nylons. Anyway, there was a job waiting for Svetlana. The arrangement proved extremely successful, for Svetlana made an admirable secretary, and there was no further trouble with the N. K.V.D. Svetlana soon became her cheerful self again, helped by regular letters from Denny through the diplomatic bag. He had been posted as instructor to a tank school in Wales.


    Marya and I had some wonderful times in the summer of 1944, but the shadow never really lifted. Night after night the great guns boomed out their victory salutes as Russian towns and villages were liberated, but they carried no message of personal hope for us. I knew that my office would expect me to leave Moscow as soon as the war ended, and I knew that from the professional standpoint I ought to leave. I might be able to stall for a time, but the newspaper business expects a measure of discipline and I had always taken a pride in my job.


    Theoretically, of course, I could become a Soviet citizen and try to scrape a living at Marya’s side. I confess I never seriously considered such a step, nor did Marya ever hint that it might be a solution. She had seen one or two of the wretched creatures who had done it.


    In the spring of 1945 we talked the whole position over and made preparatory moves about her visa application. I tried to enlist the support of the Soviet Press Department, pointing out quite justifiably that I had done a reasonably useful job of reporting in Russia and that I expected them to treat me decently in return. I didn’t suppose it would do much good, for these matters are decided at the highest level, but I felt I had to try everything. I wrote to Molotov, who knew me at least by name and by sight and certainly knew of Marya, and I even dropped a carefully-phrased letter—as correspondents occasionally did—into Generalissimo Stalin’s Kremlin letterbox. The British Ambassador refrained from saying ‘I told you so’ when I called on him, and rather wearily promised that he would try to raise the matter personally with Molotov.


    Our spirits rose a little during the victory celebrations, when British and American nationals were mobbed in the streets by enthusiastic crowds and even the official Russians unfroze. But the goodwill bore no material fruit. Day after day I rang the Head of the Press Department—who assured me that he had put in a word with the authorities—but he never knew anything. I got a cable from my office congratulating me on the work I’d done and raising my salary. It was dust and ashes. I would readily have bartered all the money I should ever earn for a seal on a piece of paper. Presently I got another cable from the office saying they had assigned me to take charge of the New York bureau—perhaps the finest job a correspondent could have. They hoped I was having no difficulty about my wife’s visa.


    I cabled asking them to approach the Soviet Ambassador in London, though I knew it would be futile. I said I would need a little time to clear up my affairs and they were sympathetic. I called at the visa office but was refused an interview. Marya called, and was told by some underling that the matter was under consideration.


    I knew we were wasting our time. All the doors were closed, and not by chance.


    For the moment, there was nothing more to be done. I write that now, but I wasn’t philosophical then. I was desperately heartsick and worried about what might happen to Marya. But there it was—we’d had two wonderful years and now we were going to pay. I wired the office that I was preparing to leave and stonily packed my bags. If I had to go, the sooner it was done the better—there was no joy for anyone in these last days. Once more Steve rallied round, though his eyes seemed for the moment to have lost their twinkle. He wasn’t wholly to be envied—he would have to do probably two more years in Moscow before his network moved him. He promised to look after Marya for me. Once more we all assured each other that it was only a question of time. I clung to straws of comfort—the thought, for instance, that at least Marya would have her dancing to take her mind off things. But we both felt as though a partial death had come to us.


    I said good-bye to Steve and Svetlana at the hotel. I would have left Marya there also, but she was too Russian to cut the knot sharply at the end and she insisted on coming to the airport with me.


    The ’plane was already warming up when we got there and we didn’t have long to wait. Marya clung to me, looking woefully lost and pathetic. She said, “Philip, if they won’t let me out you will come back here, won’t you … just to see me, I mean?” Her voice trembled. “I—I don’t feel ready to say goodbye.” She pressed her head against my shoulder and began to sob in a way that tore my heart.


    I said: “I’ll come back, darling, darling Marya. I promise.”


    “I wouldn’t want you to stay …”


    “I know, sweetheart. Don’t let’s talk about it. It won’t come to that. We’ll find a way.”


    Marya looked deep into my eyes and said slowly: “Whatever happens I shall always love you. Always. I shall wait for you if I wait all my life.”


    “And I shall always love you, Marya. You’re not—sorry—about everything?”


    The tears sprang to her eyes once more. “I would do it all again,” she said earnestly. “I’ve been so happy.”


    The loudspeaker blared. Marya dabbed her face. She said, trying to smile: “I don’t want you to remember me like this. I must look dreadful.”


    We got up and went to the barrier. I took her in my arms, kissed her and held her close for a moment. Then I grabbed my case and went blindly on to the tarmac, not knowing if I should ever see her again.


  

    

      Chapter Two

    


    I worked in New York for more than eighteen months. Marya and I kept as close as we could by correspondence but it was a heartbreaking business. The whole thing seemed so wickedly unnecessary and unfair. I don’t think she was ever out of my mind for a moment. There was no difficulty about getting private messages carried to and fro, for newspaper men were frequently going in and coming out and I knew most of them. Once Steve came out by air for a short break. He was reassuring up to a point—he said that Marya, though a little subdued in private, was dancing better than ever, and he thought she was too popular to come to any harm. Otherwise, there was little he could tell me that I didn’t know from her letters.
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