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    Andrew Garve is the pen name of Paul Winterton (1908–2001). He was born in Leicester and educated at the Hulme Grammar School, Manchester and Purley County School, Surrey, after which he took a degree in Economics at London University. He was on the staff of The Economist for four years, and then worked for fourteen years for the London News Chronicle as reporter, leader writer and foreign correspondent. He was assigned to Moscow from 1942–5, where he was also the correspondent of the BBC’s Overseas Service.


    After the war he turned to full-time writing of detective and adventure novels and produced more than forty-five books. His work was serialized, televised, broadcast, filmed and translated into some twenty languages. He is noted for his varied and unusual backgrounds – which have included Russia, newspaper offices, the West Indies, ocean sailing, the Australian outback, politics, mountaineering and forestry – and for never repeating a plot.
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      Chapter One

    


    Miss Phelps spoke into the telephone. ‘Lord Quainton’s here now, Mr Cole … Yes, all right.’ She gave me a friendly nod. ‘His Nibs is free – you can go in.’ I thanked her, and went through into the editor’s room.


    John Cole got up from his chair and greeted me warmly. ‘Good to see you back, Tim,’ he said. He was a tall, lean man with a craggy face. I had worked for him for nearly ten years, first as reporter and then as foreign correspondent. I respected and liked him.


    ‘Pull up a chair,’ he said. ‘Sorry I was busy all day yesterday.…’ He settled himself behind his desk, his long legs tied into a comfortable knot. ‘Well, how are you?’


    ‘I’m fine,’ I said.


    ‘Health all right? No neuroses? No Moscow blues?’


    ‘Nothing like that.’


    ‘Good. You’re certainly looking very chipper.… So you think you’ll be able to stand another spell out there?’


    ‘Oh, yes,’ I said. ‘It’s an interesting time just now – what with the Chinese quarrel, the harvest failures and the so-called thaw. Never a dull moment.’


    ‘You still don’t believe in the thaw?’


    ‘I don’t think anyone’s going to fall through the ice just yet.’


    He smiled. ‘Well, we must have a long talk about all that before you go back.… Anyway, Tim, you’ve been doing an excellent job out there. Sound, objective news coverage, and the sort of thoughtful interpretation that a quality Sunday paper needs.’


    I acknowledged the compliment and tried not to look too complacent.


    ‘Of course,’ he went on, after a pause, ‘keeping a staff man in Moscow is a bit of a luxury for a weekly paper. You’re a big name now and I feel we ought to exploit you more. How would you feel about leaving the routine stuff to the agencies for a while, and concentrating on a really ambitious feature?’


    ‘It sounds attractive,’ I said. ‘What exactly are you thinking of?’


    ‘Well, I was talking the other day to a man named George Sutton – a timber importer – and he said the Russians had never learned to cope with their winter – economically – industrially – the way the Middle West or Canada has. He said they virtually hibernated and that this was the thing above all others that was holding them back. Would you agree?’


    ‘I wouldn’t put it quite as strongly as that,’ I said. ‘But there’s a lot in it.… They do tend to think of their winter as something to be endured, rather than mastered. Not the men at the top, but the masses. The peasants are pretty satisfied if they can just keep alive.’


    ‘Which means that everything slows down.’


    ‘Oh, tremendously. And the people do seem fairly resigned about it. They’re slow and backward by nature, and the climate encourages them in their ways.’


    Cole nodded. ‘As I thought, it’s an interesting angle. Now you’ll be going back there in six weeks’ time, at the start of their winter. How about making a winter journey – say, through the Ukraine? A comprehensive trip, covering the collective farms and the Don basin industries. Find out what their winter techniques are like and, if they lag, where they lag. Nothing unfriendly – just a straight inquiry. Then do a long piece – perhaps ten thousand words – with plenty of colour and description. You could take your time over it – you could come back here to write it if you liked. We’d run it for several weeks.… How does the idea appeal to you?’


    ‘Very much indeed,’ I said. ‘There’s nothing I’d like better.… You know the difficulty, though.’


    ‘Getting permission, I suppose.’


    I nodded. ‘The thaw definitely hasn’t spread to that kind of trip. They wouldn’t let me just go off on my own.’


    ‘Not even though you speak Russian like a native?’


    ‘That’s what would worry them most – I could talk to people too easily.… No, they’d want to vet the itinerary and they’d insist on sending someone along with me.’


    ‘Would that matter?’


    ‘It wouldn’t matter a bit from the story point of view – it might even help.… But they take such a long while to organize anything.’


    ‘You mean it might be high summer before they were ready?’


    ‘It might easily be next winter.… Anyway, I’ll put it up to the Press Department directly I get back, and see what they say.’


    ‘Yes, do that – tell them we’re very keen on the trip … In the meantime, you can be thinking it over – doing a bit of planning, perhaps.…’ Cole glanced at his watch, unwound his legs and got up. ‘By the way, I’ve got Bressov coming to dine tonight – the counsellor at the Embassy. It would be nice if you could join us. Eight o’clock at my home … ? I apologize for the short notice.’


    I hesitated – but only for a second. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, ‘I’m afraid I’m already fixed up for tonight.’


    ‘Blast … ! Is it an important date, Tim? Couldn’t you break it?’


    I shook my head regretfully. ‘I really am sorry – I’d have liked to join you.’


    Cole grimaced. ‘Well, you’re on leave, so I can’t make it a command performance. We must lunch together soon – I’ll ask Miss Phelps to arrange it with you.… And I hope you have an enjoyable holiday.’


    ‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I think I’m going to.’


    At eight o’clock that evening, with only the faintest pricking of conscience, I was sitting at a secluded table in the Gourmet Restaurant in Soho, waiting for a girl I’d met at a cocktail party only the night before.


    It had been pure chance that I’d gone to it. I’d flown in from Moscow around noon, checked in at a hotel off the Strand, and made a few phone calls to scattered relations. Then I’d wandered along to the office to report to Dukes, the Foreign Editor, and say hallo to old friends. I’d spent a most agreeable afternoon, gossiping and reminiscing, but at short notice no one had been free for the evening and for lack of anything better to do I’d drifted along to a film show and Press party to which the paper had received an invitation. The film, a thriller, was supposed to have a Russian background and I was interested to see what the moguls made of it. The thriller part wasn’t bad, but the background was such a travesty of the real thing that I found it hard to sit the film through. The party afterwards was like a million others, and I’d just decided to make an early night of it when I noticed a rather unusual-looking girl standing alone. My glance, when she intercepted it, brought a coolly inquiring response. I moved over, glass in hand, with an amiable, cocktail-party smile. She returned the smile. Her face had been rather grave in repose, but her smile was devastating. It ran me through like a sword.


    We went into the usual routine, introducing ourselves, and making light conversation at first. She was, it appeared, the personal secretary of the producer, Anton Darlan. She looked about twenty-four. Her English was as accentless as mine, but the name she gave sounded like Maria Rashinsky. I asked her if she was Russian. After a few drinks, and in the context of the evening, it didn’t seem too idiotic a question. ‘No, I’m British,’ she replied, with a touch of indignation. ‘Of course,’ I said, ‘stupid of me!’ We both laughed. It turned out that she spelled her name Raczinski – and Marya with a ‘y’. Her father had been a Pole but he’d long ago become naturalized and she’d been brought up wholly in England. She’d dropped the feminine form ‘Raczinska’, she said, to avoid confusion.


    I was fascinated by her. She was a tall brunette with greenish eyes and an air of tremendous distinction. She was beautifully groomed, she had poise, she appeared very sophisticated – yet once we’d got over the frothy preliminaries, her conversation had a naturalness and directness which I’d previously associated only with Russian girls. And that smile! The old cliché about a face lighting up exactly described what happened. I found myself working for it, longing for it to reappear. It was enchanting – and so was she. She wore no ring, which seemed incredible. We got on so well together that before the party broke up I dared to ask her if she’d dine with me next day – and to my astonished delight she said yes.


    So here I was at the Gourmet, a fairly hard-bitten newspaperman with a quickened pulse; a bachelor of thirty crazily toying with the idea of abandoning his freedom if he was given half a chance – all on the strength of a smile and an hour’s talk.


    I’d been sitting at the table, anxiously watching the door, for more than twenty minutes when she arrived. I saw her come in and speak to the head waiter and I waved as she turned in my direction. There was a slightly puzzled expression on her face as she joined me.


    ‘I’m sorry I’m so late …’ she began.


    ‘You came,’ I said, ‘that’s all that matters.’


    ‘The traffic’s impossible.’


    ‘Don’t give it a thought. Where I come from, people reckon they’re keeping an appointment if they turn up on the right day.’ I helped her with her coat. ‘What would you like to drink – gin, sherry … ?’


    ‘Tio Pepe, please.’


    I ordered the sherry, and a Martini for myself, and the waiter went away.


    ‘You know,’ she said, ‘I could have sworn the head waiter said Lord Quainton when I asked for you.’


    ‘I expect he did. I’ve been here before.’


    ‘You mean you are a lord?’


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘Oh!’


    ‘I hope you don’t mind.’


    ‘Of course not.…’ She didn’t sound too certain about it.


    ‘I could disclaim the title,’ I said.


    She laughed. ‘I was surprised, that’s all.… The only lords I know are bald and elderly.’


    ‘Oh, we come all ages.…’


    The drinks arrived. I raised my glass. ‘Well, it’s nice to see you again, Marya. It’s been a long time.’


    ‘You’re rather foolish,’ she said. She sipped her sherry. ‘Do you like being a lord?’


    ‘It has some advantages. The obvious social ones, of course.… Professionally, it sometimes helps to open doors. Oddly enough, the Russians are rather impressed with titles … And then it’s quite a satisfactory thought that if I felt strongly enough about something I could take my seat in the House of Lords and make a fuss.’


    ‘Will you ever? Take your seat, I mean?’


    ‘I might – though I’ll have to make up my mind fairly soon … I would never have wanted to be an M. P. – my father was one, and from what I saw of the life it was deadly. Mostly he spent his time as a sort of welfare officer for his constituents – overworked and underpaid. In the end he was made a baron because a prospective Minister wanted his seat. That accounts for me – I’m the second baron. No blue blood, you see – just jiggery-pokery.’


    The waiter was hovering, with enormous menus.


    ‘Shall we order,’ I said, ‘and then we can talk in peace.…’ Marya chose a melon and escalope de veau Marsala, which was a speciality of the house. I said I’d have the same. With Marya opposite me, looking perfectly delectable, I’d have been just as happy with a sandwich. I ordered a bottle of claret which I thought she’d like, and relaxed.


    ‘You know,’ I said, ‘this is quite the most agreeable thing I’ve done in years.’


    ‘Really? Don’t you enjoy yourself in Moscow?’


    ‘ ‘‘Enjoy’’ is a strong word. One has one’s moments – but it’s not exactly a carefree place.’


    ‘How did you come to be sent there?’


    ‘Well, it all started with doing a Russian course in an intelligence unit when I was a National Service man. You had to work hard and show results or they sent you back to square-bashing – so naturally I worked hard. Afterwards it seemed a waste not to use the language. I got a job reporting for the Sunday Recorder and when a chance came I applied for the Moscow post. I’ve been there three years now.’


    ‘And you only come back once a year?’


    ‘Yes – unless something special arises.… It’s not a life sentence, of course, just a stretch.’


    That earned another smile.


    There was a little pause while the waiter served the melon. Then Marya said, ‘Isn’t the end of October rather late to take your holiday? I shouldn’t think you’ll have very good weather.’


    ‘No,’ I agreed. ‘I generally go south for a couple of weeks, to France or Italy – though I somehow doubt if I will this time.… Anyway, the weather can’t be worse here than it is in Russia – the between-seasons are always frightful there. When the snow melts in the spring, every track turns into a quagmire. They call it rasputitsa – it means roadlessness. And conditions in the autumn are nearly as bad. Once the snow settles for good, things can be quite pleasant, but it usually falls and melts several times before it stays. To me, autumn in Moscow means long queues of sullen people in wet clothes standing about for hours in icy slush. At least I’ll be missing that.’


    ‘It sounds frightful.… What do they queue for?’


    ‘Oh, practically everything. Food, tickets, passes, permits – there’s always a queue. It’s the national pastime.… There’s a rather nice story …’


    ‘I’m listening.’


    ‘Well, there was a Muscovite named Ivan who badly wanted a train ticket to Leningrad. He knew he hadn’t much hope of getting one at the ticket office, because there was always a tremendous queue and hardly any tickets. Then he remembered that he had a friend at the Commissariat of Transport and he went along and explained his need. His friend was sympathetic, and gave him a permit to go to the head of the queue. Ivan was naturally delighted. He took his permit and went boldly to the head of the queue and rapped on the counter. The man who was already first in line said, ‘‘What do you think you’re up to, comrade? You get to the back.’’ Ivan, undismayed, said, ‘‘It’s all right, comrade – I have a permit to go to the head of the queue.’’ The other man looked at him pityingly. ‘‘Comrade,’’ he said, ‘‘this is the queue for people with permits to go to the head of the queue’’.’


    We both laughed. Marya said, ‘I must remember to tell that to my father – he’ll love it.’


    We went on talking about Russia for some time. I hadn’t intended to – it’s a subject I can easily get carried away by – but Marya – because of her Polish connections, I guessed – was more than ordinarily interested. What I really wanted to talk about was herself, and as soon as I got the chance I switched the conversation to her job with the film company. ‘Do you enjoy it?’ I asked her.


    ‘Very much, most of the time. Everyone in the film world is absolutely scatty, of course – but once you accept that, it can be great fun.’


    ‘Do you see much of the actual film-making?’


    ‘Sometimes I do – it depends on Anton. Last year he made a picture in Spain and I was with him on location for six weeks. It was very hot and everyone got frightfully bad-tempered.… My real job is to prevent Anton getting ulcers. He’s a sweet man, but hopelessly temperamental – and so incompetent about ordinary day-to-day living it’s just not true. I spend most of my time smoothing his path.’


    ‘It sounds like a key job to me.’


    ‘It is,’ Marya said seriously. ‘I often think the company wouldn’t last a month without me.’


    I smiled. Her lack of false modesty was most refreshing. ‘How long have you been working for them?’ I asked.


    ‘Nearly three years.’


    ‘What were you doing before that?’


    ‘I was up at Oxford, taking an Arts degree.’


    ‘And before that?’


    She made a face. ‘Finishing-school in Switzerland.’


    ‘And before that?’


    ‘Boarding-school at Eastbourne.… Now you really do sound like a newspaperman.’


    ‘Genuine personal interest, I assure you.’


    ‘Then I forgive you.… But if it’s my life story you’re after, I can tell you right away it’s very dull. I’ve led a most conventional existence.… All the important and dramatic things happened before I was old enough to take them in. Before I was three, actually.’


    ‘But you know about them?’


    ‘Yes, of course …’


    ‘Then may I hear?’


    ‘Are you sure you want to? It’s a rather grim story.’


    ‘As long as it won’t spoil your dinner.’


    ‘Oh, it won’t do that – it’s all old history now.… Well – I was born in Lvov, in Poland, in the middle of the war. My father had just graduated at the university there when the war started. He’d also just got married. He was very young, only twenty-one, but he’d been left a little money – and he had tremendous confidence in himself.… Then Hitler’s invasion shattered everything. First the Russians came, and then the Germans, and ordinary life disintegrated. Daddy had to do any job he could, just to get enough to eat. Then, in 1942, the Nazis sent him to a labour camp. They wanted to destroy Poland, and rounding up all the intellectuals and working them to death was one of their ways. Daddy was lucky – he was one of the few to survive. He was in camps for the rest of the war. The last one was the worst of all – it was called Loda. Have you heard of it?’


    ‘Yes, indeed,’ I said. ‘It’s notorious.… The Russians have turned the site into a museum – ‘‘lest we forget’’ and all that. But I’ve never been.’


    ‘Apparently the most appalling things happened there. Daddy would never talk about the really hair-raising things, but what he did tell me was bad enough.… Anyway, when the Red Army overran the camp in 1944 he escaped in the confusion and joined some other Poles in the forest. He fought the Nazis as a guerilla for about three months and then he was shot in the knee. That completely put him out of action, of course. He lay hidden in a farmhouse for weeks afterwards, while he recovered. It was really the end of the war for him.’


    ‘And what about you?’


    ‘The only thing I’d done was to get born. That was in 1942, just before Daddy was taken away. Soon afterwards, my mother died. People were dying in thousands, at that time, of hunger and neglect. There weren’t any near relations who could take care of me and I was looked after by some neighbours – an old couple called Komarovski. Daddy learned all this when he made his way back to Lvov after the German collapse. It must have been a ghastly homecoming for him but at least he found me. Then his one idea was to get to the West, to take me out of it all – and he set off on foot, as thousands of others were doing, carrying me. We finished up in a displaced persons’ camp near Cologne. All the D.P.s wanted to get to England or America, but there were quotas and it wasn’t easy. Daddy was one of the fortunate ones –he had qualifications in chemistry so he had a prospect of earning his living. Anyway, we made it.’


    ‘And then what?’


    ‘Oh, that was really the end of our troubles. There were already a lot of Poles here and they had an organization to help newcomers. Because Daddy had a degree he was put in touch with an odd-sounding body called the Society for the Promotion of Learning and they were terribly good to him. They got him a research grant and a place to work at London University. After a while he was chosen as an assistant by a professor there called Malins. He’d learned English, of course, and as soon as he could he became naturalized and we settled down for good. There was a sort of nanny-housekeeper named Lucy who looked after us. She was a sweetie – I was very fond of her.… So I grew up. And that’s really all.’


    ‘It’s a terrific story,’ I said.


    ‘It is, rather, isn’t it.… Especially as it had a happy ending.’


    ‘Is your father still at the University?’


    ‘No, he left it in 1955 – he decided he couldn’t manage on an academic salary any more. He took a job with Floria Products – the cosmetic people. He’s their chief chemist now.’


    ‘It sounds a big change. Does he like it?’


    ‘He says he does – though I’ve an idea he finds the work very limited after what he was doing. Personally, I think it’s a great pity he gave up his academic work, because he’s a brilliant man and I’m sure he could have gone a long way in research. But he was absolutely determined to give me the best possible education and background – and that meant a lot of expense.… If I’d been old enough I’d have argued with him, but of course I wasn’t.’


    ‘He’s probably found the sacrifice well worth while,’ I said. ‘I’m sure that watching you grow up as an English young lady must have given him a great deal of pleasure.’


    ‘Oh, I think it has.’


    ‘One way and another, he sounds a pretty remarkable man.’


    ‘He is.’


    ‘Do you live with him?’


    ‘Yes, we have a flat in Hampstead. He drives out to the laboratory at Welwyn each morning, and I come into town, and if we’re both free in the evening we dine together.’


    ‘I’d like to meet him some time.’


    Marya smiled. ‘We’ll see,’ she said.


    I’d had a wonderful evening, and my one desire at parting was to make another date. In fact there was no difficulty – Marya seemed very willing. She had an engagement for the following night, she said, but on the next day – a Saturday – she’d be free. I suggested that if the weather was reasonable we might drive out into the country and perhaps have a picnic and a walk. She said she’d love that, and I arranged to pick her up at Charing Cross Underground station at ten in the morning.


    I spent most of Friday looking for a hire car that would do justice to her, and praying that the weather would improve. I was fortunate in both respects. I managed to get hold of a nearly new Mercedes, and the glass rose steadily. Saturday turned out to be an almost perfect late-October day – dry, sunny and mellow. I got the hotel to pack a lunch-basket for two, and at ten o’clock I was waiting at Charing Cross for Marya’s arrival. She appeared at a quarter past ten, smiling and sweet. She was wearing a tweed skirt, a suède jacket and sensible shoes. ‘What a divine day!’ she said. ‘Aren’t we lucky?’ She admired the car, and asked where we were going.


    ‘Is there anywhere you’d specially like to go?’


    ‘Well,’ she said, ‘since you ask me, there is. Do you know Chanctonbury Ring?’


    ‘On the South Downs? Yes, I know of it – I’ve never actually been there.’


    ‘Neither have I, but it’s one of Daddy’s favourite spots. He goes down to Sussex to fish quite often, when he wants to be alone – and if the fish aren’t rising, he walks. He says the view from the Ring is marvellous.… Do you think it’s too far?’


    ‘No,’ I said, ‘I think it’s about right.… Let’s go …’


    We had a most enjoyable run, once we were out of the suburbs. The bright weather had brought out a lot of cars and people, but we weren’t in any hurry. The Mercedes was a delight to drive. Marya’s scent was a subtle enchantment. As far as I was concerned, the day could go on for ever. I concentrated on the driving, and let Marya talk. She was completely relaxed, and obviously happy to be with me. It seemed incredible that, two days before, we hadn’t known each other.


    We reached the South Downs just before noon. At a place called Storrington Marya spotted a pub, the ‘Three Crowns’, which apparently was where her father always stayed on his fishing trips, and we went in for a drink and a look around. Then, after checking with the map, we drove on to the little village of Washington and parked the car at the foot of the hill we were going to climb. The ring was just visible from the road – a circular copse of ancient trees crowning the eight-hundred-foot summit. A chalky path wound steeply up to it through smooth, sheep-cropped turf. We attacked the hill with vigour. At the film party where I’d met Marya I’d have said she was a town girl, but she went up that hill like a Sherpa.


    The view from the Ring was superb. The ground fell away on all sides, so that we seemed to be on top of the world. Down in the valley there were several parked cars besides our own, and the lower slopes were dotted with people, but up here we were quite alone. To the north, the flat plain of farms and fields stretched away into a golden haze. To the south, it was just possible to make out the pale blue line of the sea. The thyme-scented air was very still. The only sounds we could hear were the twitter of a skylark above us and the bleating of sheep.


    Marya’s eyes were shining. ‘No wonder Daddy likes to come here,’ she said. ‘Isn’t it marvellous, Tim?’


    ‘Wonderful,’ I said. ‘Everything’s wonderful.’ She looked up at me, and I kissed her mouth. She kissed me back – shyly at first, then less shyly. I hadn’t thought of her as passionate, but she was.


    ‘This could grow on us,’ she said, suddenly releasing herself. ‘Perhaps we’d better have lunch.’


    We sat down and Marya opened the lunch basket. The hotel had done us well. There was cold turkey and salad, crisp French bread and butter, William pears and a flask of coffee. ‘It’s a feast,’ Marya said, ‘not a picnic.’ She spread a cloth on the grass and methodically arranged everything. ‘Right,’ she said, ‘help yourself.’ We were both hungry after our climb and for the next fifteen minutes we ate more than we talked.


    It was after the meal was over and we were lazily stretched out on the turf that Marya said, ‘Tim, tell me about your family. Is your mother alive?’


    ‘No – she died several years ago.’


    ‘Have you any brothers or sisters?’


    ‘Yes – two of each.’


    ‘Where do they live?’


    ‘One brother’s in Wales, one in Vancouver. I’ve a sister in Northumberland and another in Devon.’


    ‘You Quaintons get about, don’t you?’


    ‘Yes, quite a bit.’


    ‘Are they married?’


    ‘Three of them are. I’ve two small nephews and one niece.’


    ‘Do you all get on well together?’


    ‘Pretty well.… I don’t see much of them these days, of course. But we’re quite a closely-knit family.’


    She gave a little sigh. ‘How I envy you!’


    ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I can understand that.’


    ‘I’ve a lot of friends, but it’s not the same thing as a family. Daddy’s the only blood relation I’ve ever known – or ever will know. Sometimes it makes me feel – well – very rootless.’


    ‘Wasn’t your father able to trace any of your relations?’


    ‘There weren’t any to speak of. He was an only child, and so was my mother. And all the old people must have died long ago.’


    ‘H’m – you’re a real orphan of the storm, aren’t you … ? What about Lucy – the nanny-housekeeper you told me about? Don’t you still see her? She must have been quite a mother to you.’


    ‘She was – especially when I was young. But six years ago, when I was eighteen, she met an American and married him and went to live in California. I was glad for her sake – but I miss her a lot.’


    ‘Do you write to each other?’


    ‘Oh, yes – but it’s not the same.’


    ‘No.…’ I reached out and took her hand in mine. ‘Of course, Marya, you know the best thing to do if you feel the lack of a family?’


    ‘What’s that?’


    ‘Acquire one,’ I said.


    That day on the Downs was the real start of my courtship of Marya. I’d gone completely overboard for her and I left her in no doubt about my feelings. She was less forthcoming in words, but the fact that she was content to spend most of her free time with me gave me all the encouragement I needed. During the next week or two we were together almost every evening, and often at midday as well. We dined and danced, we went to theatres, we went to the ballet. At weekends we drove out of London to places that one or other of us had liked and remembered. We strolled in woods, we walked along sea walls, we visited stately homes. We had a wonderful time.


    From Marya’s point of view it must have seemed a bit of a blitzkrieg and in the ordinary way I wouldn’t have rushed things quite so much. Getting to know each other was too enjoyable to hurry over. But as it was I seemed to have no choice, because of having to go back to Moscow. I wanted Marya for keeps, not for a season, and I felt that if we didn’t reach some sort of understanding before I left, my chance might slip away. She had been, I gathered, practically engaged when she was twenty-one, but it hadn’t worked out – which explained why she was still unattached, and was my good fortune. It certainly didn’t mean that she’d be available for ever. She was, I guessed, by no means a dedicated career girl; and if it was humanly possible I meant to leave a ring on her finger before I went away. At this stage neither of us specifically mentioned marriage, but of course it was in both our minds.


    We talked endlessly about ourselves and each other as my leave burned up – trying to compress what would normally have been the exploration of months into a few weeks. The more I learned of Marya, the more deeply I fell in love with her. I think what appealed to me most about her – apart from her physical attraction and the warm promise it held – was the honesty and genuineness of her personal feelings. It was, I decided, a particularly Slav trait, for I’d noticed it in many Russians as well – the lack of coquetry, the directness of response, the composed silence when there was nothing to say, the bubbling liveliness when the talk grew interesting. Marya had a loyalty to her true self, a total absence of pretence, which no veneer of upbringing or education could hide. It seemed to me a rare and precious quality.
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