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      Readers may find it helpful to know that a Russian has three names. The first is his personal name; the second means (son or daughter of) the father’s name; and the third is the surname, and the endings change according to whether the person is male or female. This is not as difficult as it sounds! For example, my heroine’s name is Galina Stepanovna Razumova. Her personal name is Galina, her father’s name is Stepan, and the family name is Razumov. Anyone who knows her well will call her Galina Stepanovna, but strangers will call her Countess Galina Razumova. One of her friends is called Andrei Ivanovich Valyev. His personal name is Andrei, his father’s name is Ivan, and the family is Valyev. Even His Imperial Majesty, Alexander I, Emperor and Autocrat of All the Russians, would be referred to, by those who knew him, as Alexander Pavlovich.
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          THE EMPRESS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A warm and helpful person / A possessive tyrant

      

      

      

      Galina stood at the window of the Peacock Salon, watching the passing traffic outside the house. Although it was still only the last week in October, St Petersburg was filling up with fashionable society, and most of the houses and apartments facing her across the little Fontanka river were showing lighted windows this dull, overcast afternoon. The lamplighters were out along the roads on either side of the river, doing their best to get through the throng of servants and poor people on the footways.

      It had been snowing heavily earlier in the day, and the walkers were now slithering and plodding through inches of dirty wet slush, and were constantly showered by more from the wheels of the never-ending stream of carriages and carts passing along the roadway. Most of the carriages were heading to Galina’s left, towards the Anichkov Bridge and the fashionable shops in the Nevsky Prospect. it seemed incredible that not one of the hundreds of passers-by was known to her, and it was beginning to seem that, after a week in Petersburg without a single caller, she would never manage to make the acquaintance of any of them.

      With a sigh, she turned away from the window and looked about the room, which derived its name from the wall-coverings of silk brocade depicting peacocks and hens amid flowers and rocks, and the moulded peacocks on the great white porcelain-tiled stove in the corner. Even the chair-coverings and window-hangings were of the same peacock-woven silk, and three of the eight large mirrors on the walls had peacocks in the mouldings of their frames. Galina looked at her reflection in one of them, and saw a slim figure of medium height, with dark brown hair drawn a little too severely into a fashionable high chignon, very large dark eyes, a straight nose and a mouth and chin which were shapely enough, but perhaps a little too firm and determined — something which any prospective suitor would do well to observe.

      The other five mirrors were odd ones placed at random wherever they would go amid the pictures which crowded the brocaded walls with no regard to symmetry, and the various glass-fronted cabinets which lined the edges of a great Persian carpet on which a variety of hunters and animals careered madly in all directions against a gratingly brilliant vermilion background.

      Galina regarded the carpet with acute distaste, and resolved to start turning the room into something more comfortable and pleasing in appearance. It was so cluttered with all those pictures and mirrors and chairs, most of them heavy and ugly, arid hardly any matching, and the cabinets were crammed with pots and figures and knick-knacks of all kinds.

      The whole house was much the same, a great mansion of the mid-eighteenth century, Baroque in style, with eight salons of various sizes, a library, two ballrooms, a small theatre, and goodness knew how many bedrooms, boudoirs, store-rooms, kitchens, offices—all crowded with furniture and objets d’art, precious things cheek by jowl with ugly rubbish, with no order or sense, and so difficult to keep clean, despite the two hundred or so house-serfs employed about the place. It was like living in the warehouse of some merchant who traded in everything man-made and ornamental, with the difference that at least collectors and customers would visit a warehouse, but no one came to the Zhadnov house, no one at all.

      Galina was debating whether to stand at the window again, or to go into the library in search of something to read, when the double doors from the gallery were opened ceremoniously, and two footmen in morning livery stalked in, bringing the many-branched candlesticks which over-illuminated the room every evening.

      ‘A dozen candles will be sufficient,’ Galina said firmly. ‘You may take the others away.’

      The footmen looked disconcerted, and the senior of them ventured, ‘But, Countess, we always have four dozen.’

      ‘I don’t require so many,’ Galina replied. ‘And neither do I require to be told what you always have. My ways are not necessarily those of your former master. General Zhadnov. No doubt I can contrive to ring if I need more. Thank you,’ she added, for the two men were hanging their heads and almost cringing, as if they feared more than a verbal rebuke. She wondered what sort of master the old General had been. ‘You may go.’

      The footmen withdrew with most of the candles, attempting to efface themselves completely as they did so, for their exit coincided with the entrance of a plump lady of middle age, dressed in a gown of dark grey woollen a year behind the fashion, with her greying hair almost completely hidden by an elaborate lace cap— Galina’s mother, Countess Natasha Razumova.

      ‘Do you think, dear, that I might ask someone to remove the bear from my bedroom?’ she enquired as she entered. ‘It’s quite frightfully in the way, and Eda has a fit of the vapours every time she comes face to face with it, which hardly makes for a tranquil atmosphere. I must say that I don’t much care for its teeth myself, particularly as one of the larger ones is missing, which makes the beast appear to leer, and it quite breaks through my concentration if I happen to catch sight of it as I’m reading the cards. It must have been a very ancient animal—its fur is quite white.’

      ‘I wasn’t aware that you had a bear in your room,’ Galina was puzzled. ‘I’m sure it wasn’t there when we arrived last week. . .’

      ‘No—it appeared yesterday. Eda says that it was in one of the rooms which you told the major-domo fellow to clear—I can’t recall his name. . .’

      ‘Osya Ivanich,’ Galina replied absently. ‘I collect that it’s a stuffed bear, not a live one? Oh, Mama! What am I to do with all these things? The whole house is full of stuffed bears and pictures and furniture and pots and peculiar contrivances. . . Wherever did the General get them all, and why did he want them? According to Osya, he was hardly ever here, yet he was forever sending waggon-loads of things to put in the house!’

      ‘Loot, I suppose,’ Countess Razumova sat down at the smallest of the five tables in the room, took a pack of Tarot cards from her reticule and began to shuffle them. ‘After all, a General must surely have the pick of whatever the army collects as it goes about, and he was in Italy and Turkey and Austria and several of the German states at least in the past twenty years or so, and I’m sure there must have been a great many treasures to be picked up as the French retreated from Moscow last year.’ She automatically crossed herself at the memory of the horrors of 1812, but hardly ceased from shuffling her cards to do so.

      ‘But they were all Russian treasures,’ Galina protested.

      ‘Maybe so, but I doubt if many of them found their way back to their proper homes.’ The Countess produced a pair of spectacles from her reticule, perched them on her nose, and looked at her daughter over them. ‘You should really do something about this house. It would be quite pleasant if only one could move about in it without knocking something over. Perhaps you could send some things back to wherever they came from, and sell some of the monstrosities, and just keep the more attractive objects?’

      Galina sighed. ‘I’d like to, but I don’t know how to go about it. Godfather’s man-of-business seemed quite shocked when I suggested it. He said that Godfather would never even have the things catalogued, let alone consider parting with any of them. Oh, I do wish we knew someone in Petersburg who could advise me — fact, I wish we just knew someone — we could easily stay here all winter and never speak to a soul apart from the house-serfs!’

      The Countess, who was laying out a circle of cards with great concentration, replied vaguely, ‘I told your father he should obtain some letters of introduction for you... Ah, that’s interesting! The Empress!’

      ‘Well, I’ve no doubt she’s the only Empress we shall contrive to meet in Petersburg!’ Galina said a trifle tartly, for she found her mother’s addiction to the Tarot exasperating, and, seeing that she was about to receive a discourse on the possibilities revealed by the art of divination, she hastily excused herself and passed through the double doors into the library next door in pursuit of her earlier intention of finding something to read. She found that the servants had already brought candles, and she extinguished half of them before she did anything else.

      Like all the other rooms, the library was crowded with furniture and objects from General Zhadnov’s collection. Long pier-glasses in ornate Baroque frames hung between the bookcases, and half a dozen fair-sized tables stood about the room, the top of each covered with a clutter of snuff-boxes, candlesticks, vases, porcelain figures, swords, and books for which there was no room on the overcrowded shelves. Galina looked about her with a feeling of helpless bewilderment, wishing she dare order the whole lot to a bonfire, and wondered why her godfather had acquired no less than eight cases of duelling pistols, which were stacked on one of the window-sills.

      There was, however, only one picture on the walls, and it seemed to have some significance, rather than being just another item in the collection, for it hung alone to one side of the door frame from the gallery. It was very large, and showed a fair-haired, handsome young man wearing a dark uniform under a black, scarlet-lined cloak, bare-headed, and seated on the driving-seat of a racing sledge drawn by two fine horses. The artist had caught the courage and noble spirit of the animals, and there was something of the same look about the man, who was half-turned to look out of the canvas at the observer. Galina had no idea who he was, but, with a wry reference to her mother’s eternal Tarot pack, she had privately named him the Charioteer.

      The books in the tall cases seemed to have been collected in the same totally undiscriminating way as everything else. Poetry, philosophy, history, drama, travel, art, religion, memoirs, biography, were crammed into the shelves without regard to language or subject, or even consideration for fine or elderly bindings. When she pulled out a copy of Derzhavin’s innocuous verse, it brought with it a French volume illustrated with engravings which made Galina blink with shock, and hastily push the book back into its place, hoping that her mother would not come across it.

      None of the books seemed particularly interesting, but eventually she returned to the salon with a well-illustrated account of a journey through the German states, and settled down to work out where the Russian army fighting Bonaparte far away to the west had been during the past eight or nine months, and rapidly came to the conclusion that they must have been marching in circles most of the time.

      It was very quiet. The double glass in the windows kept out the sounds of the street below as well as the damp cold, and there seemed to be no movement in the house, apart from the barely-heard whirr and click as the clockwork of the strange automaton in the gallery moved on a place. Countess Razumova murmured over her cards from time to time—she seemed to have settled to a game of Patience now—and the fire in the stove occasionally crackled.

      Suddenly, there was a change, scarcely more than a distant stirring at first, and then footsteps hastened along the gallery and a footman entered, a look of expectation on his round, snub-nosed face as he announced ‘Countéss Kalinskaya has called, ma’am, and wishes to know if you will receive her.’

      ‘Oh, yes. Pray show her in,’ Galina replied, and turned to her mother in perplexity as the footman hastened away, leaving the door unlatched in his excitement at having something to do at last. ‘Who on earth is Countess Kalinskaya?’

      ‘The name seems vaguely familiar…’ the older Countess sorted through her cards and found the Empress. ‘Now, was she upright or reversed? I can’t recall...’

      ‘Oh, Mama!’ Galina exclaimed.

      ‘It’s important to know—it affects the character so much,’ her mother said reprovingly. ‘Upright, she’s a helpful, kindly person, but reversed . . . oh, we'd not wish to know her if she’s reversed!’

      Galina was saved from an unfilial reply by the entry of Osya Ivanich, the major-domo, with two attendant underlings carrying the candles which Galina had earlier rejected. He swiftly directed the men where to put them, and then sent them-out through the library, while he turned to the door and announced, ‘Countess Tatyana Petrovna Kalinskaya,’ in portentous tones as the visitor entered, then bowed himself out backwards, as if from the Imperial Presence.

      Galina looked at the newcomer a trifle apprehensively. She was tall for a female and very beautiful, with a clear-skinned, heart-shaped face, large grey eyes fringed with black lashes below swallows’-wing eyebrows, black, glossy hair caught up in a chignon with ringlets crowned by a pretty scrap of lace. Her slender, shapely figure showed to advantage in a high-necked long-sleeved gown of amethyst velvet, cut in a style which made Galina’s dark green woollen look provincially démodé. She moved across the room in a graceful glide, and Galina, moving forward to meet her, found her own face breaking into a smile in response to the serenity and kindliness of the stranger’s expression.

      ‘Galina Stepanova Razumova?’ she asked. ‘I think we must be second or third cousins, I was an Orlov before I married,’ and she put her hands on Galina’s shoulders and kissed her in a thoroughly friendly fashion.

      ‘Oh, of course! You’d be Pyotr Sergeivich’s girl who married that horrid old General Kalinsky!’ exclaimed Countess Razumova, rising to embrace the visitor and scattering her precious cards over the floor as she did so. ‘You’ve a brother, too, I recall—in the Chevalier Garde, isn’t he?’

      ‘He was,’ Countess Kalinskaya replied, smiling. ‘But he was twice quite badly wounded in the arm last year, so he’s resigned from the Army and married. I’m expecting him and Irina back from their wedding-journey any day now. Have you been in Petersburg very long?’

      ‘A week,’ Galina replied, inviting her guest to sit with a gesture, then resuming her own seat. ‘Have you, Countess?’

      ‘I arrived yesterday, and please call me Tatya, and I shall call you Galina, if I may? I learned only this morning that you were here, so I came to call in the hope that I might find you at home.’

      Galina made a little grimace. “We’ve hardly been out at all since we arrived. Mama doesn’t care much for going about, and—well—we don’t know anyone, you see. I can’t think who could have told you we were here, for we’ve no acquaintance at all in Petersburg.’

      ‘You were mentioned in the list of new arrivals in the city in the Petersburg Gazette,’ Tatya replied. ‘You'll soon have a wide acquaintance, for your inheritance has caused such a stir! I’m afraid your godfather was quite notorious for his magpie tendencies — they called him Yuri Sticky-fingers in the Army. And then there was the tragedy of his nephew’s loss—he was something of a hero among the younger set—followed by the General’s death, and the news that he’d left everything to an unknown beauty from Tver! You’ve been the subject of much speculation and gossip, and now your presence here has been announced, you'll soon find any number of people calling on you.’

      ‘You'll probably think it very odd. . .’ Galina began nervously, but she was interrupted by the entry of a ceremonial procession. At least, that was how it appeared at first sight, but it resolved itself into four footmen bearing the necessary equipment for serving tea to the three ladies. With well-drilled precision, one placed a small table by Galina, and the others deposited samovar, gold teapot, caddy, porcelain cups and dishes, a gold covered dish of lemon slices, and a basket of little sugar-cakes. Galina wished that they had selected her mother to preside, but realised that, as she was the owner of the house, the responsibility was her own, and she set about the business a little nervously, for it was the first time she had served tea to a visitor in her own house, although she had often done it at home.

      No mishaps occurred. The tea was safely brewed, poured, and handed by one of the footmen, then the servants withdrew and conversation was renewed by Tatya enquiring what she would probably think odd.

      ‘I don’t really know very much about my godfather,’ Galina replied. ‘I don’t remember him at all—I don’t think I ever saw him after my baptism—and all I know is that he was a General in the Army, and he died early this year, and left everything to me, quite unexpectedly. The lawyers didn’t tell me anything more, nor his man-of-business, and I didn’t like to ask. . .’

      ‘But you’re entitled to know, my dear, and, remember, you employ the lawyers and the man-of-business! Yes, Yuri Semyonovich Zhadnov was a General of Infantry, and quite a good one, according to some of my Army friends. He was wounded in a battle at Krasnyi, about midway between Smolensk and Orsha, last November, when the French were retreating, and died just after Christmas. He was never married, for he seemed always to be busy with one campaign or another, and his heir was his nephew, Gennadi Yakovich Zhadnov. Gennadi was a Captain in the Imperial Navy, and he was sent in the summer of 1812 to survey the coasts of Novaya Zemlya. His ship didn’t return when it was expected, and last November two sailors arrived at Archangelsk, over the frozen sea, and said that the ship had been caught and crushed in the ice. Gennadi had set out to lead the men over the ice to safety, but there was a bad storm, and the two sailors were separated from the others. They searched for them after the storm, but could find no trace of them, so they must all have perished. Everyone was very sorry, particularly as the news reached the General as he was himself dying. He was very proud of Gennadi, who was a brave, adventurous man—and very handsome into the bargain!’

      ‘Was he fair in colouring?’ Galina asked, recalling the Charioteer’s uniform had an anchor on the collar.

      ‘Yes. You'll have seen his portrait, no doubt. It used to hang in the library.’

      ‘It still does. I wondered who he was. He looks quite young in it—was it painted long ago?’

      ‘No. He would be—oh, about twenty-seven or so by now, had he lived,’ Tatya replied.

      ‘General Zhadnov must have been very upset by his death, for he had no other family.’

      ‘So I suppose that’s why he left me his property,’ Galina said. ‘A god-daughter being the next best thing to a blood-relation, although there was no connection—my father just happened to be serving under him when I was born.’ She felt strangely moved by the discovery that the handsome, spirited man in the portrait was dead, drowned in the cold Arctic. She bit her lip and told herself that it was foolish to feel emotional over someone she had never met. After all, thousands of men had died since Gennadi Zhadnov, and far more horribly, in the bitter fighting of the last year or more, especially in the fearful cold of last winter.

      There was a short pause, and then Tatya asked, ‘Do you really not know anyone at all in Petersburg?’

      ‘Not a soul, other than my godfather’s—no, my man-of-business! We’ve always lived in Tver, you see, and never gone to Petersburg or Moscow for the Season.’ Galina hesitated, and then, encouraged by the interest and kindness of Tatya’s lovely eyes, went on, ‘My grandfather had the misfortune to offend the Emperor Pavel, and all his possessions were confiscated, except one little estate near Tver and a house in the town, so we couldn’t afford to come to Petersburg, even if Papa had been willing, which he wouldn’t be, for he really dislikes Society.’

      ‘What did your grandfather do?’ Tatya asked with great interest.

      ‘He came back to Petersburg from a journey abroad somewhere, not knowing about some of the Emperor’s decrees, and, to start with, he was wearing a round hat. A policeman snatched it off his head and started to nail it to a lamp-post, and Grandfather snatched it back and belaboured the man with his stick! He was arrested because, of course, the Emperor had made round hats illegal, but they let Grandfather off with a warning when he explained that he’d been abroad and didn’t know. Unfortunately, the next day he was driving in his carriage and met the Emperor, also out driving, and Grandfather just bowed as he passed, instead of stopping and getting down to kneel in the roadway. The Emperor confiscated all his possessions at first, but someone explained that Grandfather didn’t know about the new laws, so the Emperor relented and let him keep the smallest estate. I—I suppose he was a little mad. . .’

      ‘If you mean the Emperor, more than a little, ‘though it’s still not advisable to say so in public!’ Tatya said, laughing. ‘Of course, he did some very good things, too, but people never remember about those. The General’s legacy must have been very welcome—it’s made you one of the richest heiresses in Russia, I should think! We must do something about making a few people known to you—pleasant, trustworthy people, I mean, for you'll have more than enough of the other sort after your acquaintance!’ She hesitated a moment, and then said tentatively, ‘Are you engaged at all this evening?’

      ‘No,’ Galina replied sadly.

      ‘Will you both dine with me, then? I’ve a small party of friends arranged—just a few people, but it will make a start for you, and I’m sure you'll enjoy meeting them.’

      Galina looked uncertainly at her mother, who avoided her gaze, and appeared very interested in the pattern of the carpet.

      ‘Mama doesn’t care much to go out,’ she said, looking beseechingly at Tatya, who smiled and gave her a little nod of reassurance.

      ‘Then you must come by yourself,’ she said firmly. ‘It’s quite in order, if your maid accompanies you, and she can pass the time with my own maid—she may learn a few helpful little things.’

      ‘I should like that very much,’ Galina’s relief and pleasure were clear in her voice. ‘What time should I come—oh, and where do you live?’

      ‘We’re dining very late—not until seven, because two of my guests are coming some distance, and I live in Gorokhovaya Street—your coachman will know whereabouts.’

      After Tatya had taken her leave, Galina was tempted to rush upstairs at once to survey her wardrobe and decide what to wear, but she checked herself and asked her mother, ‘Do you mind my going?’

      ‘Of course not, my dear. We’ve come to Petersburg so that you may meet people and enjoy yourself. As long as I know you're in suitable company, and don’t make me go to balls and parties with you, I’m quite content. Now, off with you and choose your gown—demi-toilette for an informal party, remember.’

      Galina walked sedately along the gallery, and stopped to look at the automaton which towered above the line of assorted chairs, small tables and cabinets which lined the wall like flotsam along a tide-mark. It both fascinated and puzzled her, for she was unable to decide whether it was meant to be a clock, or merely an ornament, or an amusing toy.

      It was contained in a square glass case mounted on a stand, and looked much like the works of the sort of clock one might find in the tower of a kremlin or a cathedral, with numerous large black iron cogwheels slowly turning one-another, driven by a weight within the lower part of the frame, but it had no hands, no means of telling the time, and the dial was simply a hollow ring of gilded metal, some three feet in diameter. Where the numerals should have been, eight little manikins, each a few inches high, were mounted on the ring, apparently tied to it by a twisted metal rope about the waist of each. As the mechanism ticked on, the ring moved round clockwise and the figures were jerked slowly round the circle. Each one was jointed like a puppet, and as it rose on the left-hand side, its limbs. gradually moved until, at the top of the circle, it was upright, head straight and arms hanging at its sides, but once the apogee was passed, it began to fall into a tumbled posture—head sideways, arms and legs swinging loosely, until, at the bottom of the circle, it appeared to-have fallen head downward, limp and dead, only to start to rise again as the wheel turned.

      The figures were arranged in pairs, opposite to one another, a king and a bishop, a maiden and a knight, a peasant and a soldier, a child and an old man, each modelled in the appropriate clothing and coloured in enamels—the king and bishop robed and crowned, the maiden in a simple white gown, the knight in armour, the peasant in tunic and hood and the soldier in helmet and leather jacket, the old man white-haired and bent, the child fresh-faced and curly-haired. Above the ring a golden-haired angel spread curving golden wings round the circle and gazed benevolently down on the bound figures, but below, a leering devil in black with outspread arms and talons waited eagerly for each to fall towards him.

      It was obviously meant to be the Wheel of Fortune, the figures, Galina supposed, representing Church and State, male and female, peace and war, youth and age. She thought it must be very old, and not Russian, to judge by the style of the crowns and the armour— perhaps it was German. It was a fascinating thing to watch as the little puppets were drawn in turn up to triumph and then fell to death and disorder, but something in the inexorability of the rise and fall made her uneasy, and her spirit rebelled against the implication that she, like the puppets, was bound to a wheel and had no control over her own fate. The same feeling was aroused by her mother’s constant reference to her Tarot pack whenever any decision had to be made or any new factor considered.

      A small cough from behind her made her aware of the presence of Osya Ivanich, discreetly arrayed in his daytime livery, but nevertheless a tall and stately figure, his impassive, rather Kalmuck-type face set in a mask of polite attention, his greying head a little inclined to one side and his dark eyes shrewd and watchful.

      ‘Will you be requiring a carriage, Countess?’ he enquired when he saw that he had her notice.

      ‘Yes, please.’ Galina hesitated, then went on half-enquiringly, ‘To dine at seven, at Countess Kalinskaya’s . . . She noted that he still called her ‘Countess’, and not by her personal names, so she was not yet fully accepted as mistress of the house.

      ‘To depart at twenty after six, in order to arrive half an hour before dining,’ Osya supplied smoothly. ‘One assumes that the Countess is still in residence at her brother’s house? In the Gorokhovaya?’ he added, seeing Galina’s slight confusion.

      ‘Yes. Thank you. Would you please send someone to ask Dasha to come to my room?’

      Osya bowed slightly, and stood watching his new mistress as she went along the gallery and disappeared up the stairs. He allowed himself a small smile of approval at her pleases and thank you, and her use of ‘ask’ instead of ‘tell’. Very different from some people he could name, but one shouldn’t think ill of the dead. . .

      Upstairs, Galina faced the problem of every female who receives an unexpected invitation—what to wear. She was quite well aware that the gowns which had been fashionable in Tver were démodés in St Petersburg, and had made a modest outlay on new ones in the modistes’ establishments in the Nevsky Prospect, but had not yet found a modiste whose garments satisfied her. Tatya’s amethyst velvet had a certain simple perfection of fit and draping which she thought must be due to expert cutting and stitching, and she wished she might emulate her. However, there was nothing she could do in the next hour or so to improve on what she had, so, by the time Dasha’s pert little face preceded her short plump body through the bedroom door, she had selected a crimson silk gown with an almost transparent over-tunic in pale rose. The ankle-length gown had a modest décolleté and long, tight sleeves, and the tunic fastened from the neck to the high waist with tiny silver buttons, then hung open to a little below the knee. Its sleeves were wide and unseamed along the outer arm, the edges caught together at intervals with more of the little buttons. Originally, it had been much trimmed with lace, but Galina had patiently unpicked all but a tiny ruffle at the neck.

      The gown had matching slippers and reticule, and gloves of the same shade as the tunic, and, when Dasha had helped her mistress to dress and had brushed her hair to a suitable glossiness, she piled it into a chignon, coaxing a few little curls to break the brow-line, and pinned a small aigrette of pale rose-tinted feathers to stand up at the back. Galina looked through the contents of her small jewel-case, found her long eardrops set with garnets, and decided that they were sufficient jewellery.

      She set out punctually at twenty after six in the small town carriage which had been her godfather’s, attended by the coachman, two grooms perched behind, and Dasha in her second-best Russian costume. The footmen seemed very anxious that their mistress and her maid should both be comfortable for their short journey, and Galina, already swathed in a long sable vitschura, found herself additionally burdened with three fur rugs and a can of hot water.

      The Orlov house was not in the most fashionable part of the city, but it was a remarkably fine-looking house with a great portico, set back a little from the street behind a wrought-iron screen. As Galina’s carriage turned in at the gate, she caught a glimpse of some earlier arrivals—a man and a woman—entering at the door as their carriage moved out of sight round the side of the house, presumably to the stableyard.

      Galina felt slight qualms of apprehension as she waited for one of the grooms to let down the carriage step and remove the rugs. Sleet was still falling in the open, but under the overhang of the portico it was dry underfoot and sheltered from the wind. Nervousness made her hurry up the steps and into the great entrance hall, which was brilliantly lit by four huge crystal chandeliers.

      She had little more than an impression of a great deal of white marble and gilding and a quantity of hothouse flowers, a magnificent staircase rising to the piano nobile, and a small army of footmen, who were dressed in plain livery with unpowdered hair, which conveyed the comforting realisation that this was indeed an informal gathering. One footman skilfully removed her vitschura, a second, who had stepped forward with a chair, looked at her feet and retired again as she was not wearing overshoes, and a third spoke quietly to Dasha, and then ushered her away through a side-door.

      The. guests who had entered the house just before Galina were still removing their outdoor clothing, and they both looked towards the newcomer and smiled in a friendly fashion. The man was under thirty, Galina thought, tall, broad-shouldered, lean and long-legged, with thick dark hair, a beaky nose and an air of alertness. He was soberly dressed in a dark coat and small-clothes, apart from a blue brocade waistcoat. His companion was quite a pretty young lady, rather pale and mousy-haired, but dressed to advantage in a rich blue silk that strengthened the colour of her eyes. She made a little gesture to Galina, an invitation to walk with her, while the man followed behind as they went, not up the stairs, but to one side of them and into a pleasant room with walls painted in the style of the Raphael loggia which Quarenghi had copied for the Empress Ekaterina’s Hermitage, and furnished in satinwood and green silk.

      Tatya, gracefully elegant in silver-grey, was standing a little way within the doors, talking to a stoutish young man with ginger hair and bright little blue eyes set in a pudgy face, dressed in the blue dolman and scarlet pelisse of the Lifeguard Hussars. She broke off with a murmured excuse to welcome the new arrivals, kissing Galina, then both of her companions.

      ‘Now, let me make you known to one another,’ she said, indicating the couple with whom Galina had entered. ‘This is Nadya Igorovna Valyeva, and her husband, Andrei Ivanovich Valyev. . .’

      Galina smiled and gave a little half-bow of acknowledgement to Nadya, and held out her hand to Andrei, who gave her an oddly questioning look before lifting it on the back of his own to brush it lightly with his lips, and it was only then that she realised that
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