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Epigraph

‘’Twas all mere idle chatter

’Twixt Chateau Lafite and Veuve Clicquot,

Friendly disputes, epigrams,

Penetrating none too deep,

This science of sedition

– the fruit of boredom, of idleness,

The pranks of grown up naughty boys.’

Alexander Pushkin

1799–1837

‘The human spirit shines brightest in the darkest of times.’

Alexei Navalny 1976–2024
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Main Characters

* Denotes real people.

* Maria Volkonsky. Daughter of war hero General Raevsky and most famous of the Decembrist wives.

* Prince Sergei Volkonsky. A member of one of the most illustrious families in Russia who became a Decembrist.

* Alexander Pushkin, the celebrated Russian poet. Sympathetic to the cause although he did not take part in the insurgency.

Anna Ivanova Brianski.; in love with Peter Dashkovy.

Alexander (Sasha) Ivanich Brianski, Anna’s brother. A cavalry officer and Decembrist.

Sofia Yurievna Pavel, Anna’s best friend, who marries Sasha Brianski.

Peter Igorovich Dashkovy. Sasha’s senior officer and a leading figure in the revolution.

Michael Yurievich Pavel. Sofia’s brother. A member of the Imperial Guard loyal to the tsar.

Count Nicholas Petrovich Bulgarin. Guardian to his sister, Olga.

Olga Petrovna Bulgarin. Anna’s rival for Peter Dashkovy’s love.

Boris Renin. Officer in the tsar’s Imperial Guard.








Part One








Chapter One

Russia, June 1823

It was the season of the Beliye Nochi when the sun never set and days slipped effortlessly into pearlescent nights. Water lapped the shore and the breeze stirred with excitement and promise. No one could sleep on a night like this. Tiny stars appeared, clusters of yellow in a paper sky. When you looked again, they were gone. The fleeting northern summer was a time of magic when the world was young. Anything was possible, every dream within reach, and in the summerhouse of Madame Davydov’s garden, four young women were playing a game.

Anna Brianski was the youngest. She was slender and pretty, her face dominated by large dark eyes flecked with amber. A pair of arched eyebrows accented her sweeping dark eyelashes. She was fair-skinned with lips that curved upwards at the ends. It was an arresting face, a face open to the world, her thoughts and emotions playing over its delicate features. Her posture was demure but her eyes gave her away. They were eager, rebellious and passionate. For all her mother’s training, Anna Brianski had reached the age of sixteen with the wilder side of her nature untamed.

A mane of tawny hair, arranged so carefully earlier, had escaped its pins and now fell untidily over her shoulders. Anna twisted a stray lock around her fingers. She had never played this game before. Would she win the knave of hearts? A small frown creased her forehead. Pray God the cards would be true to her tonight!

Into her mind crept the memory of last summer. Anna had been sitting on the front veranda reading a novel when Captain Dashkovy and her brother rode up to the house. She could see every detail as if it were yesterday. How handsome the men looked in their white uniforms and shining helmets, her dress with green ribbons and the book falling from her hands as the captain smiled at her. Anna had fallen in love with Peter Dashkovy before he dismounted from his horse. When he lifted her hand to his lips, she gazed into his blue eyes, speechless.

‘The Second Life Guards are stationed at Strevinka, Anna.’ Her brother Sasha, affectionate and teasing. ‘Captain Dashkovy’s billeted in our home. Please can you inform our parents that we’ve arrived?’

Anna had run so fast down the passage she tripped and bruised her knees. Picking herself up, she burst through the doors of the salon and startled her parents out of their chairs.

At dinner that night, Captain Dashkovy had remarked to Sasha in a voice loud enough for all to hear. ‘Your sister’s so pretty, I swear I’ll marry her when she grows up.’ Her parents laughed but Anna kept his words locked in her mind. Peter Dashkovy had stayed with them for a week, and in that time her life changed. Why he had captivated her so entirely, she did not know, but she had loved him ever since with all the violent passion in her young heart.

Beside Anna, her friend, Sofia Pavel, now reclined in a rocking chair. Everything about Sofia was delicate, from the bones of her wrists to her heart-shaped face and cloud of fair hair. There was shyness to her, a softness in her voice that belied the strength of her character. She had a habit of looking dreamily at the world through her grey eyes, but tonight her gaze was alert. Anna knew Sofia was fond of her brother. If Sofia’s dreams came true, she would claim Sasha for her own.

Music for a polonaise floated down from the house and Maria Raevsky whispered, ‘Before we begin, let me remind you of the rules.’

Maria was Madame Davydov’s granddaughter. Unlike other members of her family, she was dark-haired with olive skin. Vivacious and beautiful, she was everyone’s favourite. Last night, in a birthday concert for her grandmother, Maria had played a piece by Mozart on the piano. As her small, strong fingers moved over the keys with hypnotic grace, both men and women in the audience raised handkerchiefs to their eyes.

‘We’ll each be dealt seven cards.’ Maria spoke slowly. ‘We then take turns to pick a card from the pile and discard one. Whoever has a queen wins the knave of that suit. If anyone claims the same knave three times, the man he represents will be her husband. Nine rounds will complete tonight’s game. Do you all understand?’

A mist, fine as gauze, rose from the lake and the three girls nodded in silence.

‘Then we shall begin.’ Maria removed the knaves, cut the pack and gave it to Olga Bulgarin.

Olga had lost her parents to cholera as a child and was Maria’s best friend. She was a rare beauty, with creamy white skin and ebony hair coiled in plaits around her head. A nosegay of jasmine was pinned to her bodice. Anna inhaled its sweet, heady fragrance. Olga was a year older and, along with Maria, would be presented at court next season. It was said she would conquer every heart with a single glance from her emerald-green eyes. Anna didn’t care if every man in St. Petersburg fell in love with her – apart from one.

Olga shuffled the cards and glanced over her shoulder. Who was she looking for, Anna wondered? Guests were assembled at the dacha for the ball in honour of Madame Davydov’s birthday. The girls were too young to attend, but Olga could have stayed up at the house. Why join in their game – unless she had a favourite among the knaves? Could it be Prince Sergei Volkonsky? He was a younger son of one of the most illustrious families in Russia. Had Olga set her cap at him? Volkonsky’s name had been mentioned in connection with Maria, but that wouldn’t deter her. Beneath the sensuous languor, the fighting blood of the Tatars ran in her veins and Olga was ambitious.

The cards were passed round for inspection and Anna’s heart missed a beat as she touched the knave of hearts. She closed her eyes a moment before she passed him on. The next card was the knave of clubs for Prince Volkonsky, then black spades for Nicholas Bulgarin. She had met Olga’s brother once and quickly handed the card to Sofia. Smiling, she looked down at Sasha in his suit of diamonds.

The knaves were put to one side and Olga dealt the cards, placing the remaining pack face down on the table. Maria took the top card. She deliberated a moment and then rejected it. Anna followed and collected an ace. A tiny sigh escaped her lips. She held the queen of spades and needed a king to discard her. Every card she picked up, she was disappointed.

As they finished the fourth round, Olga held up her hand. ‘I have the queen of hearts and claim my knave.’

She spoke softly, her heavy-lidded eyes half closed, and Anna felt her mouth turn dry. Surely, she was mistaken? Olga needed clubs for Prince Volkonsky – not hearts for Peter! Without bothering to pick up her knave, she tossed the black queen onto the table.

Daylight still glowed through the trees and the game continued. Once more, Olga claimed hearts; once again, Anna won spades, while Maria took clubs. Sofia hadn’t won a single knave, but Anna was too flustered to notice. No one must suspect that she cared and she smiled rigidly until her jaw ached with the effort. When they came to the last round she could hardly bear to look. Olga won the knave of hearts outright and glanced at Anna.

‘The cards say Captain Dashkovy will be mine.’ A smile curved her velvety lips. ‘The perfect match, wouldn’t you agree?’

Anna swallowed her breath and choked. She fumbled in her sleeve for a handkerchief and held it over her mouth. A nightingale began its plaintive song as Maria gathered up the cards.

‘So, who do you want as a husband, Maria?’ Olga stood up, scooping her bag off the table. ‘Will you marry a poet or a prince?’

‘I want to marry a man who is faithful. A poet’s obliged to fall in love with every pretty woman he meets.’

The older girls linked arms as they walked ahead to the house, Maria’s inky hair cascading down her back and Olga with the sinuous movement of a gypsy. Anna felt her corset chafing at her ribs and her shoes pinching her feet. Olga was as unfathomable as the universe. What was her purpose this evening? She didn’t even know Peter Dashkovy! Why make a song and dance about someone she’d never met? Has she found out that I love him, she wondered? Did she deliberately want to upset me? How could she be so cruel?

Her hands felt cold as Anna stopped to wait for Sofia. Her friend had suffered rheumatic fever as a child, causing weakness in her lungs, and she walked slowly.

When she caught up, Anna’s lip trembled and Sofia asked, ‘What’s the matter with you tonight?’

‘Olga fixed the cards! I know she did.’

‘Don’t be silly. Why should she do such a thing?’

‘Because she always has to win.’

Sofia shrugged and walked on past the cascade of fountains that divided the garden. How had Olga arranged it, Anna wondered? Her bag had been lying on the table. She must have come down earlier and hidden extra queens beneath it. Sofia’s too kind, she thought. It’s unwise always to think the best of people.

‘I bet you’d be suspicious if she’d won the knave of diamonds,’ Anna said.

‘I wouldn’t mind. Lucky in cards, unlucky in love, you know what they say, Anna. It’s only a game. You shouldn’t take it so seriously.’

Plumes of lilac shivered in the breeze, their scent cloaking the air as the girls climbed the steps to the house. Anna drew her shawl about her shoulders. She always felt better when she was with Sofia. Playing cards couldn’t predict the future and Russians were too superstitious. You couldn’t move without breaking some taboo that had been drummed into you since birth. If your right eye itched, then good luck was on the way – if the left, misfortune awaited. Never break bread with your hands – use a knife or ruin the rest of your life. And pray no black bird lands on your windowsill. God forbid it taps on the glass with its beak! If you boast of future happiness, your dreams will turn to dust…

Why hadn’t she thought of the last one before? The tender blue sky and peaceful night quietened Anna’s heart. Sofia was right. Lucky in cards, unlucky in love. It was silly to have been upset, for she had nothing to fear. Olga Bulgarin would never marry Peter Dashkovy.






Chapter Two

Kamenka, the country home of the Davydov family, was a sprawling dacha with a wide balcony and front door that opened onto a shadowy hall. The other girls had gone to bed but Anna was too wide-awake to sleep.

‘Let’s walk once around the house before we go up. Please, Sofia! It will only take ten minutes.’

Sofia hesitated but Anna took her hand, pulling her along towards the sound of the music. They stopped outside the ballroom where the windows were open and guests were lining up on the dance floor for a quadrille. Candles in sconces threw shimmering light onto dresses of floating silk, evening coats and military regimentals. Ladies who were sitting out fanned themselves while gentlemen conversed in small groups, occasionally glancing in the mirror and adjusting their cravats as they awaited their turn.

At the far end of the ballroom, Madame Davydov was seated on a throne-like chair. She was a tall, handsome woman with steel-grey hair pinned beneath a sapphire tiara. Attached to her voluminous robes was an enormous brooch bearing the initials of the former empress. Anna stared at her. To think she had once been lady-in-waiting to Catherine the Great! Surrounded by a court of friends and relatives, Madame Davydov looked grand enough to be an empress herself. She was a niece of General Potemkin and a woman of some importance. Anna knew Maria adored her warm-hearted babushka. She watched as a young man, presumably one of her relations, leant down to whisper in her ear. The lady burst into a peel of deep-throated laughter.

The orchestra began to play a waltz and Anna looked around the ballroom for Peter Dashkovy. He wasn’t on the floor, but her brother, Sasha, was dancing with a raven-haired beauty. Sofia must have seen him too, for she lifted her skirt and walked on. Apart from the ballroom, the ground floor was in darkness until they came to the billiard room windows where oil lamps were burning. Anna peeped in past the shutters, then hastily drew back, pulling Sofia out of sight. She put a finger to her lips before she poked her head round again.

Peter Dashkovy and Nicholas Bulgarin were seated across an unlit hearth. Her gaze passed briefly over Bulgarin and settled on Peter Dashkovy. How many times had she drawn him from memory? Whole sketchbooks were filled with his image, but not one of them did him justice. Peter was even more handsome than she remembered. His wide-apart eyes and broad forehead reminded her of the classical statues she studied for her art. Lamplight shone on his blonde curls as he sat with elbows on his knees, the tips of his fingers brushing his clipped moustache. Peter had the strong hands of a soldier. Anna imagined them holding her face.

There was a knock at the door and a footman entered with a bottle and glasses on a tray. As he went out, Peter stood up and poured two shots of vodka. His back was turned and Anna glanced at Nicholas Bulgarin. With his jet-black hair and high cheekbones, he was as different from Peter as anyone could be. Thick lashes shaded his eyes so their colour was hard to define – they could be blue or green. He was clean-shaven and his mouth finely carved, the middle of his upper lip forming a wedge that closed firmly on the lower one. This, together with his drowsy eyes, gave an impression of sensuality that reminded Anna of his sister.

She knew Count Bulgarin had been one of the young men who’d accompanied the tsar to Paris after Napoleon’s defeat. He had been rewarded with honours and a white imperial star was pinned to his dress coat. Half of St. Petersburg and Moscow were his relatives or friends, yet he gave the impression few people were worthy of his attention. He was undeniably good-looking, but his features were marred by an expression of bored condescension that annoyed Anna. Nicholas Bulgarin wasn’t the only war hero staying at Kamenka. What made him think he was superior to everybody else?

Peter Dashkovy said something and Bulgarin leant forwards, listening attentively. Anna strained to hear what he was saying.

‘Serfdom is Russia’s national disgrace! When Napoleon was defeated, we believed that slavery would end in our country. How can we tolerate a society where our own people are bought and sold like cattle?’

‘You may free all the serfs, but how will they live? What will they own?’ Bulgarin replied. ‘Russia needs a new economic system and a constitution before serfdom can be abolished.’

This was strange talk. Anna and her friends were not encouraged to involve themselves in politics, affairs of state were the preserve of gentlemen, but she was curious. Last week, when she went to look for Sasha in his room, she had spotted a manuscript on his desk. A sheet of paper lay across the page. Moving it aside, she’d bent to read the small print.

‘A body flayed, an ankle chained,

The useless tears of slavery,

The law perverted and profaned–’

Sasha had interrupted her at that moment. He gave no explanation, picked up the book and put it in a drawer. Anna had resisted the temptation to question him, but she had not forgotten.

‘We do not fear death on the battlefield – yet are unable to speak out in favour of justice.’ Peter’s voice broke into her thoughts. ‘Tsar Alexander promised us a constitution. How much longer must we wait?’

‘Peter Igorovich, you know that nothing changes in this vast empire except by slow and cautious steps. Habit is everything to a Russian–’

‘Then habit must be broken! Did we free Europe from tyranny to be kept in chains ourselves? Did we gain pre-eminence among nations to be humiliated in our own country?’

Peter’s face was taut, the anger in him palpable. Anna had never heard him sound so passionate and gazed at him in awe as he went on. ‘We believed our tsar was an enlightened ruler – and we were wrong. Alexander has turned his back on freedom and equality. We have no alternative but to take action.’

‘Listen to me, my friend.’ Bulgarin’s voice dropped low. ‘I urge you to petition the tsar before embarking on any such adventure or your dreams will end in Siberia–’

He broke off as the door opened and Sasha Brianski walked in. Her brother was of medium height, her brother was five years older than Anna, tall with a springing step and muscular physique, fair hair and a drooping moustache. He made a fine figure of a soldier, she thought proudly, before her attention was diverted by the man who followed.

After the tsar, Alexander Pushkin was the most famous person in Russia. The poet was dressed in a tailored frock coat with a tartan sash draped over one shoulder, his cravat tied a la Byron. Anna was struck immediately by the piercing blue of his eyes and his impudent stare as he shook hands with the two other men.

Pushkin was not tall, barely shoulder height to the others and incapable of staying still. He seated himself, then almost at once stood up and began pacing up and down, talking and gesticulating with his hands. He had a wild reputation in St. Petersburg. There were stories of outbursts at the theatre, love affairs and duels, but Anna had read his poem ‘Ruslan and Ludmila’ and the beauty of his verse made her heart sing. The poet was a burning torch, aflame with so much creativity she felt he might set alight anything he touched. Her fingers itched for pen and paper. She must draw him! If she could just capture a small measure of his dazzling personality, she would be happy. I’ll ask Maria to arrange a sitting, she thought. Was it true that Pushkin had declared love to her and she turned him down?

Anna felt Sofia touch her arm. The atmosphere in the room had changed and was crackling with animosity between Dashkovy and Pushkin. The two men were talking over each other so that it was impossible to hear what they were saying. Then Pushkin threw his arms in the air.

‘I believed my existence had a high and noble purpose!’ he exclaimed. ‘Now I see it was nothing but a cruel and malicious joke. I’ve never been more humiliated, more unhappy in my life!’

There were tears in his eyes as he stormed out of the room. With a click of his heels and dip of his head to his senior officers, Sasha followed him.

Anna leant towards Sofia, confounded. ‘What on earth was that about?’

‘Pushkin’s a friend of the Davydov family but some people here don’t trust him. They call him an irresponsible, babbling youth.’

‘But he’s Russia’s foremost genius–’

‘A genius exiled from St. Petersburg for his incendiary verses. Madame Davydov may entertain whoever she wants – the tsar would never move against her – but it’s different for other people.’

Nicholas Bulgarin closed the door and returned to his chair. Peter filled a Turkish pipe and bent his neck to light the tobacco. Captain Dashkovy had impeccable manners. Anna had never heard him be rude to anyone. What could he have said to so offend Pushkin? A curl of smoke escaped his handsome mouth and she cast the question aside. Peter was no more than four paces away. She could almost reach through the window and touch him. She longed to feel his arms round her and his lips on her mouth.

‘We must go up now, Anna. It’s past midnight.’

Sofia’s voice floated across her consciousness. Anna wanted to stay but her friend was tugging at her sleeve. Reluctantly, she dragged her eyes away from Peter. As she did, she caught Nicholas Bulgarin looking at her through the open window. There was an ironic, inquisitive glint in his eyes, and she felt her cheeks turn crimson. How long had he been watching her? Could he tell from her expression what she was thinking?

A knowing smile played at the corners of his mouth and Anna’s temper began to rise. Her love for Peter Dashkovy was the most beautiful thing in the world. A man like Nicholas Bulgarin could never understand such an emotion. How dare he assume he understood what was in her heart? A surge of dislike swept through her. For a long moment, she stared back at him, scowling. Then she stuck out her tongue and ducked beneath window ledge, before running after Sofia.






Chapter Three

Anna woke up late the next morning. Sofia had already gone from the bedroom, but she was in no hurry. Nicholas and Olga Bulgarin were leaving today and she wanted to make sure they had gone before she went down. What had possessed her last night? Not only had she accused Olga of cheating, she had then acted like a child eavesdropping on the gentlemen.

The memory made her cringe. Mama would be appalled. Thank heavens she wasn’t here. Her mother despaired of her unruly behaviour. Too often her thoughts were elsewhere, deep in a book or contemplating a painting she had in mind. Papa loved her spontaneity, but Mama was more critical. She rebuked her for moving too fast, interrupting conversations and speaking without thinking. If Valentina Brianski ever heard what happened last night, Anna would never be allowed to go anywhere again.

But Count Bulgarin was older than her and it was unlikely she would run into him again. There was no point in worrying, Anna decided, her natural optimism asserting itself. Lila, the maid she shared with Sofia, had given up waiting, so she chose a simple muslin gown with a wide yellow ribbon. The dress slipped on easily but the buttons down the back were more difficult. Twisting and turning in front of the mirror and using a buttonhook, she’d managed to get most of them done up as the clock in the stable-yard chimed twelve.

It was later than she realised. Where had she left her new Moroccan slippers? After a frantic search, Anna found them at the back of the wardrobe. She ran a comb through her hair, tucked it loosely under a linen bonnet, then collected her parasol and hurried out to the main staircase.

‘Good morning, Anna Ivanova. Or should I say good afternoon?’

Anna was halfway down the stairs and Peter Dashkovy was standing in the hallway. The light streamed through the doorway behind, skimming around him so that his body was outlined by a thread of darkness, and all she could see were rays of sunshine turning his hair gold. He was alone and she stared at him over the banisters, gripping the rail to steady herself.

‘The houseguests have gone on ahead. I’m here to escort you to the picnic.’

Peter smiled, the lazy smile she loved, and Anna slowly let out her breath. Then, not taking her eyes off him, she continued on down. ‘How kind of you, Captain Dashkovy. I’m sorry to have kept you waiting.’

As Peter led the way through the hall and down the steps to the garden, Anna rested the handle of her parasol on her shoulder. The lawns were scattered with buttercups and daises, but she barely noticed her surroundings. Her heart was fluttering wildly as thoughts dashed around her head. Peter had been waiting for her! He was worried that she was late. Everyone at the picnic would see them arrive together. What would they think?

‘You’ve grown up this last year, dear Anna. Are you enjoying yourself?’

Anna nodded and touched the verbena sachet in her pocket. She wished she had done up her hair and chosen a prettier dress. This was the first time she had ever been alone with Peter. She mustn’t spoil it by saying something stupid. They walked in silence until Peter remarked, ‘Miss Bulgarin asked me to convey her best wishes to you and say goodbye. Her brother insisted they depart directly after breakfast. Poor Olga. It’s a shame she had to miss the final celebrations.’

‘Have you been acquainted with the Bulgarin family for long?’ Anna tried to make her voice indifferent.

‘Nicholas Bulgarin was a colonel when I joined the Hussars. I only met Miss Olga two days ago. And you?’

‘I know her through my friendship with Maria. The two of them are inseparable.’

‘Except when Monsieur Pushkin’s paying court to one or the other,’ Peter observed unemotionally. ‘The young whippersnapper’s incorrigible when it comes to the ladies.’

‘Alexander Pushkin’s a poet, sir. Women are his inspiration.’ What did she know about a poet’s inspiration? Anna could have bitten off her tongue. She sounded pretentious and wished Peter hadn’t mentioned Olga. He was waiting for me – for me – she reminded herself and turned to him. ‘I’ve always admired Pushkin’s poetry.’

‘He’s talented but an excitable fellow. Have you met him or Count Bulgarin?’

‘I’m going to ask Maria for an introduction to Monsieur Pushkin, but I’ve no desire to meet Count Bulgarin. I’m sure we have nothing in common. What’s your opinion of him?’

‘We don’t always agree, but I admire him. He’s an acquired taste – for some, too self-opinionated for their palates.’

‘Indeed! I was impressed by his conceit.’

‘Really? And when was that?’

Thankfully, there was no chance to answer for they had arrived at the picnic. A throng of people were gathered on the lawn where Madame Davydov was seated in an armchair brought down from the house. Catching sight of them, she called out,

‘Where’ve you been all this time, Captain Dashkovy? I was afraid you’d fallen under the spell of those wicked Bulgarins and been spirited away.’

‘Sasha Brianski asked me to escort his sister to the picnic. Prince Repnin insisted on taking him and Prince Volkonsky on a tour of the island.’

‘Your chivalry is beyond reproach.’ Madame Davydov favoured Peter with a smile before she screwed up her eyes and turned to Anna. ‘Miss Brianski’s beauty is fair recompense for your labour.’ Her hostess extended a gloved hand and touched Anna’s cheek. ‘How are your parents? I’m sorry they were unable to accept my invitation.’

Anna wasn’t sure how to answer. She didn’t know why her parents disapproved of Madame Davydov, but it had taken a letter from Maria to persuade them to let her accept. As she hesitated, a stiff-looking young man, obviously irked by the delay, made a show of opening his fob watch.

‘Do put that thing away, Gaston!’ Madame Davydov scolded. ‘Since when has punctuality been a prerequisite for a picnic? Everyone may start whenever they wish.’

Long trestle tables, draped in fine linen cloths, stood under the thick shade of trees with benches on either side and hampers of food unpacked onto plates. Footmen moved between the guests, carrying silver trays, bowing and smiling as they served champagne in long-stemmed glasses. Older women sat in chairs while others stood around or sat on cushions from the house scattered about on the grass.

Peter was taken aside by a stout gentleman and Anna looked around for her friends. It seemed the whole island had been invited to the picnic. Anna caught sight of the Lenkov brothers with their sister, Anastasia. The Lenkovs were all good-looking and fine horsemen. Anastasia was the eldest and famous for her dashing exploits but too charming for anyone to disapprove. Today her glossy red hair was hidden under a turban and she wore Turkish trousers rather than a dress.

Her brother, John, was the same age as Anna and usually timid with girls. He had sat next to her at the concert, and she was surprised when he moved his chair close to her own. She had felt his eyes on her throughout, but John Lenkov aroused none of the passion she felt for Peter. He was a sensible, pleasant young man but she avoided his gaze until Sofia came over and took her to where Maria was seated on a hassock surrounded by friends.

‘Why didn’t you wake me up?’ Anna whispered. ‘I’m mortified to be so late.’

‘You’re not … mortified.’ Sofia retorted with a mischievous grin.’ You look like the cat that’s licked the cream.’

‘I gather Captain Dashkovy was only too happy to take Sasha’s place,’ Maria added. ‘I don’t know what happened last night but poor Monsieur Pushkin has taken to his bed. Babushka’s sent him caviar and vodka to ensure he recovers in time for the fireworks. She wants this to be a day all of us will remember.’

And indeed, it was. Madame Davydov’s hospitality was legendary. There were zakuski – bites of pickled salmon with truffles and wafer-thin blini pancakes piled high with caviar and served with different flavoured vodkas. Borsch soup was laced with soured cream and followed by sturgeon and cold meats accompanied by green vegetables and salad. In pride of place at the centre of the table stood an iced birthday cake three tiers high.

Guests began to help themselves, but Anna scarcely touched her food. She found a seat near Sofia and nibbled on a biscuit as her eyes wandered over the company. Stately matrons sat under an arbour, their heads close and voices hushed as they exchanged gossip. The day was melting with heat, and formal wear had been abandoned. Open-necked shirts replaced frock coats and cravats were loosened or discarded. Officers in uniform unbuttoned their tunics, and Peter was standing by the water’s edge wearing a patterned waistcoat and ruffled shirt.

Light from the sea and sun made the colours dance with brilliance. Under a cloudless sky, the girls were bright as butterflies in summer dresses with open parasols fluttering in the breeze. It was a scene to be painted – but not today. Today Anna could think only of Peter. She imagined him close to her and repeated his name in her head. Peter Igorovich Dashkovy.

At that moment Peter looked round, his eyes roaming over the guests until he saw her. He smiled and Anna felt a jolt of lightning pass between them. Peter must have felt it too for he turned away quickly and began talking to one of his friends. He does love me, Anna thought excitedly. I haven’t yet attended my first Bal Blanc – that’s the only reason he’s keeping his distance. It wouldn’t do for him to appear over-attentive. When all the guests have gone and we’re finally alone, he’ll come and find me. We’ll walk together in the cool of the evening. Will he make some kind of declaration? The thought made her feel giddy. It will be our secret – a sacred pact between us – until I’m old enough for him to propose. I won’t tell a soul, not even Sofia.

Anna watched as Anastasia Lentov walked over and engaged Peter in conversation. She said something that made him laugh and a sliver of doubt pierced Anna. Two years was an eternity away. Oh, if only she were eighteen already! Peter might fall in love with someone like Anastasia in the meantime. What would she do then? Anna resolutely drove the idea from her mind. With the supreme confidence of youth, she told herself it would never happen. Their destiny was written in the stars and in two years’ time she would be his bride.






Part Two








Chapter Four

Two years later. St. Petersburg, October 1825

‘You must dance the waltz tonight, Papa! I am going to teach you the steps.’ Anna held Mr Wilson’s instruction book in one hand, the other stretched towards to her father. ‘I’m informed the waltz is all the rage in England and France.’

‘You’re informed, are you? Well, may I remind you that we live in St. Petersburg and not London or Paris? I’ve no time for indecorous familiarity. You should be content with the polonaise and quadrille.’

‘Are you going to spoil poor Sofia’s party?’ Anna pouted her pretty mouth. ‘Oh, Papa, how can you be such a misery?’

‘Please don’t concern yourself on my behalf–’Sofia began before Count Brianski interrupted.

‘My dear Sofia, you’re now Sasha’s responsibility, while Anna remains under my supervision. I shall decide with whom she may – and with whom she may not – perform the waltz’.

‘So, you’re going to be horribly strict and ruin my evening.’

A mischievous smile crossed Anna’s face. She had a knack of manipulating her father and getting her way. Sofia and Sasha had been married a month ago and a reception was to be held in their honour this evening. Musicians were hired and Anna had already spoken to Monsieur Filot, manager of her father’s affairs, and asked him to instruct them to play a waltz between every other dance.

‘If you won’t join in, Papa, then I’ll have to be the man. Come on, Sofia! Put your hand on my shoulder. Take no notice of the old bear!’

Anna put the book down and placed her arm round Sofia’s waist. ‘One, two, three. One, two, three… Keep your arm straight. No dipping…’

The small salon was crammed with furniture and the two young women manoeuvred awkwardly between tables and chairs. When Count Brianski finally left the room, they collapsed on a sofa in giggles.

‘Indecorous familiarity!’ Anna said when she could speak at last. ‘Isn’t that the whole point of the dance?’

‘My parents are more strait-laced than yours. Thank heavens they’ve returned to Moscow. Maman would have a fit!’

‘Sasha will permit you to waltz, won’t he?’

‘I hope so – but he insists I dance with him and he’s not fond of waltzing.’

‘Lord above, I’m quite put off the idea of marriage.’ Fresh laughter burst from Anna. ‘I’ll never marry, if waltzing is prohibited. Life wouldn’t be worth living.’

Autumn had come early that year and the windows were sealed against the cold and damp. The scent of lilies was overpowering and when Sofia sneezed, not once but three times, Anna jumped up.

‘I’ll ask Mama to have the flowers taken downstairs. We can’t have you sneezing and coughing all evening. I’ll see to it at once.’

Anna hurried out of the room. Hearing her parents’ voices, she stopped at the top of the staircase and saw them on the landing below.

‘You spoil her, Vanya! You were far stricter with Sasha. Anna gets away with murder because she reminds you of your mother.’

‘That’s not true!’

‘How else does she have the impertinence to give Filot instructions for the musicians? He came to see me and I put him right. Oh dear… why can’t Anna be like other young women?’

‘Because our daughter’s an artist, and artists cannot be regimented. Her tutor says she has the talent to become an academician.’

‘The only talent Anna needs is to be a good wife.’

Her mother’s frustration puzzled Anna. Valentina Brianski belonged to a generation disciplined to always show restraint and ran the household with calm efficiency. She rarely showed emotion and only cried when she was happy. Why should such a trifling matter upset her? What harm could there be in a few extra waltzes? Anna was usually cheerful and wanted everyone around her to be the same. She was about to go down and apologise when the front doorbell rang and James, the footman, ushered an elderly couple into the vestibule. Anna recognised her grandmother’s old friends. She would have to apologise later, she decided, and made her way to the basement by the back staircase.

The Brianski house, like all grand houses in the city, was a spacious building with a large front courtyard. Two elegant salons, a dining room, her father’s library, and the orangery were on the first floor, with the morning room and bedrooms above. Situated close to the fashionable Nevsky Prospekt, the Brianskis entertained at least three days a week and the basement was a labyrinth of domestic activity. There were two kitchens, three pantries, a wine cellar, laundries and storerooms. Outside, in the large back courtyard, was situated the wooden banya for bathing. The stables were further away next to a small yard occupied by chickens and pigs.

Anna knew her way round every inch and walked quickly down the passage to the silver pantry where she found Josef, the head footman. She asked him to dispatch two pages to remove the lilies from the small salon. Please could they also take up a bowl of fruit for her painting? Then she hurried back, collecting her portfolio on the way.

But the time she arrived in the salon, the flowers had gone and Sofia was sitting by the window, working on her tapestry. Anna arranged the fruit in a bowl with a pineapple balanced on the top. She collected ink, water and paper, and sat down with her back to the light. As she leafed through her sketchbook, her eye fell on her studies of Alexander Pushkin.

She never did discover the cause of the argument at Kamenka. Pushkin had sat for her the day after the picnic and she had to draw fast so there was no time for conversation. The poet was restless, fidgeting in his chair, crossing and uncrossing his legs. When a new thought came to him, his expression altered dramatically so that it was impossible to get a true representation in a single study. In the end, Anna had decided to make a series of thumbnail sketches to work up later. In one, the poet was lost in thought, his brow furrowed as he chewed a blade of grass; in another, smiling as he related an amusing anecdote. Sometimes, he was lost in concentration, his eyes fixed on one point in a vacant stare, and in others, like a tormented soul, grimacing with his chin in his hands.

Anna studied his dark skin, his long nose and full lips. She drew the intensity of his blue eyes, his black hair and the claw-like nails of which he was so proud. Pushkin was in exile so she had sent a drawing to him at his mother’s home in Pvosk. A reply was delivered within a fortnight. Pushkin wrote that he was devastated to learn that Maria Raevsky was engaged to Prince Volkonksy. He vowed he would never recover – but Alexander Pushkin was a poet with talent for exaggeration. Women all over Russia were in love with him and Anna suspected he wouldn’t be heartbroken for long.

Maria Raevsky had been married the year before and returned to St. Petersburg with her son a month ago. She was living in the Volkonksy palace overlooking the Moika canal, and Anna and Sofia had called on her last week. Despite its grandeur, Anna found the house gloomy and ostentatious. Its atmosphere was so different from the Raevsky family home, she wondered how Maria could stand it.

The Volkonskys had been powerful boyars and every room was hung with family portraits. They were well-painted, proud aristocrats without a friendly face among them – and the coldest of them all was Sergeí’s mother. The dowager princess had joined them for tea, dressed in a bulky kaftan over layers of goose down. As Maria poured tea from a steaming samovar, she beadily observed the young women over her lorgnettes.

‘I hope you girls take plenty of exercise. I’ve no time for delicate creatures too feeble to endure our St. Petersburg climate.’

The old dragon went on to denounce open wood fires and pretty tiled stoves – the very same that kept the Brianski house cheerful and warm. Did they know that she had been First Lady of the Bedchamber to the dowager empress and was a close confidante of the present tsar? Of course they knew. How could they not, when all of St. Petersburg was constantly reminded of the fact?

Poor Mashenka… Anna sighed as she began the outline of her drawing. Maria had been the most exuberant of them all at Kamenka. Now, her wardrobe overflowed with furs and her jewellery box was crammed with gems but the laughter had gone from her eyes. Was she unhappy? Did she love her husband? Certainly not in the way Sofia was in love with Sasha – or how she loved Peter Dashkovy.

There had been no chance to speak to Peter after the picnic. Anna hadn’t seen him again until after they returned to St. Petersburg and then not as often as she had hoped. When he visited, it was usually when Sasha was at home and she was able to study him from a distance. Everything about him was precious. She loved the way he moved and the sound of his voice. When he was near, she was enveloped in warm glowing happiness; without him, her world was dormant and cold.

Despite the devastating floods of last winter, her first season had been a success and Anna received two proposals of marriage. Both were summarily dismissed, for her mind was made up. Mama had sighed a great deal and Papa urged her to reconsider, but Anna took no heed. She would only marry the man she loved. There wasn’t a ball last summer when Peter had not led her onto the dance floor, and she didn’t understand his reticence to propose. Two years ago, she had been so sure of him. Still, he had hardly left her side during Sasha and Sofia’s wedding. She was certain he would say something then, but he uttered not a word.

Did he still love her? Anna never saw in his eyes the hot, eager light she recognised in her other admirers. Peter was always courteous, and she wondered if his restraint was deliberate. He didn’t openly flirt with her – though how could he when they were rarely left alone together? Peter was a mature man. He would have found a way, instinct told Anna, but he hadn’t called at the house for weeks. Suppose – it was a terrible thought – suppose he had fallen in love with someone else?

Anna looked across the room to her sister-in-law, her slender neck bent as she threaded her needle. ‘Has Captain Dashkovy spoken to Sasha recently?’

‘They talk to each other all the time. Why?’

‘I’m surprised we haven’t seen him here lately.’

‘Don’t say you still carry a torch for him?’

The pitying look in Sofia’s eyes made Anna lose concentration. A drop of ink slipped from her pen onto the paper and her drawing was ruined. She would have to cut out the page, but she didn’t care. There’s no such thing as still life anyway, she thought. Life is never still. It’s always moving, changing from one minute to the next. To catch the essence of a fleeting moment – that’s the skill of the artist.

‘How did you make Sasha fall in love with you?’ she asked as she reached for a paper knife.

‘I didn’t make him fall in love with me. It just happened.’

‘But you loved him for ages before. You must have done something!’

‘Darling Anna, are you so innocent of men?’ Sofia drew her wool down through the canvas, studying the pattern. ‘You must encourage them but not appear too eager. Respect is more important than coquetry.’

As Anna removed the ink-stained page and tossed it in the basket, a thought struck her so suddenly she gasped. Perhaps, Peter doesn’t know that I love him? Since Kamenka, I’ve taken for granted he understands how I feel, but I’ve never said anything or had a chance to show him. He’s afraid to ask me in case I refuse. That’s why he hasn’t proposed. He doesn’t want to put me in a difficult position.

Anna was so absorbed, the thud of an explosion made her jump. The next moment the doors opened and Sasha walked in. Her brother was in his Hussars uniform and must have come straight from barracks.

‘What was that noise? Is the city under attack?’ Anna’s heart was racing.

‘There was a fire at headquarters. It’s under control now, apart from a few barrels of gunpowder we didn’t manage to salvage.’ Sasha bent over Sofia and kissed the top of her head. ‘I’ve come to take my darling wife for a drive.’

‘How kind you are, dearest.’ Sofia looked at her husband with a smile that lit up her face.

‘Please be careful!’ Anna interjected.’ You could be blown to pieces.’

‘Don’t you trust me, Anna?’ Sasha grinned and put his arm round Sofia’s shoulders. ‘You know I’d never put my beloved in harm’s way.’

He’s just like Mama, Anna thought. The roof could blow off and Sasha wouldn’t turn a hair. He’s always been the sensible, responsible one, helping me out of trouble and making excuses for me. She smiled and her voice softened. ‘I hope you enjoy yourselves, but don’t get cold.’

When Sofia and Sasha left, Anna stood up and walked over to the window. She loved this city with its wide avenues and bridges over misty canals. She loved its mystery and charm, the river Neva shining in the sun, its islands still clad in rippling green. Her gaze was familiar with the fine buildings on the waterside, the mansions belonging to nobility and the English Line where a colony of British merchants lived and worked. As her eye passed over familiar landmarks, she saw Peter’s face everywhere, his eyes as blue as the summer sky.

I can only be myself, she thought. I’m no good at acting a part. Somehow, I must let Peter know I love him. If I don’t, I might lose him. He’s coming this evening. Shall I write to him like Tatyana in Pushkin’s latest poem? He’s a better man than Eugene Onegin. Peter will never break my heart.

Omelko, the head coachman, could take a letter to the regimental barracks that afternoon, Anna decided; then changed her mind. If Mama and Papa found out, they would be horrified. She must think of a way to speak with Peter in private. She racked her brains until an idea flashed into her head. She would ask him to sit for his portrait! No one was allowed to disturb her when she was working. It would give them a chance to be together without the family breathing down their necks.

A north-facing bedroom had been converted into a studio and Anna pictured the scene, Peter seated in the leather armchair as she stood at the easel. She imagined his expression when she confessed her love for him, his beautiful smile as he took her in his arms. What would it feel like when he kissed her? She thought of him pulling her up on tiptoes, pressing his lips to hers, and a shiver ran through her entire body. Be careful, warned a voice in her head. Let Peter speak first. But what if he doesn’t declare himself? What do I do then? I’ll tell him I envy Sasha and Sofia’s happiness, Anna decided; that will give him the opening he needs.

Suddenly it was all so simple Anna couldn’t think why the idea hadn’t occurred to her before. She laughed aloud with happiness and then checked herself. Don’t anticipate future contentment. Wait for good luck to tap you on the shoulder. The old taboos lingered. Only one person had refused to believe in them: Nan Maree, her Scottish grandmother. Despite being married to a Russian for fifty years, she insisted to the end that they were old wives’ tales based on fear and ignorance.

‘Your future lies in your own hands.’ Anna remembered her lilting Highland accent. ‘Depend on no one but yourself and ignore those superstitious old women.’

Nan Maree was born in Scotland and came to St. Petersburg with other exiled Jacobites at the time of Catherine the Great. She had been educated during the Scottish Enlightenment and was outspoken in her views. It was Nan Maree who introduced her to the novels of Sir Walter Scott and encouraged her to become an artist. She had died six years ago, and Anna still missed her

She told me to follow my heart and I won’t let her down. I’ll ask Peter to sit for his portrait as soon as he arrives. Anna hugged herself, closing her arms tight about her chest. In her mind, she was standing beside Peter in a chapel, wearing a red dress and her grandmother’s long veil. Deep male voices were chanting, and candles lit up the darkness. The fragrance of incense filled the air as crowns were held over their heads. In a few days we could be betrothed, she thought. Happiness is within my grasp. By the grace of God, I’ll be Anna Dashkovya before the year is out.






Chapter Five

Everything was ready for the reception. The dining room was laid out with long tables covered in damask cloths and laden with flowers. The best gold- and silverware was on display. The three magnificent candelabras had been lowered and lit with a hundred fresh candles and the house smelled like a tropical garden. Lilies, sent from the Crimea, welcomed guests and there were jardinières with cyclamen and magnolia in every room. The grand salons were heated by wood-burning stoves, their windows draped with heavy curtains, and all the servants dressed in their finest livery.

Upstairs in her bedroom, Anna was trying to decide what to wear. Mazra, her maid, suggested the green cuisse de nymphe but Anna had worn it twice before. She considered a dress of barège silk with rows of ruffles above the hem, but yellow didn’t suit her complexion. Finally, she tried on a new creation of light gauze over pink silk with roses pinned to the corsage. Anna studied herself in the glass, twisting her neck to get a better view. A ribbon encircled her body above her waist, emphasising her slender figure and puff sleeves showed off her arms. Its deep flounces and low décolletage made it elegant yet simple. Yes, this was the one! She must be irresistible to Peter tonight.

The gown was spread out on the bed and Anna sat in her dressing coat in front of the glass. Her father’s pet name for her was Ivitsa
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