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      Tanya Kirova decided at quite an early age that she would be foolish to expect very much from life, which was wise as it seemed that the older she grew, the more limited the possibilities became.

      Her father was an officer in the Imperial Russian Army and served with modest distinction under Suvorov in the great Italian campaign of 1799, but unfortunately failed to survive the fearful hardships of the winter crossing of the Alps at the end of it. Her mother waited with diminishing hope for his return, or for news that he had been taken prisoner, until the following summer, then went into a gentle decline and died soon after, leaving Tanya, an orphan at the age of six, to the care of her father’s uncle, an elderly General living in retirement on his estates beyond Yaroslavl.

      The General and his wife were childless, and, looking back from the advanced age of twenty-five, Tanya realised that they had been very kind to her, considering that she had been wished on them without any thought of their possible unwillingness, or, indeed, ability, to look after her, or any means for her support. The General himself had undertaken her general education, while his wife had instructed her quite thoroughly in the domestic arts, and filled any possible idle moments with the unending stitching of garments for the poor, visiting the villagers in order to distribute the finished work, and the reading aloud of Improving Books.

      Fortunately for Tanya, who was an intelligent girl with a lively and enquiring mind, the General’s ideas of education were broader and more liberal. He taught her to speak French fluently and correctly, in case she should ever go into Society, and so that she would not shame him before the visitors who came occasionally to stay for a week or two of country air and military reminiscence; and gave her a very thorough grounding in history, mathematics (he was an artilleryman), European geography, and architecture, which was his own principal interest. In addition, he gave her the run of his library, which contained most of the leading works of Western literature legally available in Russia, a few which he had obtained more or less illegally or before they were censored, and a large selection of illustrated works on the architectural and decorative arts, to which he added from time to time the latest publications on developments in St. Petersburg and elsewhere. There were also some very curious and unsuitable volumes which he had probably forgotten he owned, from which Tanya, in all innocence, gleaned some information that her Great-Aunt was too prudish to impart.

      By the time she was eighteen, Tanya could calculate the charge and elevation necessary to fire a shell from a Unicorn howitzer on a given trajectory, or plan a route of march for an army from Brest-Litovsk to Barcelona, and could have found her way about the principal buildings of Moscow or St. Petersburg, if she ever managed to visit either city, which seemed unlikely as the General and his wife never travelled. To more immediate purpose, she was able to take over the checking of the household accounts from her Great-Aunt, whose eyesight and arithmetic were not strong, and her schooling in military history enabled her to listen to the reminiscences of her Great-Uncle and his friends with genuine interest. She met no young people of her own age and class, and so felt no great loss in being unable to chatter inanities or to waltz, although occasionally she caught sight of herself in a mirror and thought fleetingly that it seemed a pity that the not unattractive young lady she saw was doomed eventually to grow into an old maid.

      When the General’s tales grew more than usually tedious or the endless round of good works fatiguing, when her Great-Aunt was made more than usually irritable by the heat and flies in summer or her chilblains in winter, Tanya could always escape through the only windows on to the outside world which she could reach, the books in the library. She was reasonably content, for she expected nothing more, and had only to look about her as she passed among the General’s serfs to see how much less fortunate her lot might have been.

      Then, one evening in the late summer of 1816, when Tanya was twenty-two, things took a decided turn for the worse. The General ate a good dinner at five o’clock, smoked a cigar with his brandy, and then played a game of chess with Tanya, who skilfully allowed him to win.

      He leaned forward to bang down his queen with a triumphant “Checkmate!”, sat back with a contented sigh, and quietly expired.

      Unfortunately, his pensions died with him, and the Great-Aunt, after several lengthy discussions with the General’s man of business, who came out each time from Yaroslavl in a very elegant carriage, informed Tanya that she must be prepared for some small changes in their way of life.

      “Of course,” she concluded, “I shall continue to provide you with a home, for I consider it my duty to carry on such of my late husband’s charitable works as I am able.”

      Tanya’s gold-flecked hazel eyes widened a little at that. The General had always treated her as a much-loved great-niece and she was surprised to find herself labelled a “charitable work”, but she sensibly murmured a few words of thanks, feeling genuinely grateful that this new and unexpected coldness in her Great-Aunt at least stopped short of casting her out into the world.

      A few weeks later, her Great-Aunt informed her that her widowed sister had invited her to stay for the winter, while the General’s man of business sorted out the estate and made a few necessary alterations, and that Tanya was to accompany her. Tanya was delighted, never having had the opportunity to travel anywhere in all the years she had lived in the General’s house, and enquired with ill-concealed excitement where they were going.

      Her Great-Aunt replied “Taganrog,” and seemed surprised at Tanya’s startled echoing of the name.

      “What of it?” she asked.

      “But it must be a thousand miles away!” Tanya exclaimed.

      “Nonsense. Less than seven hundred,” she was informed, which indeed was true.

      The journey was quite appalling. Tanya was buoyed up with hope during the first part of it that they might pass through Moscow, but they did not. As they reached the more southerly parts of Russia, the roads became worse, the inns dirtier, and the bitter north wind howled over the unending flatness of the steppes. All that kept Tanya from crying with weariness and vexation was the expectation that the winter would at least be less cold than in the north, and the hope that she might see the sea, for Taganrog was a port on the Sea of Azov.

      She was disappointed even in these respects. The Great-Aunt’s sister lived more than fifty miles from the town and never went there. Indeed, she never went anywhere, being crippled with arthritis. Her house was a very plain, four-square box, with no trees to break the eternal wind, nothing but a few stunted bushes for a garden, rooms furnished with the simplest necessities, and not a book or a picture or an ornament to break the monotony of the bare whitewashed walls except for one small, cheap icon in each room. As winter drew on, Tanya found that the weather here was as cold as ever it had been at Yaroslavl; for the wind hurled the snow down over the steppes, and it was only in the narrow coastal plain around the city, where hills cut off the wind, that the mildness which was beginning to make the place a winter resort could be found.

      The days were passed in knitting and sewing and reading the Bible. The only variety in the whole week occurred each Sunday, when the village priest came to say a service, and he, being only the son of one of the serf families on the estate, was too humble and servile to do more than bid the ladies “Good day” on arrival and before departure.

      The visit lasted five months, but seemed like eternity to Tanya, and even the long journey back to Yaroslavl seemed pleasant by comparison.

      On the way home her Great-Aunt said to her, “You must realise that there can be no luxuries in future. There will be no money for new dresses and such frippery, no wine with dinner, and we shall not entertain visitors.”

      Tanya, who had enjoyed the luxury of one new dress a year in the past, thought philosophically that it was a good thing she had stopped growing. Wine she could dispense with, and visitors too, as long as she had books to read. She was looking forward with happy anticipation to re-reading all her favourites when they reached home.

      The first intimation that her Great-Aunt had not told her all came as they drove up to the house. All the trees had gone. The General had spent a good deal of time and trouble on the artistic arrangement of little copses and groups of various trees to provide shelter and improve the views from the house, but all had been felled and removed. Timber, it appeared, fetched quite a good price, even in Russia, where there were so many trees.

      A further shock awaited Tanya inside the house. All the pictures had been sold, and all the curios and ornaments which the General had brought back from his travels and campaigns. Tanya ran from one room to another, wringing her hands in distress to find all the pretty and interesting things gone, leaving the house strangely cold and bare. Then, with a sudden sick dread, she went to the library.

      It, too, was bare. All her magic casements had gone, all the shelves stood empty. Not a single volume had been left. She sank down on the wide windowsill and wept as if her heart was broken.

      For nearly three years, Tanya endured a life so circumscribed that at times she could hardly find the heart to go on with it. Those few months at Taganrog had only been bearable because their term was limited, but now life at home was much the same, and would go on so indefinitely. The deadly monotony wore down her spirits, and her Great-Aunt’s death early in the winter of 1819 came as a relief in the end, despite the uncertainty it cast upon her own future.

      During the first few days there was so much to do that Tanya had no time to worry about herself. The funeral had to be arranged and endured, neighbours called to offer condolences. One neighbour, a fat, lecherous, slovenly fellow whose few hundred acres bordered the General’s estate, surprised Tanya by proposing marriage, probably assuming that she was the heiress. She refused him politely and calmly, but hardly knew whether to laugh or cry when he had gone. The General’s man of business came several times and spoke kindly to her, but said that he would rather defer discussion of the Great-Aunt’s will until other members of the family arrived. Tanya was surprised at first, knowing of none other than the old lady at Taganrog, who would hardly come so far, but then she recalled that all through her childhood she had regularly received a small gift on her name-day and at Christmas from someone the General had always referred to as “your poor Uncle Alexei”, who was, it appeared, her own father’s younger brother.

      Tanya could not remember her father very well, but when Count Alexei Kirov arrived, she felt a faint stirring of recollection which made her ask him if he resembled his brother, and the Count said smilingly that he did. “As you do too,” he added.

      He was a kindly-looking man in his late forties, his brown hair greying at the sides, and he brought with him his wife, Maria Nikolaevna, a slightly faded but still pretty fair-haired lady a few years younger than the Count. Tanya took an immediate liking to them both.

      The General’s man of business came again the next day, and a formal and rather solemn meeting was held in the dining-room, where the large table provided space for all the papers he had brought with him. The gist of his announcements was that the house and its contents and the estates and serfs were all to be sold and the money divided into three equal portions. One of these was to go to the Church, one to an orphanage in Moscow, and the third was to be used to pay a number of small legacies to various old friends of the Great-Aunt’s youth. For Tanya, there was one hundred roubles and her Great-Aunt’s blessing.

      Tanya sat stunned, and it was Countess Maria who gasped, “Is that all?”

      “I’m afraid so,” the man of business said sadly. “I pointed out to her when she made the will that the most frugal lady could barely live as long as a year on it, and in what a difficult position Countess Tanya would be placed, but she was quite adamant, for she said that whatever further sum might be considered due to the young lady had already been spent on her upkeep and education in the past. I’m very sorry.”

      Tanya pulled herself together with a great effort. “I shall have to— to find employment,” she said in a broken, choking voice. “Yes, that’s what I must do. Of course,” more firmly this time, but with a desperate, frightened note underlying the brave words.

      “I have a letter from your Great-Aunt’s sister at Taganrog offering to take you as her companion,” the man of business said. “She sent the money for your fare, and says she is prepared to keep you, but she makes no mention of any — er — remuneration . . .”

      “How kind!” Countess Maria’s anxious face dissolved into a relieved smile. “There, something always turns up, just when things seem at their blackest!”

      Count Alexei, seeing the expression on Tanya’s face, caught his wife’s eye and almost imperceptibly shook his head. She fell silent at once and her smile faded.

      “Are you agreeable to going to Taganrog?” Count Alexei asked his niece gently.

      She sighed. “It’s very kind of her to ask me, and I’ve nowhere else to go,” she replied. “It’s just that — oh, I’m silly, I know — but it was so dull there when we went to stay. She never goes out, or receives visitors, and she has no books or pictures. There’s nothing to do or see, no one to talk with, nothing to look forward to ... I’m sorry. I’m being very foolish and ungrateful.”

      The conversation passed to other matters, but later in the day, Countess Maria had an earnest private discussion with her husband, as a result of which she sought out Tanya, who was sitting by the stove in the empty library, staring across the room and trying not to think about the future. She started when the Countess spoke to her, and took a few seconds to understand what she was saying.

      “I’ve been talking to Alexei, dear,” she began. “We’re both very concerned for you, and not at all happy about what has happened. We should like very much to help you, but to be quite honest, there isn’t very much we can do. You see, Alexei is not at all a rich man, for he was the youngest son, and his father – your grandfather, dear – was a very bad manager. He gambled too, far more than he could afford. We’ve three children of our own to launch into the world. Our son will come of age next year, and our elder daughter is nearly seventeen, so we had intended bringing her Out this Season, but . . .” She hesitated, and then took the plunge. “Well, if we leave that until the summer, and don’t give a ball for her until next winter, we can at least do a little something for you. Will you come and stay with us for the rest of the Season, and put off going to Taganrog until Lent?”

      Tanya stared in astonishment, scarcely able to believe her ears. “I – I don’t understand,” she stammered. “Stay with you where?”

      “Well, at home in the country until after Christmas, and then in Petersburg,” Countess Maria enlarged.

      “St. Petersburg!” Tanya breathed the name as if it were “Heaven”. “Oh, how kind you are! Will you really take me to Petersburg?”

      “We don’t live in great style there,” Countess Maria explained. “We’ve quite a small house just off the Nevsky Prospect, nothing grand, but we do move in the best of society, so at least you’ll have a little fun and meet some interesting people.”

      Tanya’s face had lit up with joy and wonder, but this suddenly faded as she saw the obstacles in the way. “I’ve no suitable clothes,” she said sadly. “Only ordinary things like this, and nothing less than three years old.” She indicated the dress she was wearing – a plain woollen thing, made by herself and twenty years behind the fashion.

      “You won’t need a great deal,” Countess Maria said bravely. “Just a few gowns, and we can manage those– we’re not exactly paupers! I dare say my sewing-woman can alter some of my own things to fit you. She’s very clever at making-over, and fashions are very simple at the moment.” She caught Tanya’s eye, and they both saw the absurdity of what she had just said, for the Countess was small and plump, and Tanya was quite five inches taller and much slimmer. They both dissolved into laughter.

      In fact, the idea was not as absurd as it first appeared. On consulting the fashion-plates when they reached the Kirovs’ country home at Pomeranye, a day’s ride south of St. Petersburg, the ladies found that skirts had risen to just above the ankle and were finished with a padded roll at the hem, which could be of a different material from the rest of the dress; or a stiffening of buckram could be applied to the hem to make it adopt the proper bell-shape, and this might quite fashionably be concealed by a frill. If a little of the contrasting fabric of the roll or frill was used to trim the bodice or add the epaulette-like jockeis to the shoulder-line, most of the difficulties were overcome. Even some of Tanya’s Great-Aunt’s old silks, dating from the time of Catherine the Great, were still usable, and contained yards of material in their wide skirts.

      Tanya soon found herself looking into the mirror at a stranger who was dressed in the latest fashion, in silks and lace which made the best of her tall, shapely figure, and whose hair was drawn up into a fashionable chignon and fell in shining brown curls to frame a face made attractive more by a lively, interested and humorous expression than by classical beauty, for her nose was decidedly tip-tilted and her mouth too wide for the fashion of the day.

      The Kirovs usually stayed at Pomeranye until after Christmas, partly for preference and partly for reasons of economy, but their way of life there differed completely from the dull monotony of the sort of country life Tanya had grown used to enduring. Their days seemed to be filled with chatter, laughter, music and dashing about. Sometimes they were frantically searching for Countess Maria’s gloves while the sledge-coach waited to carry them off to visit friends a few miles away; sometimes they were playing some absurd, amusing game which had to be cleared away in a tearing hurry because they expected guests themselves. There was skating on a nearby lake, and sliding on the ice-mountain which they built in the paddock at the back of their shabby little house. Tanya felt that she had never had so much to do or laughed so many times in a day in all her life.

      In the evenings, the family gathered in the big room which seemed to be the heart of the house and served as salon, playroom, music-room, and even ballroom as occasion demanded. Count Alexei would sit by the stove, smoking his long pipe and reading a book, occasionally looking up to smile at the antics of the others. Countess Maria had always some piece of embroidery or fine stitchery in hand, but was ready to put it aside and join in a game or to move to the pianoforte and play for Tanya’s dancing-lessons.

      These were conducted by Fedor, the twenty-year-old son of the house. He was a good-looking young fellow, well up in the latest fashions, but level-headed and more interested in horse-breeding than anything else. He undertook to instruct Tanya in the waltz, the mazurka and polonaise, and the various set-dances which remained in fashion, and pranced about the room with her in great good humour, shouting out “. . . And one and two and three, and one and two and three . . .” or whatever the beat might be, until they were giddy and out of breath with laughter and exertion.

      The younger daughter, Irina, was an elfin child of seven, very fair-haired and pink and white in complexion, like her mother. She spent much time at her lessons and playing with her dolls, but had a charming habit of volunteering a contribution to whatever conversation was going on which was usually quaintly old-fashioned or naïvely funny. She was quite unspoilt and well-mannered, and it never needed more than a word from her mother to return her to the proper ‘seen but not heard’ situation expected of a child. She often sat herself by Tanya to confide the latest news of her waxen and wooden family, and several times quietly informed her of the identity and relationship of visitors when the others forgot, or were too busy to do so.

      Marisha, the elder daughter, was dark-haired and pretty, with large brown eyes and a rather serious, self-possessed manner. She seemed a little reserved at first in her dealings with Tanya, who felt ill-at-ease with her. She was very conscious that her own coming to join the family had involved the postponement of Marisha’s come-out, which the younger girl might well resent. Being a forthright person, Tanya thought it best to bring the matter into the open, and took the first opportunity of being alone with Marisha to mention it.

      “Do you mind very much that your parents invited me to stay?” she asked.

      Marisha looked surprised. “Mind?” she asked. “Why, I’m glad they did!”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really and truly. I just wish it could be possible for you to stay with us for always. It must be terrible to have to live such a dull life as you have all these years.”

      “But my coming here has spoiled your come-out.”

      Marisha smiled and shrugged. “I don’t mind,” she said. “Oh, I quite enjoy parties and dancing and being in Petersburg, but there will be plenty of time for all that for me, and you have only until Lent. Please don’t spoil it for yourself by worrying about me, for truly there’s no need!” and Tanya was convinced that she really meant it.
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      It was now barely a week before Christmas, and Irina at least was beginning to look forward to the festivities, particularly when several mysterious boxes were delivered to the house by a carrier, and put away without even being opened.

      “Are they Christmas gifts?” the child asked.

      “Maybe,” her father replied, his eyes twinkling.

      “The label on the big one was written by Cousin Nikolai,” Irina commented. “I know his handwriting. Does that mean he isn’t coming here for Christmas?”

      “He never comes here for Christmas,” Fedor pointed out. “You know he always goes to his own home.”

      “I just thought he might be coming,” Irina sounded despondent. “Why does he go to White Gates? There’s nobody there.”

      Count Alexei exchanged a glance with his wife and said, “There are all his people at White Gates. I expect they like to have him at home.”

      “But no family,” Irina persisted. “Serfs don’t count.”

      “Don’t you ever let Cousin Nikolai hear you say that!” Marisha exclaimed. “They count very much, for what would we all do without them? In any case, Cousin Nikolai doesn’t have serfs. He’s freed them all.”

      Irma had lost interest by now and didn’t pursue the matter, but Tanya was intrigued by this strange item, and said, “I’ve never heard of anyone doing that before! How is it possible?”

      “It’s rather complicated,” Count Alexei told her. “And quite expensive to start with, though Nikolai Ilyich says that over some years the money comes back in rents. It was all made legal a few years ago, but not many people have bothered to do anything about it. Nikolai Ilyich has travelled abroad a great deal, and he has a theory that free peasants are a better proposition all round — for themselves, for the landlord, and even for the State — than serfs. Not many people agree with him, and I’m not too sure myself, though he seems to make it work.”

      “Nikolai Ilyich is my cousin,” Countess Maria explained, seeing that Tanya looked puzzled. “Prince Nikolai Volkhov. You’ll meet him in Petersburg, I expect, for he’s usually in attendance on the Emperor.”

      “The Emperor!” Tanya breathed in rather awe-stricken tones. She had not really become accustomed to the idea that she was actually going to see all those fine buildings in St. Petersburg that she had read about, and her mind had not even begun to grasp the fact that there would be people there as well — interesting, even important people. She had seen several engraved portraits of the Emperor, Alexander I, and at one time had even cherished a girlish tendresse for that handsome and romantic figure. She was long past such star-struck fancies now, of course, but it was still exciting to think that she might meet someone who actually knew the Emperor.

      Countess Maria had lapsed into a thoughtful silence and was eyeing Tanya in a rather calculating manner. She apparently came to some conclusion after a few moments, and announced that she had some letters to write, and must not be disturbed for a while.

      “One of these boxes is from Boris Kalinsky,” she called back as she went upstairs to her room. “You may write and tell him it arrived safely, if you wish.”

      Tanya observed that Marisha looked up with an unusually lively expression at this, and concluded that the words were addressed to her. “Is Boris Kalinsky another cousin?” she enquired.

      Fedor and Count Alexei both laughed at that, and the Count said, “More than likely! He’s a friend of Nikolai’s, in fact, but it’s something of a joke that he’s related, however remotely, to practically everyone of note in Russia, and he seems to be able to work out the exact relationship at a moment’s notice!”

      “You know very well,” Marisha said quite seriously, “that Boris Mikhailovich’s mother’s sister was your eldest brother’s first wife,” but she joined in the laughter which followed.

      Christmas, when it came, was quite unlike any other Tanya had ever spent in her life. It began like any other, with the long night service in church, the return to the house to change into new clothes, and to assemble in the dining-room to receive the congratulations and good wishes of all the serfs in the house and from the estate, but after that it was one round of merriment and fun all day long, such as Tanya had never experienced before. The family exchanged little gifts in honour of the Saviour’s birthday, and although Tanya had worried about this beforehand, being unable to do more than contrive little things out of scraps of fabric and oddments of ribbon and lace, everyone seemed just as pleased with her pen-wipers and purses and lavender sachets as they were with everything else, and their own gifts to each other were also very simple things.

      The boxes which had arrived earlier contained a variety of luxuries from the little specialist shops of the Gostinny Dvor in Petersburg — sugar plums and comfits, a great eel pie, spun-glass trifles and little carved wooden creatures, sugared nuts and scented cachous, and gifts of a more elaborate nature from the strange Cousin Nikolai who owned no serfs — a model sledge-carriage for Irina’s dolls, lined with blue silk and equipped in miniature with all the necessities for a long journey, from drinking cups and plates packed in a hamper to a tiny silver chamber-pot in a leather case; a saddle for Fedor, beautiful lace for Countess Maria, a length of white figured silk for Marisha, and a velvet smoking-jacket for Count Alexei.

      As soon as Christmas was over, it seemed no time at all before Tanya found herself squeezed into a corner of the Kirovs’ shabby old sledge-carriage, with Irina, Marisha and Countess Maria alongside her on one seat, and Fedor, Count Alexei, two large Borzois and a basket of kittens opposite, gliding (and frequently jolting and bumping) along the great post road which passed through Pomeranye on its way north from Moscow to St. Petersburg.

      The short winter day had faded into darkness long before they reached the city, but as soon as they passed the cattle market and crossed the bridge over the Zagorodny Canal, the wide streets of the city became tantalisingly semi-visible in the dim light of the flickering street-lanterns. Tanya rubbed frantically at the misted windows of the carriage as she peered out, shivering as much with excitement as with cold, trying to see something recognisable and memorable that she would be able to treasure in the future as the first thing she had seen in the capital.

      The only thing she was able to identify with any certainty, however, was the Fontanka Canal, glittering with ice, and then the carriage lurched into a side-turning and came to a halt outside one of a long row of classically-façaded houses, and it was time for everyone to help everyone else extricate themselves from the rugs and shawls and dogs and kittens, find Irina’s mislaid doll, unbury a squalling kitten trapped under a discarded rug, and run across the crisp snow on the pavement to the open door of the house, where a bewigged and liveried major-domo stood waiting to welcome them into the hall.

      A row of house serfs in town livery stood to attention inside, but as soon as the family entered, they broke ranks and rushed forward, beaming with pleasure and calling out greetings, to help everyone off with their outdoor clothing and fall upon the luggage and rush it away.

      Tanya gazed about her in the entrance hall, rapidly taking in the architectural details of the house, which was severely Neo-Classical in design. There was a large tile stove facing the entrance door, with a hooded porter’s chair beside it. Beyond, a curtained arch led to the back of the house, presumably to the kitchen and the servants’ quarters and the mews behind the house. Two rooms opened off to the right —she later found that they were the steward’s room and Count Alexei’s study — and a staircase with a fine wrought-iron balustrade hugged the left-hand wall and led up to a gallery on the first floor.

      Once the servants had been greeted and cloaks and coats removed, the whole family went upstairs to the large salon, which ran the whole depth of the house and was reached by double doors at the end of the gallery furthest from the stairs. It had a fine marble overmantel round the open fireplace, but when Tanya admired it, never having actually seen an open fireplace before, Count Alexei said it set up a deuce of a draught, and he preferred a stove any day, but many of the newer houses in Petersburg had these nasty Western holes in their walls.

      Tanya’s room was on the next floor, between the schoolroom and Marisha’s room, all at the front of the house, the main bedroom and dressing-rooms being at the back. Fedor and Irina were apparently housed on the third floor, and there were attics above that. The guest-room, which was now Tanya’s, was quite small, but neatly and attractively furnished with white-painted furniture which, with a white porcelain stove and flowered dimity curtains and bed-hangings, gave a very light and pretty effect. Tanya discovered the next day that by craning her neck and pressing hard against the right-hand side of the window, she could just see the fine gold spire of the Admiralty, over half a mile away.

      At least, she could see a spire, and she thought it must be the Admiralty one, for it had a little ship on its tip; but she did not know for sure until Fedor kindly offered to take her for a drive round after breakfast to take her first look at the city.

      When they reached the magnificent bronze statue of Peter the Great on horseback, balanced on a great boulder of granite, they crossed the river on the ice to Vasilievsky Island, where they stopped on the jutting point called the Strelka, in front of the Stock Exchange and between the two pink Rostral Columns, commemorating one of Peter’s victories at sea. Tanya got down from the carriage and took Fedor’s arm to the embankment wall, where they stood to look at the view.

      The sun picked out the white ornamental surrounds of the windows all along the sea-blue façade of the Winter Palace and the line of gesticulating statues on its roof balustrade, dazzling on the golden onion dome of the Palace Cathedral. In front stretched the whole width of the great frozen river, the ice sparkling in the wintry sunshine, and dotted with carriages, busy figures, skaters, children with sledges, whole families out for pleasure, and hawkers there to sell them hot pies, gingerbread, ribbons, or whatever else they might fancy. Tanya had never seen such buildings or so many people, but the most amazing thing was the scale of it all. Pictures gave no idea of the great width of the river, the enormous mass and size of the buildings, the dizzy height of the angel flying on the top of the needle-like spire of the Petropavlovsky Cathedral on her left. She could only look about her in sheer amazement.
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      Eventually, she tore herself away from the view and they returned to the mainland to skirt the edge of the Winter Palace and the square behind it, and drove down the Nevsky Prospect, stopping for a few minutes outside the Kazan Cathedral, then on past the Gostinny Dvor with its little shops, across the Fontanka, past the Anichkov Palace and the Winter Market to the Alexander Nevsky monastery.

      From there they drove by the river to the Smolny Cathedral, pausing for a glimpse while Tanya distractedly murmured, “Rastrelli — oh, how lovely!”

      Then there was another glimpse, this time of the Tavrichesky Palace, Fedor supplying “Starov,” when Tanya hesitated over the name of the architect.

      The route home took them past one fine building after another until even Tanya’s enthusiastic head was spinning. They were home in time for luncheon, and she could only answer the family’s enquiries whether she had enjoyed her flying tour by raising her hands and smiling speechlessly.

      It happened to be a Thursday, which was Countess Maria’s At Home day, and during the afternoon the family sat in the salon and received a number of callers who came to exchange news and gossip about their various Christmas activities. Tanya was made known to them, and found it not nearly so much of an ordeal as she had expected.

      One of the callers was Count Boris Kalinsky, a very pleasant young man of about Tanya’s own age, with smooth dark hair, regular features
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