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			PRAISE FOR

			The Romanov Empress

			
				“With the 100th anniversary of the execution of the Russian royal family this summer comes the timely new historical novel from C.W. Gortner, The Romanov Empress. In it the reader is whisked from the stately splendor of the Russian court in the late 1860s to its tumultuous end with the 1917 Bolshevik revolution, seen through the eyes of someone who was as impressive and as complicated as the time in which she reigned….[Gortner’s] ability to weave what reads as a simple tale from such complex historical and familial storylines is impressive. With historical fiction, particularly an era so flush with royals and revolutionaries, there is a danger in getting lost in details and shortchanging character development. Happily, Gortner avoids that trap….Maria’s life as a royal reads like a historical soap opera. The Romanov Empress is blessed with a memorable cast, especially its leading lady.”

				—USA Today

				“A twist on the tragic story you’ve heard many times before.”

				—Bustle (“The 17 Best Fiction Books Coming Out in July 2018”)

				“Engaging…Gortner is wonderfully subtle, but given the times we live in, the problems are obvious: When a tiny percentage of people hold most of the wealth, it leads to demagoguery. The Romanov Empress relates an important piece of history. It’s also a warning about what comes when a nation is marred by rampant inequality.”

				—BookPage

				“In his tenth historical novel, Gortner creates a vibrant portrait of imperial Russia….A briskly narrated tale of power and revolution.”

				—Kirkus Reviews

				“Through the voice of Maria, Gortner succeeds in adding a new perspective to the well-known story of Nicholas, Alexandra, and Rasputin. As a sister, wife, mother, and empress, she is a fierce and dynamic narrator….A solid recommendation for readers of historical fiction, especially those who favor the lives of kings and queens.”

				
				—Library Journal

				“A sweeping saga that takes us from the opulence and glamor of tsarist Russia to the violent, tragic last days of the Romanovs…Brave and inspiring, Maria Feodorovna confronts assassinations, the Rasputin affair, and the Russian revolution. C. W. Gortner breaks new ground here, skillfully painting an intimate, compelling portrait of this fascinating empress and her family.”

				—STEPHANIE DRAY, New York Times bestselling co-author of America’s First Daughter

				“The Romanov Empress has all the glitter and mystery of a Fabergé egg, the outer decadence and beauty of Imperial Russia unfolding to reveal the mysteries and horrors within. The waning days of a doomed dynasty are recounted by the vivacious but tough Danish princess who would become one of Russia’s most revered tsarinas, only to see her line end in war and revolution. Gortner pens a beautiful tribute to a lost world, weaving a tale as sumptuous as a Russian sable.”

				—KATE QUINN, New York Times bestselling author of The Alice Network

				“A vivid, engaging tale of Tsarina Maria Feodorovna, the mother of Russia’s last tsar, her loves and her heartbreaks, bringing the troubled final decades of the Russian Empire to life.”

				—EVA STACHNIAK, author of The Winter Palace

				“From her unique vantage point, Maria Feodorovna transports readers through decades of the most turbulent and dramatic events of modern history, from the last glorious days of the Russian tsars to the violent triumph of the Bolsheviks. In her brave attempt to explain and understand these traumatic events, Maria pulls us into her world to experience them firsthand, in this absorbing and poignant novel that will leave everyone who reads it with a new fascination about the last days of the Romanovs.”

				
				—PRIYA PARMAR, author of Vanessa and Her Sister
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			“We should dress alike,” I said on that afternoon when life changed forever. I didn’t yet understand how profound the change would be, but I could feel it as I sat riffling through the heap of boxes sent by Copenhagen’s and London’s finest emporiums, packed with satin-bowed shoes and beribboned hats, silk undergarments, dresses, corsets, shawls, leather gloves, and cloaks made of fine cashmere or Scottish wool.

			“Alike?” Standing on a footstool as Mama and her maid flapped about her, lifting items to her face and slim figure to determine which best suited her, my sister Alix regarded me in bemusement. “As if we were twins?”

			“Yes.” I tilted up two of the boxes beside me on the settee. “Look. You have an extra pair of everything now. We could dress alike and see if your fiancé can tell us apart.”

			Alix’s thin brows knit together. Her little frown pleased me; it showed my sister was not as immune to the absurdity of the situation as she might feign. Before she could reply, however, our mother issued her tart reprimand, with that faint irritation she employed whenever I did or said something inappropriate, which, for her, was becoming all too frequent.

			“Minnie. That is enough. Dress like twins, how absurd.” Mama clucked her tongue. “As if His Royal Highness the Prince of Wales were blind. Why, you and Alix are nothing alike.”

			“Are you certain?” Though I meant to sound nonchalant, I heard the challenge in my tone. “We might not be alike, but he’s only met her once. He might not even recognize her when he sees her again.”

			
			Mama went still, a ruffled petticoat in her hands. Looking at that creamy white silk, I had to swallow a surge of anger. Times past, we could never have afforded such a petticoat or indeed any of these other fancy things littering the room. We made our own clothes, and mended them, too. We’d been happy in our little yellow palace in Copenhagen, relishing summer outings to swim in the sea, our gymnastics competitions, and musical evenings after frugal meals, where we’d served ourselves at the table. Luxuries had never mattered, not when we had one another. Our family was our greatest gift. Yet here we were, smothered in visible proof of our impending dissolution.

			How could so much have changed in so little time?

			“Of course His Highness will love her,” said Mama. “It’s his duty as her husband, as it is hers as his wife. Whatever has come over you, to be so contrary on the very day of Alix’s fitting for her trousseau? Can’t you see she’s nervous enough as it is?”

			My sister watched me from the mirror. If she was nervous, she did not show it. She looked tired and pale, the shadows under her cool-gray eyes betraying her fatigue, but she was composed—so much, in fact, that her steady gaze unnerved me. Despite her unflinching stance, she must realize I spoke the truth. It was impossible to predict if her marriage would bring her happiness or heartache. But she’d never admit it aloud, not before our mother, who’d labored so long for this elevation in our fortune, the latest in a sweeping tide of change that had left me feeling stranded, struggling to stay afloat.

			“I was only saying…” My voice trailed off as Mama gave me a glare.

			“We know what you were saying, Minnie. And I tell you, it is enough.”

			Exasperated, I crunched the tissue in the hat box beside me. “Perhaps I should go out for a walk,” I muttered. “Seeing as I’m not needed here.”

			“If you cannot make yourself useful, yes, you should.” Mama turned back to my sister. “Fresh air will no doubt improve your mood and take that unpleasant sting out of your tail. I’ll not have you distracting your sister with nonsense when we’ve so much to do.”

			Fresh air and a minimum of nonsense were Mama’s solution to everything. She was nothing if not sensible, no matter that in the last year we’d experienced enough upheaval to turn any other sensible woman’s head. But Louise of Hesse-Cassel never indulged such weakness. She’d first showed this obdurate trust in her own judgment by defying her family to marry my father, her second cousin, Christian of Glücksburg, an impoverished princeling of no particular account, with whom she’d settled into a penurious but pleasant existence, raising us with a sensible disregard for pretension. She might now be poised to become Queen of Denmark, with Papa’s surprising inheritance of our childless king’s throne, while preparing to send her eldest daughter off to marry Great Britain’s heir, yet she approached these monumental tasks as she might the daily cleaning of the parlor. And that sting in my tail, as she called it, confounded her, for it was something no child of hers should display, especially in light of our newly exalted circumstances.

			
			Tugging at my voluminous skirts, I marched to the door, pausing there. I hoped my sister would call me back. I wanted Alix to say something, to show she still needed me. But when she remained silent and I glanced defiantly over my shoulder, I found her smothered in the silk petticoat, Mama ordering the maid to fasten her stays, as if Alix were a doll.

			Or a lamb for the sacrifice.

			To me, my sister’s upcoming marriage was much the same.

			

			—

			WE WERE NOT born to grandeur. Mama had often reminded us of this in our childhood, so we wouldn’t expect more than we had. Those born into riches are not so fortunate, she would say as she sat with Alix and me, instructing us in our embellishment of homemade bonnets or darning of underclothes. Those who begin their lives with everything cannot appreciate the rewards of aspiration. Wise advice, for no one had reaped more reward in aspiration than Mama, but scarce comfort to me now as I traversed the Bernstorff Palace, passing statuary and mirror-paneled walls without a glance, my heels echoing on the parquet floors and my wide-hooped skirt soughing in my wake.

			We’d moved to the palace a month ago, once it was determined that Papa would become Denmark’s new crown prince. Nestled on spacious grounds outside Copenhagen, the palace was suitably elegant, much larger than our yellow home within the city. The beautiful gardens were one of the few changes I’d welcomed, with their magnificent lime trees and walking paths. My younger brother, Valdemar, and little sister, Thyra, loved it here, let loose to dirty their feet and scramble under the hedgerows. But I was nearly fifteen now, too old for childish games, though as I escaped into the garden I wished I were not. I longed to be a child again, free to run and hide.

			
			Raising a hand to my brow, I realized I’d forgotten to fetch a parasol or hat. I risked getting too much color. Imagining my mother’s reaction to this, I strode forth, thinking I should also undo the scratchy net confining my thick curls at my nape and incite a scandal. Only there was no one here to be scandalized. The gardens stretched before me in verdant emptiness, until I neared the Swedish-style villa that served as a teahouse and saw a familiar figure in a dark suit pacing outside it, cigar smoke drifting in a cloud about him.

			Papa.

			Grasping up fistfuls of my skirts and not caring that my ankles showed, I raced across the lawn to him. He turned, startled, smoke curling from his mouth under his impressive new mustachios. He had grown them to appear more distinguished. I found them funny, for his wispy brown hair was thin on top, a sparse fleece offsetting that thicket on his face. And future king or not, he still had to smoke outside, because Mama deplored the smell and had begged him to cease indulging “that disgusting vice.”

			“Finished so soon?” A smile lightened his careworn face. It hurt me to see that he too had begun to change. Ever since it was decided he would succeed our ailing king, Papa had shed his lighthearted air, as if the burden of the crown already weighed upon him.

			“Not for hours, I should think.” I wrinkled my nose at the pungent odor of tobacco enveloping him. “They still have mounds of things to sort through. There mustn’t be a single dress left in all of Copenhagen. Mama said I was being contrary, so I left.”

			“I see.” A smile creased the corners of his mild light-brown eyes. “And were you being contrary, my Dagmar?”

			It was his chosen name for me, one of the several with which I’d been christened, and my favorite, for everyone in the family but him called me Minnie. Dagmar was a unique name that set me apart, once belonging to a legendary queen consort of our country.

			
			I shrugged. “I don’t see why there must be such a fuss.”

			He laughed. “Your sister is about to wed Queen Victoria’s son and heir. One day, God willing, she’ll be queen consort of Great Britain. Most consider it a grand fuss, indeed.”

			“Perhaps for Mama and Queen Victoria. As for Alix, how grand it is remains to be seen.” As I saw his expression dim, I added, “I’m only worried for her, Papa. Alix has been acting so strange. She just seems to accept all of it without question.”

			He exhaled, leaned down to stamp out his cigar on the path, and then tucked the butt into his jacket pocket. “She doesn’t need to question. It’s a very prestigious match, which your mother encouraged and Queen Victoria approved. Alix knows she must fulfill her duty.”

			His statement took me aback. I believed I knew Alix better than anyone, yet I hadn’t paused to think that, indeed, my sister had always shown an exemplary sense of duty.

			She was almost three years older, and we had grown up together, sharing a bedroom and our lessons. Our eldest brother, Frederick, was sent abroad to study, and our second brother, Willie, was enrolled in the Danish Military Academy, while our youngest sister, Thyra, and our third brother, Valdemar, were still children. Alix and I had therefore cleaved to each other in a home always lacking for funds and dominated by our mother, who, when our family reunited for the holidays, lavished her attention on our brothers.

			I’d always resented how much due she gave Freddie and Willie, even if Alix told me it was natural, as a mother always valued her sons more. I didn’t see why, seeing as we, the daughters, helped manage the household while the sons were away. Yet unlike me—I hated the endless chores—my sister never protested. At night, we whispered together over our work-chafed hands, our narrow beds pushed side by side. We promised each other that one day we’d buy a house of our own by the Sound, with floors we’d never scrub. We’d own a hundred dogs and paint the hours away, for we were both skilled with watercolors. All that changed once she’d accepted Prince Albert Edward’s proposal. She became someone else, no longer my devoted sister; suddenly she was Mama’s favorite, inundated with etiquette practice, dance lessons, or dress fittings, preparing for a new life in another country, in which I’d play no part.

			
			“I barely see her anymore,” I said, avoiding my father’s eyes. “Mama always has important letters Alix must write, people they must visit, or something she must try on. I feel as though she’s left us already.”

			“Have you told her as much?” he asked gently. “Perhaps this contrariness of yours has made her think you’re angry with her.”

			Again I paused. Was I angry? I supposed I must be. I certainly did not like how willingly she’d acquiesced to this marriage and forsaken our confidences.

			“Do I seem angry to you?” I said.

			“Always.” He pinched my cheek. “You’re our rebellious one.”

			“Rebellious!” I exclaimed. “Just because I don’t want everything to change? Our life has been turned upside down, Papa. I never expected any of this.”

			He sighed. “I see how trying it is for you. I am sorry for it. But marriage is an essential passage in life, Dagmar. We must leave those we love behind to start a family of our own.” He paused. “You’re almost fifteen. Have you never considered it?”

			“Of course I have,” I replied, though I hadn’t. Marriage might be inevitable, but until now it had also been easily ignored. “But how can Alix marry someone she barely knows? Bertie of Wales saw a photograph of her and asked for a meeting; it was only at Easter that they were introduced, remember, when we all went to Rumpenheim together. The tsarina was there with her eldest son; I thought Alix liked the tsarevich. Nixa certainly seemed to like her, while she and Bertie barely said three words to each other. Yet now she loves him enough to marry him?” When my father didn’t answer, I pressed on. “You must have loved Mama when you married her.”

			“I did.” His face softened. “Your mother was so vibrant and determined. I fell in love with her at once. She wasn’t unlike you in her youth. She knew exactly what she wanted.”

			I refused to be placated. At this particular moment, I wasn’t pleased to be compared with my mother, who had connived to upend our existence.

			“But before I met your mother, I tried to woo Victoria,” Papa added, with a grin.

			I was astounded. “You did?”

			“Not only me. Dozens of princes tried. She was the most eligible bride in Europe. And I was rather bold, despite my lack of means. I wrote her letters and offered to visit, hoping I might win her hand. Alas, she disdained me, and several others, to marry Albert of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha instead.”

			
			“Who died,” I groused. “Leaving her a widow to meddle in our affairs.”

			“Now, now. You mustn’t blame the queen. It is true the tsar’s son expressed interest in your sister, but Alix didn’t want to live in Russia, where she doesn’t speak the language.”

			“They speak French at the Russian court. See? Alix doesn’t know anything! She hates rain, too, and I hear it rains all the time in England. Whatever will she do when she cannot step outside without getting wet?”

			“We’ll have to make sure she brings plenty of umbrellas.” Papa gave me another smile. “I know this isn’t easy for you, but casting doubts now will not reassure her.”

			I winced. Being too engrossed in my own feelings, I hadn’t given Alix’s feelings any thought. I moved closer to my father, seeking comfort as he slipped his arm about my waist and kissed my brow. “Again without a hat,” he said. “Your mother will be furious.”

			“Add it to her list of grievances,” I replied, and his laughter rumbled in his chest as he guided me along the path, his arm about me, enclosing me in a sense of safety that made me realize I feared losing him, too. I knew our king was ill and that hasty preparations to confirm Papa as crown prince were under way. What would our life be like, with him on the throne and Mama as queen, with hordes of retainers and officials surrounding us day and night?

			I shivered at the thought. He tightened his hold on me. “What else troubles you?”

			I felt foolish. Any other girl would welcome this rise in her station, the chance to call herself a princess and be the senior daughter, now that her sister was leaving. “Must we move to the Amalienborg Palace after we return from Alix’s wedding?” I asked.

			“I’m afraid so. King Frederick has granted me the immense honor of becoming his heir, but it was no simple task. It took months for everyone to reach agreement. His Majesty now insists we must live according to our rank.” He looked down at me, for I was short in stature, like my mother, while Alix was tall and willowy, like him. “Our yellow house isn’t suitable for a future king and his family. We’ll keep this palace for the summer and then you’ll have your own suite in the Amalienborg. Won’t that be nice? Apartments of your own, to do with as you like, after sharing a bedroom all these years?”

			
			“With Thyra there?” I referred to my nine-year-old sister, who followed me around in adoration whenever she wasn’t romping with our little brother. “She’ll move in with me the moment she can. I don’t mind,” I said. “I wouldn’t know what to do with an entire suite.”

			“More unwelcome change, eh? We’ll have to muddle through it as best we can.”

			I nodded glumly as he released me, searching his jacket. He was about to extract his cigar butt when he suddenly peered toward the palace. Following his gaze, I saw my mother waving at us from an upstairs window.

			“It seems they finished sooner than we thought,” said Papa. “Well. Let’s go behold your sister’s trousseau. Do be kind to her. Remember what I said; Alix isn’t like you. She doesn’t express herself easily, so find a time to speak with her alone. She needs your support more than ever. I don’t want you at odds when we depart for England.”

			“Yes, Papa,” I said.

			But I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear what my sister might say. What if I discovered she wouldn’t miss me as much as I wanted her to?
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			Supper was held in the chandeliered hall. We now had liveried footmen with white-gloved hands to serve our soup, baked salmon, succulent greens, fresh-baked pies, and decanters of claret wine—a feast that could have fed our entire family for a week. I observed Mama instructing the servants with perfect poise from her chair, as if she’d been ordering legions about her entire life. My younger siblings, Valdemar and Thyra, scrubbed clean of their garden frolic and perched on gilded chairs at the huge linen-draped table, were uncharacteristically subdued, as if bewildered by the array of silver forks, spoons, and knives beside their plates.

			“The small fork is for the salad,” I whispered to Thyra, nudging the utensil. “The larger one for the meat and fish. You move from the outside in. See?”

			My sister nodded, a bow twined in her dark-gold curls. Like me, Thyra had large, expressive brown eyes and a snub nose; she took after our father, while little Valdemar was fair, with the gray-blue eyes and pale complexion of our mother and Alix.

			As we ate, Mother spoke in a low voice to Papa, no doubt about the trousseau and arrangements for the trip to England. I could barely hear her, though in the past at our yellow palace we’d engaged in rambunctious discussions over meals. It was yet another sign that our life was no longer the same, and when four-year-old Valdemar suddenly declared, “I want to go to England!” he plunged us into silence.

			I clutched my napkin to my mouth to suppress a giggle.

			
			“Children are not invited to weddings,” chided Mama. “You will stay here with Thyra and your governess until—”

			“No.” Valdemar thumped his fist on the table. “I want to go!”

			Mama glanced at Papa, who, like me, appeared as if he might burst out laughing. “Christian, my dear, please inform our son that such outbursts are not to be tolerated.”

			Papa composed himself. “Valdemar,” he said, trying to sound stern, “listen to your mother.”

			My brother’s expression crunched up. Alix patted his hand, murmuring. Valdemar looked at her, uncertain, before he echoed, “A new train?”

			Alix nodded. “I promise. I hear they make lovely toy trains in England.”

			I had to stop myself from retorting that they made lovely ones in Denmark, too. We had a train set left by my other brothers, which had worked wonderfully until Valdemar stomped on it one day in a tantrum. Then, to my astonishment, Alix turned to our parents. “I don’t see why he shouldn’t come with us. It is my wedding, after all. I’d like for our entire family to be there.”

			Who knew? I hadn’t heard her state an opinion this entire time. I sat more upright in my chair as Mama battled her own uncomfortable surprise.

			“But we’ve so much to attend to. Queen Victoria’s family will all be there, as well as other important guests. I cannot possibly look after the children.”

			“Minnie can look after them.” Alix shifted her gaze to me.

			I found myself assenting. “Yes. Of course I can.”

			“Good. Then it’s settled,” said Papa in audible relief, which earned him a tight-lipped look from Mama.

			Valdemar might have let out a triumphant whoop had Mama not given him a warning look. He busied himself with his plate, making a mess of the baked fish until Alix took up his fork to assist him; as she did, she gave me a quick, grateful smile. It melted away my hesitation. If she wanted all of us to be there, she must harbor doubts. I resolved to find time to speak with her.

			After supper, Valdemar and Thyra were sent protesting upstairs to bed, while we gathered in the drawing room. Papa served himself a cognac and Mama took up her embroidery. As she threaded her needle, she said, “Minnie, play something for us.” We had a large piano in the palace, not like the decrepit pianoforte in our yellow house, but as I sat on the stool and began to play, my fingers seemed to be all thumbs. I kept making mistakes, attuned to Alix where she sat by the window, looking out as twilight enveloped the grounds.

			
			“Minnie, is that Handel you’re mutilating?” said Mama testily. My hands paused.

			Alix turned to the room with a sigh. “It’s been a long day. I think I’ll retire.”

			“At this hour?” Mama said. “Why, it’s not even dark yet.”

			But Alix drifted over to her and Papa to kiss their cheeks. As she moved to the drawing room doors, I bolted to my feet. “I’ll go with you,” I announced, and before Mama could call me back, I followed Alix into the corridor.

			She didn’t seem to notice me trailing behind her until I touched her sleeve. She started, coming to a halt. In her wary look, I saw she knew what I was about to say.

			“Are you too tired to talk with me?” I said.

			She smiled. “I was wondering when you might ask.”

			“You might have asked instead,” I said, and then I bit my lip, not wanting to start out on a sour note. “I suppose you’ve been too busy.”

			“Entirely. I had no idea planning a wedding required so much effort. If I have to see one more dress or hat…” She met my eyes. “Shall we go upstairs to my room?”

			“No,” I said impulsively. She had her own bedroom now; I didn’t want to behold the piles of new things to be packed for England. “Let’s talk in the gallery.”

			The gallery was an airy black-and-white-tiled passage that ran the length of the garden side of the palace. We found it submerged in gloom, the plants like feathered beasts in their porcelain jardinière, crouched over the white wicker furniture I detested because bits of the framing always snagged my dress and—

			Alix broke into my hesitation. “You can sit down. If you pull a thread, you can have it fixed. No more sewing by candlelight; we now have others to do our mending.”

			I plopped onto the nearest chair in defiance. I couldn’t tell if she was mocking me. “I suppose you enjoy having servants.”

			
			“Why shouldn’t I?” She perched opposite me. “It’s refreshing not to suffer broken fingernails and needle-pricked thumbs.” She met my stare. “Don’t you?”

			I shrugged. “Servants talk. They have eyes and ears. I’d rather my every minute not become the subject of backstairs gossip.”

			She looked down, fiddling with the lace trim on her cuff. “You sound angry, Minnie.”

			“Do I?” I bristled at her echoing of what Papa had said. “Perhaps I have good reason.”

			She lifted her gaze. In the shadows of the gallery, her eyes seemed immense in her drawn face. “What reason?”

			I wanted to remonstrate that I was angry because she was marrying someone for whom she couldn’t possibly hold any affection, because I knew it was Mama’s fault, that she’d forced Alix to do her duty. Not knowing where to begin, I heard myself say, “Why did you say yes?”

			She went quiet, not looking away but with that distance once again surfacing in her gaze. It emboldened me to add, “You cannot possibly care for him. You hardly know him.”

			Her tone was measured. “Do you think I’d have agreed to marry him if I thought he were unsuitable? No,” she said. “I do not know him yet, nor do I know if he will make me happy. But he requested my hand and will make me Princess of Wales. I considered it very carefully before I gave my consent.”

			“Your consent? Or Mama’s consent? Alix, I always thought…”

			“What?” she said. “What did you always think?”

			I grappled with my words, taken aback by her gravity. “I…I don’t know. I just thought we’d both marry when we fell in love, like Papa and Mama did.”

			She smiled. It rent me, that subtle creasing of her mouth—so stoic and resigned, like when she faced one of our mounds of endless darning. “Minnie, we’re not children anymore, eager for Herr Grimm to tell us bedtime stories. Papa will be king. We must marry where we can do our country honor. Denmark might not be a powerful nation but we still have enemies, Prussia foremost among them. That devil Bismarck wasn’t pleased that Papa was chosen to succeed to the throne over his preferred candidate. The time is past for fairy tales.”

			“Fairy tales?” My voice lifted. I stopped, took a calming breath. My dutiful sister, who’d never paid attention to the world outside, was suddenly talking like a diplomat. “This isn’t about fairy tales. The tsarevich—don’t you think marrying him will do us honor? The Russian empire is more powerful, I daresay, than the British. And Nixa loves you.”

			
			“Loves me?” Mirth colored her voice. “Nixa Romanov does not love me.”

			“No? Well, he gave a very good impression of it. I saw how he looked at you at Rumpenheim, where you met stodgy Bertie of Wales. Nixa barely spoke to anyone but you the entire time. Papa told me he would have asked for your hand, but you said you couldn’t live in Russia because you don’t speak the language. Alix, they speak French at the Romanov court. Your French is much better than your English.”

			“I only said that to spare Nixa embarrassment. He was only going to propose to me because his father ordered it. Tsar Alexander doesn’t want his son to take a Prussian bride.”

			“You’re not Prussian.”

			“No. But Nixa didn’t want me.” She regarded me with unsettling candor. “Can it be that you truly have no idea?”

			Suddenly I found myself short of air; I almost flinched when her hand touched mine.

			“You were the one he couldn’t stop looking at when we were at Rumpenheim,” she went on. “He was enraptured. The entire time he spoke to me, all he did was ask about you. He wanted to pay suit for your hand, only Papa wouldn’t hear of it. The tsar had sent his son to woo me. I simply saved everyone the trouble by making it clear I wasn’t interested.”

			I stared at her, speechless for one of the few times in my life.

			She patted my hand. “Oh, Minnie. Are you so blind? Everyone noticed it. Even stodgy Bertie, as you call him, remarked that Nixa was behaving like a lovestruck swain.”

			My memory plunged back to our time in Rumpenheim. I recalled bracing morning horseback rides, idle lunches under pavilions on the castle lawn, dancing and games of whist in the evenings. Yet much as I tried, I couldn’t summon a solid recollection of the Russian heir; he was vague, a nondescript figure in polished boots. I had known his mother, the tsarina, for years. She’d been born a princess of Hesse-Darmstadt, from the ruling branch of my mother’s family, but I’d always found Empress Maria Alexandrovna rather forbidding, with her patrician mien and sad yet sharp eyes that seemed to pass unspoken judgment on our threadbare ways as she sat enveloped in sables we could never afford. She and Mama exchanged regular letters, however, and the empress made a point of summoning us whenever she came through Germany or Denmark on her way to her annual vacations in Nice. Thus, we had met her eldest son, Nicholas, or Nixa, as he was known, on those occasions when he accompanied her. He was just another boy to me: polite and privileged, not given to familiarity. In fact, I couldn’t remember him paying me any mind. And during our time in Rumpenheim, I’d been so focused on his interest in Alix, I’d apparently neglected to actually look at him. I didn’t like that I’d failed to notice what my sister now claimed everyone else had.

			
			“Don’t be absurd,” I said. “He wouldn’t ever want me if he could have you.”

			Alix withdrew her hand. “This isn’t a competition. He fell in love with you. He only left Rumpenheim without proposing because Papa wouldn’t have him turn your head unless the tsar first sanctioned the match. Nixa Romanov will never be my husband. However,” she said, as if stating an irrefutable fact, “he might be yours.”

			I was so unsettled, I didn’t know what to say.

			“You should consider it,” Alix said. “Nixa seemed determined and assured Papa the tsarina will support the match, as will Mama. And perhaps Tsar Alexander will approve, seeing as you’re not a Prussian princess, either.”

			“I’m not a princess at all! Papa hasn’t even been crowned yet.”

			“We’re already princesses in the eyes of the world.” Something in her tone sent a shiver through me. “You must grow up now, Minnie. See the world as it is, not as you’d like it to be. As the daughters of the King of Denmark, we will be sought after as royal brides.”

			“Not you,” I reminded her. “You belong to Bertie of Wales now.”

			“I do.” She came to her feet in a rustle of gray silk. “My future is decided. Yours, on the other hand, is not. You must choose wisely. Listen to your heart, but also use your head. Love may conquer all in sonnets, but love isn’t necessarily what will keep us safe.”

			I gazed up at her, rooted to my seat. Of everything she might have said, this was the last thing I’d expected to hear. “Safe?” I breathed. “You chose Bertie for…safety?”

			
			“Among other things. Even if Nixa had proposed to me, I still would have said no. I really don’t want to live in Russia. I’m not like you; it’s not my nature to be adventurous.” She paused. “Are you still angry with me?”

			“I was never angry,” I whispered.

			She smiled again, only this time her smile was imbued with forbearance. “Oh, you were. Quite angry, I think. You mustn’t be. We are still sisters. I’ll always love you best.”

			I wanted to embrace her. I half-rose, tears stinging my eyes, overwhelmed by what she’d told me, by my own ignorance of the intrigues that sought to ensnare us like some invisible machine, grinding efficiently in secret, to wreak havoc on our lives.

			Before I could touch her, Alix stepped back. “Not now.” Her voice caught in her throat. “We’ll have plenty of time to say goodbye. Just not yet.”

			She walked from the gallery. As she disappeared into the palace, climbing the staircase to her room, I did not let myself surrender to the chill inside me.

			I was losing my sister to safety. In the immensity of this knowledge, I didn’t spare another thought to the revelation that the Romanov heir might seek to marry me.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER THREE
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			We returned to Copenhagen and our yellow palace, to its sagging chaises draped in shawls to hide the horsehair stuffing sprouting from the sides, to the musty rooms with their framed watercolors painted by us, and to the faded drapery, which we’d washed countless times and repaired ourselves.

			As glad as I was to be home, nostalgia permeated me as the days sped past. This palace where we’d roamed as children had begun to fade like a ghost, receding into its own tired walls as the future seeped ever more into our present.

			Mama and Alix were inseparable, closeted together for hours, overseeing details of her trousseau or visiting aristocratic matrons who’d suddenly discovered our existence and clamored to host a luncheon for the future Princess of Wales. Papa was often gone, as well, attending the court at the ailing king’s behest, leaving me with the children to idle away my time, as the daily chores that once occupied my time were now undertaken by our new servants.

			Reading aloud from our battered fairy-tale books or playing games with my little brother and sister kept me from outright melancholia. Yet I still worried over how they’d fare, so young still and about to be catapulted into public notice as members of a royal family. I wanted to shield them, even if there was nothing I could do; I could scarcely shield myself. At night, I lay awake, concocting fanciful means of escape. We’d board a ship in disguise and sail to the colonies (which colonies, I did not know), where we’d become ordinary people (doing what, I had no idea). Or Papa would realize he didn’t want to rule and would reject the crown, returning us to life as we knew it, because Queen Victoria would hardly want Alix to marry her son then, and—

			
			I might have laughed at my own delusions had I not known what lay ahead. And as winter descended upon Denmark, the impending March of 1863 and Alix’s departure inched ever closer, whispering its inevitability with the flurries of wind and snow.

			Then, all of a sudden, our reprieve was over. Before I could collect my thoughts, the house erupted in a pandemonium—trunks packed and transported to the ship, Mama marching around barking orders at the harried maids as they flung sheets over our furnishings, turning our palace into a shroud. It was truly a ghost now.

			“Are you scared?” I whispered to Alix on the night before we left, after I’d lain in wait for hours until Mama departed her room, so she and I could share some time alone.

			She shook her head. “Why should I be?”

			But she was afraid. I could see it, in her pinched lips and the way she held up her chin as we boarded our train to Brussels, from where we took Queen Victoria’s royal yacht, dispatched especially for us. Our fellow Danes crowded the dock to bid her farewell, waving and shouting her name. I had to bite down on my laughter. No one had ever called out our names before; it seemed ridiculous.

			My amusement turned to awe upon our arrival in England.

			Here, Alix was greeted with panoply. Though the early-March rain fell upon us like cold blades, making us shiver in our new apparel—which had come at considerable expense, as Mama didn’t cease to remind us—thousands of Queen Victoria’s subjects mobbed the route into London, cheering Alix in her covered carriage. She rode with Mama and Bertie, who’d welcomed us with a sardonic smile on his mustachioed lips and, I detected, a distinct trace of feminine perfume on his frock coat. Riding with Papa in the carriage behind my sister, I tore my gaze from the cheering British, all of whom seemed immune to the icy downpours, and looked at my father.

			He mouthed, “Umbrellas,” forcing me to once again stifle my laughter.

			Umbrellas, indeed. Alix would need dozens of them.

			We boarded a train from Paddington Station. It was past nightfall by the time we reached Windsor Castle. After another carriage ride to the castle, delayed due to more throngs of well-wishers trying to catch a glimpse of their new princess, my feet were freezing and my hands were icicled in my new calfskin gloves, though I barely noticed the discomfort as we staggered from our carriages into the castle.

			
			Instead, I felt anxiety at meeting the queen. Victoria was famous throughout the world. She’d ascended to the throne in her eighteenth year, and under her rule the British had embarked on a relentless expansion of her domains, claiming distant India and bringing luster to her crown. Yet her devoted marriage to Prince Albert, with whom she’d had nine children, had been shattered by his untimely death, plunging her entire empire into mourning. As isolated as we’d been, even I had heard of her soul-rending grief, my mother remarking that had it been up to the queen, she’d have been entombed with him. I imagined her as an ancient goddess—stern, unforgiving, draped in black—and my first sight of her only confirmed it.

			She stood in the entrance hall encircled by her attendants, a collection of wide belled skirts and frilly caps. She stood out not because she wore black—they were all dressed in varying shades of her somber hue—but because her quiet command immediately drew the eye. She wasn’t tall; in fact, she was much shorter than I expected, but no one could mistake her for anyone but who she was. Victoria Regina stood as if the world moved around her, not as though she moved within the world.

			Drawing up the veil shielding her features—evidently, she’d still not abandoned her grief—she blinked at us through her watery eyes before she said peevishly, “Wherever have you been?”

			Silence fell. I wondered where she thought we had been, until her son Bertie stepped forth to say, “The people.”

			With a terse nod, as if this were sufficient explanation, the queen directed her gaze to Alix. Before my sister could drop into an overdue curtsy, Victoria enveloped her in an embrace. “At last, you are here,” she said, as if she’d done nothing but pine for Alix’s arrival.

			We all did our obeisance. As the queen clutched my sister, I had to look away to avoid the sight of those plump black-sheathed arms wrapped about Alix like raven wings.

			Victoria held on to Alix for so long, I feared she might smother her. When she drew back, tears glistened in the queen’s eyes as she rebuked, “You are very late. Dinner will be served within the hour. I suggest you go up to your rooms to change. I cannot join you; this waiting has exhausted me. I will see you tomorrow.”

			
			And with that, the queen turned and walked away, her collection of funereal attendants at her heels, along with a herd of surprisingly docile spaniels.

			Alix glanced over her shoulder at me. She did not look scared. She looked resigned.
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			THE ENSUING WEEK was filled with activities leading up to the wedding. I couldn’t get near Alix in public, while hundreds surrounded us, with the queen herself the focal point around whom everyone must shift. Yet I watched Alix and Victoria develop an unmistakable affinity. The queen wasn’t given to displays of affection, but over dinner or tea or one of her interminable walks in the enclosed gardens, with those spaniels who were never far from her side, she would set her fingers on Alix’s arm just so—a maternal, possessive gesture that indicated as far as she was concerned, like everything else she put her name to, my sister now belonged to Britain.

			Which didn’t ease my indignation one bit.

			Papa was virtually ignored, treated as a negligible guest, although he was the father of the bride, our king’s heir, and Duke of Schleswig, Holstein, and Lauenburg—in title, if not practice. I wondered if his prior futile courtship of Victoria was something the queen did not care to recall. She only deigned to speak with him when protocol required, and since she established protocol, they spoke infrequently. Mama was too preoccupied to take umbrage, fussing over Alix whenever she had the chance and chasing after Thyra and Valdemar, both of whom slipped my haphazard charge over them to race through the castle, playing hide-and-seek with the children of Victoria’s daughter, Vicky, Crown Princess of Prussia, startling the servants and jangling the disembodied suits of armor in their niches.

			One clear day (or as clear as it could be in England), we went out riding. Papa was an expert horseman from his time in the Danish Horse Guard, a position he’d held in order to support us with its meager salary before he became the king’s heir. He’d insisted we all learn to ride as children; Alix was fond of horses but preferred placid mares, while I had no such fears. To me, nothing equaled the thrill of being on horseback, the power and speed of it. It was the closest I could ever get to flying, and I took to the excursion with vigor, joining the gentlemen and ladies for a jaunt outside the castle on the royal stable’s numerous mounts. I was proud to see Papa acquit himself, gaining even Victoria’s begrudging praise as he demonstrated his skill at the reins for her in the courtyard.

			
			I had to devise a makeshift riding outfit, however. No one had given any thought to whether I might be expected to show my skill on horseback, and as I had no suitable cap, I simply coiled my hair into a net and braved the queen’s astonished look.

			Victoria did not ride, retreating to her study, but her younger son, eighteen-year-old Alfred, did. He’d been lurking in the background, a pouty-lipped youth with his mother’s tepid blue eyes and a permanent scowl. He seemed put out by everything except food and drink, both of which he consumed prodigiously. Conniving to ride alongside me, he bumped his leg against mine and caused my horse to pull at the bit.

			“Enjoying the party?” He leered. Not sure which party he referred to, I smiled and spurred ahead to join Alix and Bertie. Despite my initial misgivings, I’d taken a liking to my future brother-in-law. Well traveled and cosmopolitan, Bertie had shown an affability toward Alix that reassured me that if he wasn’t any more in love with her than she with him, he was at least resolved to cultivate their mutual respect.

			We returned to the castle in considerably better spirits from being outdoors. As I made my way to my room to change for tea—a solemn ritual in which Victoria demanded we all preside—one of her ubiquitous funereal attendants intercepted me.

			“Her Majesty wishes to see you.”

			A private audience was highly unusual, but there was also no question of pleading for a moment to tidy up. When the queen summoned, one must oblige. Brushing a hand over my rumpled skirts and wincing at the smell of horse on my fingers, I followed the lady through Windsor’s tapestry-hung corridors to a wainscoted study. After knocking on the door, she left me stranded on the threshold.

			“You may enter,” the queen called out.

			I stepped into a frigid room where I could see my own breath. Though there was a fireplace, it was scoured clean. The room was overstuffed, like most of the castle, where bric-a-brac accumulated without discernible purpose, priceless medieval objects perched beside tables spilling over with silver-framed daguerreotypes or porcelain figurines, the walls cluttered with smoky paintings, and corners heaped with marble busts or books.

			
			She sat at her escritoire, before a stack of paper, her pen in hand. I’d heard that she was a dedicated correspondent, spending hours each day penning missives to relatives and dictates to governors in far-flung places of her empire. She didn’t look up when I entered, leaving me with my gloves and discarded hairnet crushed in my hands before she said, “I’m told you have an excellent command of the saddle.”

			“Thank you, Your Majesty.” Should I curtsy at the compliment? My legs were sore from riding. If I did curtsy, how low must I descend before I could painfully rise again?

			Her pen scratched on the paper. “Do you often ride like that?”

			“Yes, Majesty. In Denmark, I try to ride as much as I can—”

			“No.” She glanced up with a piercing look. “Like that.”

			At first I had no idea what she meant. Then, as she lowered her eyes, I understood.

			“I had no cap, Majesty.” I resisted the urge to pat down my disheveled curls.

			“So it appears.” She went on writing. Then she sanded her letter and said, “You might have asked for one. I’m quite sure we could have provided a cap, Dagmar.”

			“Minnie,” I said, and as I heard myself correcting her, I thought I must be mad. “Only my father calls me Dagmar.”

			“Does he?” Her expression was inscrutable. “Is he very fond of you?”

			What type of question was this? Fond of me?

			“He’s my father, Majesty. He loves his family. And we love him.”

			Something forlorn seeped across her face. I wanted to bite off my tongue. A husband, who was a loving father to his children—she had lost hers.

			“That is as it should be.” She came to her feet, moving to a set of upholstered chairs before the unlit hearth. “Come. Sit with me. I wish for us to talk further.”

			I sat beside her. The chair felt enormous, swallowing me whole, the cushion icy. How could she sit at that desk all day, in a room that could have stored slabs of meat?

			
			“Alfred tells me you ride like an Englishwoman,” she said.

			I smiled, assuming it was another compliment. The English must do everything better than anyone else, according to her.

			“And he says you’re enjoying your time here,” she went on. “Are you?”

			Did she doubt her son’s word or was she testing my appreciation of her hospitality? Considering how she’d disregarded my father, suspicion flared in me. I restrained it, saying only, “It’s a beautiful country, Majesty, but it does rain quite a lot.”

			“Rain is healthy. For the body and for the field.”

			“Yes, that is true.” How tiresome. Had she called me for a private audience to discuss my lack of a suitable hat and the insufferable weather? At this rate, I’d never make it to my room in time to wash, change, and be back in her cavernous hall for the obligatory tea.

			Without warning, she said, “Alfred is quite taken with you. I’m certain you haven’t noticed. But you should know that not long ago I considered you as a bride for him.”

			She had? It came almost as much of a surprise as Alfred being taken with me, for I hadn’t noticed; even if I had, I couldn’t admit it. To her, a proper lady must never notice a gentleman’s interest. But as I recalled Alfred’s leering remark, I nearly rolled my eyes. If that was how her son expressed interest, he had something to learn. Still, the revelation, which she’d calculated to spring on me in private, took me aback. Was conquering my sister as she had India not enough? Did she think Danish princesses came in pairs, like shoes or gloves?

			“I wish to hear what you think,” she said, with faint reproof. “I fear it wouldn’t be a suitable match now, but your response will dictate whether I choose to speak with your father. It is important to me—vital—that no one marry against their wishes.”

			I doubted my wishes had any bearing on it. Danish princesses might come in pairs, but she had plenty of other brides to choose for her son. Swallowing against a throat gone dry from the cold, I replied, “I do not know His Highness at all, Your Majesty.”

			“That could be remedied. You can stay with us for a time after the wedding, as our guest. Your sister would be delighted. I’ve placed Sandringham and Marlborough House at Bertie’s disposal, so there’ll be plenty of room. Naturally, I’ll furnish all your expenses.”

			
			“My expenses? We’re not so impoverished, Majesty. My father will soon be King of Denmark.”

			My indignation burst out before I could detain it. In the leaden silence that ensued, I saw her nearly invisible fair eyebrows lift a fraction.

			“You have spirit,” she said. “I was once a spirited girl. Too spirited, some might say.”

			Again, darkness veiled her gaze, sinking into her eyes, drawing down the corners of her mouth. The death of her beloved Albert haunted her.

			“Majesty, I’m honored by your consideration, but with my sister living so far from our country, I’d not wish to visit another such loss upon my parents.”

			“Yet every girl must marry.” She regarded me with an impassive expression, as if nothing, not even outright refusal, could affect her demeanor. When I did not reply, she said, “Yes. Entirely too much spirit, I’m afraid. And the will to match it. Well, then. We shan’t speak of this again. You must run along now, lest you be late for tea.”

			I dipped a curtsy and went to the door. She did not move from her chair, staring into that empty hearth, but as I made to leave, I heard her say, “I pity the man who does marry you, Dagmar of Denmark. You’ll not be easily tamed.”

			It sounded like an indictment. And it pleased me.

			

			—

			I SNEAKED INTO Alix’s room after another staid dinner, over which, like her teas, Victoria held absolute charge—a solemn affair punctuated by dishes drenched in brown sauces and innocuous conversation over the tinkle of crystal glasses and silver forks.

			My sister now sat in her robe on the bed, with her hair unbound, gazing in bemusement at the elaborate wedding dress set on a dresser dummy in the corner—a confection of white Honiton lace and silver tissue, garlanded with silk orange blossoms. Beside her was an open coffer filled with ropes of pearls, a diamond tiara, and other jewels, all of which she was expected to wear for the ceremony, as ordained by the queen.

			“Look at this.” She held up a gem-studded pendant. “Do you recognize it?”

			
			I peered at it. “Is that the Holy Cross of Dagmar?” I asked incredulously.

			“A copy,” replied Alix. “But identical in every detail to the original. King Frederick sent it to me as a present. He wanted to attend the wedding, but Her Majesty thought not.”

			Of course Victoria thought not. Our childless king and his current mistress, a common woman without a drop of royal blood, were naturally not welcome. The replica of the thirteenth-century jewel revered in Denmark was beautiful, however. Extraordinary, in fact, and more valuable than anything either of us had ever owned. My sister was about to dwell in the heart of luxury, even if she risked a lifelong chill, as Victoria seemed unwilling to recognize that fireplaces were meant to be used, flinging open windows wherever she happened to be, to let in all that healthy British air.

			“She’s rather an ogress, isn’t she?” I fingered the delicate lace trim on her wedding gown, which felt like shredded meringue. “She has everyone in terror of her. Did you see her at dinner tonight?” I lowered my voice to imitate Victoria’s querulous tone: “Alfred. Enough wine. We have other guests who wish to partake. Vicky, please keep that boy’s elbows off the table. Bertie, must you talk of India? We are eating. I do not wish to hear about elephant tusks. She certainly knows how to keep her brood in place.”

			Alix frowned. “She’s their mother. It is what a mother must do.”

			She sounded irritated. Thinking she was upset that I’d not kept closer watch over our younger siblings as promised—especially after one of their romps in the drawing room, when they’d stepped on Victoria’s favorite spaniel and made it yelp—I said, “You’ll not miss Mama. The queen sounds just like her, though Mama is prettier.”

			“You mustn’t say such things,” said Alix, but a smile crept over her mouth. “She summoned you today to a private audience. It’s unheard of; everyone was talking about it. Alfred went to Bertie later. He seemed upset.”

			“How could you tell? He always seems upset. It must be his digestion. He eats too much.”

			Alix chuckled, to my relief. “Entirely. He’ll grow obese before he’s thirty. Did the queen ask you about him?”

			“As a matter of fact, she did.” I gave her a pointed look. “She told me Alfred was taken with me and she’d considered me as a bride for him but didn’t believe it would be a suitable match.” I paused. “Did you tell her about Nixa?”

			
			“About his interest in you? No. She only knows that I refused him. She said it was very sensible of me. She thinks Russia is a barbaric land, too harsh on foreign brides.”

			“She must mean Danish ones. The Romanovs have wed plenty of German brides in the past, and none died of their barbarism that I’m aware of.”

			“Perhaps she’s worried for you,” said Alix.

			“Why should she be? Whom I marry is none of her concern. And if Alfred is so interested, he should have said so—to me. Not have his mother do it for him.”

			“I doubt she expected him to show any interest.” Alix paused. “If you’d said yes, you could have stayed here with me.”

			I was surprised. “Is that what you want? Are you having second thoughts now that you’re here?” I almost added that after meeting Victoria, I’d certainly have second thoughts.

			“I am not. But remember what I told you: Listen to your heart—”

			“And use my head. I haven’t forgotten.”

			We gazed at each other, the short distance between us suddenly seeming too wide, almost unsurpassable. “I don’t know what I’m going to do without you,” I finally said, lowering my eyes. “It’s never going to be the same again, is it?”

			“No.” She came to me, clasping my hands. “But we will always be the same. Minnie, promise me that we’ll never change. We’ll always be loving sisters, no matter what.”

			“Stop it. You’ll make me cry before the wedding.”

			“Promise.” She pressed my hands tighter. “I must hear you say it.”

			“Yes.” A lump filled my throat as I whispered, “I promise. Sisters forever.”

			“No matter what.” She bent her head to kiss my fingertips. Then she reached up and set her palm against my cheek. “You are so strong. Stronger than you know. You refused Queen Victoria today. What other princess would dare do that?”

			I refrained from saying that she certainly had not done so. What was the use?

			
			Alix came to her feet. “And you mustn’t worry about me. I know I will be happy here. Bertie is so kind. We have our entire life ahead of us.”

			It was as much reassurance as I could expect. At this time, what else could she do?

			“That must be a relief to everyone concerned,” I said, as she returned to the coffer and shut its lid. “Imagine the uproar if you decided to cancel the wedding.”

			Alix went still. Then she started to laugh, and I had to laugh, too.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER FOUR

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The wedding wasn’t grand, but it was crowded, held in St. George’s Chapel at Windsor, which could accommodate nine hundred in the pews.

			I was proud to see that my sister, in her wedding gown and pearl-and-diamond parure, a gift from Bertie, outshone even the queen’s daughters. Alix had never looked more beautiful, an opalescent vision beside her florid husband, who looked quite pleased with himself.

			They would honeymoon at some manor called Osborne, where the queen had honeymooned with her late Albert. After the wedding reception and breakfast in the Waterloo Gallery, Victoria disappeared as soon as Alix went upstairs to change. I waited anxiously for my sister, knowing she’d soon depart by train. When she reappeared, she had everyone, including me, gazing in awe at her, in her white velvet and ermine wrap.

			“Regal” was the only way to describe her. “Hurriedly” was the only way she could say goodbye. They were running late, as everything tended to do at weddings. Before I could say a word to her, her kiss grazed my cheek and she and Bertie were racing out of the castle with their respective households for the carriages to the station. Behind them went the nine hundred guests.

			We departed the next day, without seeing the queen again. I hoped I’d never see her again. While I was glad to leave, I worried for Alix, who now must endure married life under a tyrannical mother-in-law.
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			UPON OUR RETURN to Copenhagen in mid-March 1863, more unexpected change fell upon us.

			Following the overthrow of their Bavarian-born king, Otto, in late fall of 1862, the Greeks had rejected Otto’s brother as his successor. A list of candidates for a new monarch, including Victoria’s son Alfred, was drawn up; to everyone’s surprise, my seventeen-year-old brother, Willie, who’d seemed destined for a career in the Royal Navy, was elected by the Greek National Assembly on March 30. He took the title of George I of the Hellenes, and after his ceremonial enthronement in Copenhagen, he departed for Greece in October, marking another elevation for our family. I felt badly for him. Kingship aside, he’d been obliged to do his duty as Alix had, accepting a crown he hadn’t asked for that took him far from us. It only strengthened my resolve to stay put.

			No sooner had Willie left than Papa was summoned to our moribund king’s bedside. Frederick’s notoriously extravagant life had finally caught up with him. He succumbed in November, just as he’d lived—noisily, and without remorse.

			My father became King Christian IX.

			We moved into the Amalienborg Palace—a ramshackle edifice in dire need of renovation, which Mama proceeded to undertake with her habitual industriousness and economy. I was now officially Princess Dagmar of Denmark. When I declared I found the title ridiculous, Mama reproved, “Much as you might dislike it, a princess is what you are.”

			“Well, I don’t feel like one
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