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    We are born in a clear field and die in a dark forest

  


  Russian Proverb
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  In the darkened bedroom of the new palace in Darmstadt, Alice, Grand Duchess of Hesse, lay dying. She was only thirty-five, but looked fifty, her
  white face with its sharp features gaunt, her eyes deeply sunken in their sockets, her heaving chest narrow and bony.


  For the past month Alice had exhausted herself nursing her family through an epidemic of diphtheria, sitting beside their beds through the long nights, holding their hands, coming when they
  called out to her. The weakest and youngest of the children, her four-year-old daughter May, had been the most severely ill, and when she died, the pain Alice felt, she wrote to her mother Queen
  Victoria, was beyond words.


  Her other stricken children  fifteen-year-old Victoria, twelveyear- old Irene, ten-year-old Ernie and six-year-old Alicky  had all survived, though Ernie had for a time been given
  up for dead; her husband Louis, robust and thickset, had lain in bed for several weeks in a semiconscious state, unable to eat and barely able to speak, until gradually, under her unceasing care,
  he began to recover his strength.


  Though most of her family and many of her servants succumbed, Alice herself had at first seemed immune to the terrible disease, as if willing her body to resist it so that she could spend
  herself in nursing the others. But after several weeks of overwork, lost sleep and anxiety she too experienced the painful sore throat, fever and throat-tightening constriction that were the
  hallmarks of diphtheria, and she took to her bed, unable to do anymore for her ravaged family.


  They stood by her bedside now as she struggled for breath, clutching the bedclothes and straining to fill her congested lungs. She had had a severe attack, and Louis had
  felt it necessary to notify the state officials and to request prayers in all the churches of the small German principality of Hesse. A telegram had been sent to Queen Victoria at Windsor telling
  her that Alices condition was worsening. And the children had been summoned to stand by their mothers bed, and to say their prayers for her.


  The youngest of the children, sweet-faced, golden-haired Alicky, stood next to her brother Ernie, her mainstay and closest companion, watching the events in the silent room. Her expressive
  grey-blue eyes were troubled, for all was loss and confusion in her world  her little sister dead and in her small coffin, her mother near death and beyond her reach, her governess Orchie,
  always so self-possessed and calm, upset and in tears. Even the nursery itself, spare and homely, was particularly sad and bare, for all the toys had been taken away to prevent their carrying
  infection.


  Several crosses hung from the walls in the sickroom, together with verses from the Bible. There were pictures of Balmoral and of Windsor Castle and its grounds and portraits of Alices
  sisters and brothers, and several tapestries in the fashionable William Morris style. Dominating the room was a stained glass window, dedicated to the memory of Alickys brother Frederick, or
  Frittie, who at the age of three had fallen from that very window to his death on the terrace below. Alicky was too young to remember Frittie, she had been an infant when he fell, but
  she knew that her mother grieved for him and she and the other children went every year to visit his grave. On Fritties memorial window were the comforting words from the Bible,
  Suffer the little children to come unto me. Alicky, lonely and fearful, had much need of comfort, for as the hours passed her mother grew weaker, her every breath an effort.


  Throughout Hesse prayers were being offered up for Alice, the Landesmtter (Mother of the Country), who had earned the respect of her husbands subjects by nursing the sick, visiting
  the poor and founding hospitals and schools. Since her marriage to Grand Duke Louis, Alice had thrown herself into the cause of social betterment, never satisfied with what
  she had done and always striving to do, as she said, the little good that is in my power.


  Alice had created a stir in quiet Darmstadt, introducing the Art Nouveau style in the grand ducal palace, playing duets with Johannes Brahms (Darmstadters preferred Mozart), substituting
  informality for formal etiquette at court, even holding daring religious views that aimed, as she said, to separate the historical Jesus from such later embellishments as the
  resurrection. Though her outraged mother-in-law called Alice a complete atheist, and the quiet Darmstadters clucked their tongues over her outspokenness (Providence, there is
  no Providence, no nothing! Alice burst out when her favourite brother Bertie was gravely ill, and I cant think how anyone can talk such rubbish,1) Alice maintained her opinions truculently, and dared others to refute them.


  A new and more liberal spirit had come to Hesse with Alice, but in her effort to make changes and to air her advanced views she had brought disruption and controversy, and even as she lay on her
  deathbed there were whispers  respectful, quiet whispers  that her demise would restore a welcome peace to the community.


  For Alices rigorous commitment to modernity was rooted in a mental and spiritual restlessness that made others uneasy. There was something hard and flinty at her core, an icy toughness of
  mind, that was seemingly at odds with her overall charitableness. She was unforgiving. Demanding a great deal of herself, she demanded as much of those around her, and constantly found them wanting
   especially her warm-hearted, stolid husband Louis, who disappointed her at every turn.


  Alicky, young as she was, understood something of her mothers uniqueness. Alice was not like other mothers; she did not adorn herself or curl her hair or wear colourful gowns. Her gowns
  were always black, and her only ornaments were a large gold cross on a chain and a mourning brooch with locks of her fathers hair and Fritties inside. Her pale face bore a perpetual
  expression of preoccupation and sorrow, a haunted look. She was often very tired. Even when she took the children on a vacation to the seaside, as she had only a few months
  before they had all come down with diphtheria, she did not rest or play with them, but went to visit hospitals and schools, taking Alicky with her to give away nosegays of flowers.


  She was always helping people, and she was always full of sorrow. This much Alicky knew of her suffering mother.


  The following morning Louis sent another telegram to Queen Victoria at Windsor. I see no hope, Louis wrote his mother-in-law. My prayers are exhausted. The
  queens own physician Jenner, whom she had sent from England to treat Alice, added his terse assessment. Disease in windpipe extended, difficulty of breathing at times considerable;
  gravity of condition increased.


  The date on the telegrams, December 13, carried an ominous implication. Seventeen years earlier Alices adored father Prince Albert had died of typhoid on December 14, and ever since the
  anniversary of his death had been marked with prayers and solemnities by his ever-grieving widow and their children. December 14 was feared as a fateful day, and though Alice herself was unaware of
  the date, or of much else, she did rave in her delirium that she saw her dead father, along with May and Frittie, standing together in heaven welcoming her in.


  A little after midnight, early on the morning of the fourteenth, the patient began to cough and choke. The swollen membrane in her mouth was so thick she could no longer swallow, and could
  barely talk. Her face, even though bathed in warm candlelight, was chalk-white, her lips bloodless. Her attendants heard her whisper May . . . dear Papa before becoming unconscious.
  By sunrise she was dead.


  To the beat of muffled drums the Grand Duchess of Hesses funeral procession made its slow way along the narrow, cobblestoned streets of Darmstadt to the chapel in the Old Palace. There
  were many mourners, each carrying a lighted torch. Alicky, her brother and sisters did not follow the coffin but were allowed to watch from a window as the mourners assembled in the courtyard
  below. Later, the children were told how hundreds of people came to see their mother in the chapel, taking off their hats as a sign of respect and leaving flowers and
  wreaths. The tributes were eloquent, the tears heartfelt.


  A letter arrived from Windsor Castle.


  Poor Dear Children, Queen Victoria wrote, you have had the most terrible blow which can befall children  you have lost your precious, dear, devoted Mother who loved
  you  and devoted her life to you and your dear Papa. That horrid disease which carried off sweet little May and from which you and the others recovered has taken her away from you and poor
  old Grandmama, who with your other kind Grandmama will try to be a mother to you.


  The queen sent particular wishes to poor dear Ernie, who was bound to suffer acutely since he was so close to Alice. Gods will be done, she concluded.
  May He support and help you all. From your devoted and most unhappy Grandmama, VRI [Victoria Regina Imperatrix, Victoria Queen Empress].2


  Alicky and her sisters were measured for mourning clothes, and wore identical black dresses, stockings and shoes. Their fourteen-year-old sister Elizabeth, or Ella, who had been spared sickness
  and who had spent the last month away from the palace, now rejoined the family, and together the five children and their father spent a mournful Christmas.


  Snow drifted down over the narrow streets of Darmstadt, settling on the gabled roofs and piling in deep drifts in the palace park. Orchie let the children play in the snow, bundled warmly
  against the cold, their ears covered with fur hats and their hands encased in mittens. As the days passed, though they continued to grieve, there were hours in which their sorrow lifted, and they
  remembered how to skate and build snow forts and ride their sleds down the gentle slopes of the hills.


  One day in January Alicky, Irene and Ernie were playing in the garden, and Alicky began to chase the two older children, who ran across an area where seedlings were growing under glass. Ernie
  and Irene knew how to avoid the glass, but Alicky, too young to be cautious, crashed through it. Blood began to pour from her lacerated legs, and she screamed in pain and fear.


  Later, bandaged and soothed by Orchie, Alicky ceased to sob, but her injured legs healed slowly, and she could not run without limping. Over the following weeks she
  continued to cry every night for her mother, and to say her prayers for her. All in all it was a season of scars, emotional and physical, and it would be a long time before the deepest of them
  would begin to heal.


  


  2


  [image: ]


  In the Europe of the late 1870s, the Grand Duchy of Hesse was a very minor principality, and the death of its grand duchess a very minor event.


  The leading power of the age was Britain, and Alickys grandmother Queen Victoria was by any reckoning the most powerful monarch in the world. Britains navy dominated the seas,
  Britains goods  many of them stamped with the Queens inimitable image  flooded the world. Britains ideals of high-minded probity in government, gentlemanly honour
  and social betterment (ideals often honoured in the breach) were much admired, as were such humbler products of British industry as Norfolk jackets and Sheffield pottery, Pears soap and
  Cadburys chocolate.


  But Britains dominion was being challenged by the rising power of Prussia. For the better part of two decades the Prussian state had been consolidating its influence among the various
  German-speaking states and principalities. Prussias large, efficient armies had proven effective against Austria and France, Prussian manufacturing had mushroomed rapidly until, by the late
  1870s, the ruler of Prussia, William I, had become German Emperor and his chancellor Bismarck was declaring, much to the annoyance of Queen Victoria, that England had ceased to be a
  political power.


  Compared to the might of Britain and Germany, Hesse was a virtually powerless entity with a perennially depleted treasury. But the ruling family had important dynastic ties. Not only had the
  late Grand Duchess Alice been Queen Victorias daughter, but Alices sister Victoria  always called Vicky in the family  was married to Crown
  Prince Frederick (Fritz) who would one day inherit the German imperial throne. Alices brother Edward (Bertie) was heir apparent to the throne of Britain. Another
  brother, Alfred (Affie), had married into the Russian imperial family. Indeed the five Hesse children were related to virtually every royal house in Europe, and could be counted on,
  in their turn, to make dynastically advantageous marriages as soon as they reached marriageable age.


  Always the matchmaker, Queen Victoria had had her eye on Alices daughters as prospective brides almost since birth, and had singled out Ella (a wonderfully pretty girl) and
  Alicky (a most lovely child) as likely candidates for marrying well. When in January of 1879, a month after Alices death, Louis brought his son and daughters to England, the
  queen was prepared not only to console them for the loss of their mother but to inspect them to make certain they were growing up to be well-mannered, well-spoken and obedient.


  Victoria was concerned that the childrens father, kindly but passive, would not show sufficient rigour in attending to their futures. She had always been fond of Louis, ever since she had
  brought him to England, a handsome boy in a smart uniform, to meet Alice in the hope that the two would marry. But she had never been blind to his limitations, and she felt certain that without
  Alice to look after him he might fall under questionable influences. Louis had never been one to deny himself; as a lonely widower he could, she feared, be enticed into improper liaisons which
  would be harmful for the children.


  To prevent this, Victoria had a plan. Her youngest daughter Beatrice, twenty-one and single, would make a capable stepmother; Louis had known her since she was a child of three and would surely
  feel comfortable with her. It might not be a love match, but then, what could Louis expect at his age? In her minds eye Victoria could see a satisfying future. A quiet wedding, with Beatrice
  slipping easily into the place Alice had vacated. Long visits to England each year by the entire family. A future Victoria could supervise and control. And a marriage for unattractive Beatrice,
  instead of the spinsterhood that presently seemed to be her fate.


  In mid-January of 1879 the Hesse children made the journey from Darmstadt to Flushing, where their Uncle Bertie met them and took them aboard the royal yacht. They made
  the crossing to Cowes, stayed for a time at the seaside mansion of Osborne, then travelled to Windsor where the queen awaited them.


  The draughty corridors of Windsor Castle were full of noise and bustle that January, for the wedding of the queens son Arthur was only weeks away and the many members of Victorias
  large family were gathering to attend it. Vicky and Fritz and their children arrived from Berlin, Bertie and his family came from Sandringham, and Victorias daughter Helena and her husband
  and children who lived on the Windsor grounds joined the others for meals and excursions. In addition, relatives of Arthurs bride, Princess Louise of Prussia, arrived  in all, at
  least three dozen visitors, plus their entourages of servants.


  Despite Arthurs insistence that his sister Alices death had thrown a sad gloom over his approaching marriage, the wedding promised to be a magnificent affair,
  celebrated with a degree of pomp not seen at the old castle since the Prince Consort died. Arthur was Victorias favourite son; of her other three, Bertie was an ageing rou, Alfred a
  stodgy nonentity who had had the audacity to marry the daughter of the Russian emperor (The murder is out! the queen exclaimed when she heard of his engagement), and young Leopold,
  intellectual and engaging, was afflicted with the bleeding disease which earned him the epithet child of anxiety. For Arthur, her good son, the queen would have a grand
  celebration, and would, for the first time since the start of her widowhood, add a long white train to her black gown, to be held up by train-bearers.1


  To six-year-old Alicky and her sisters, brought up on plain food and taught to sew and cook and wait on themselves, entering the opulent precincts of Windsor Castle was akin to entering
  fairyland. The vast, high-ceilinged halls and spacious salons, the endless corridors decorated with imposing art works, trophies from colonial wars, and regimental insignia overawed them and all
  but forced on them an awareness of their Hanoverian roots. When all the relatives gathered at the long dining table laid with gleaming silver, polished candelabra and banks
  of hothouse flowers, and with the queen, her ample chest adorned with flashing diamonds and sapphires, presiding at its head, the sense of dynastic force was strong indeed.


  To little Alicky, however, who disliked crowds and always sought isolation and quiet, the bustle of Windsor was uncongenial. There were too many faces, too much stimulation. She much preferred
  spending time alone with her cousin Marie-Louise, Helenas daughter, or with Ernie, or with her benevolent sister Ella, talking and playing games. The animals on the Windsor grounds attracted
  her, and as the weather was mild that winter she was able to go walking and riding in a pony cart through the extensive park  though she could not walk far, for her injured legs were weak
  and tired easily.


  What little time she spent on her own with her royal grandmother, Gangan, was agreeable, for when not presiding over a family occasion or enforcing family discipline Gangan could
  be very loving and comforting. Alicky was one of Gangans favourites among her twenty-seven grandchildren; the little girls cheerful if somewhat reserved nature, her good manners and
  the beauty of her delicate features were all pleasing. To Gangan Alicky was a dear little thing, to be hugged and joked with, fed on biscuits and chocolate sponge cake. To be sure,
  the queen subjected Alicky, as she did all her grandchildren, to considerable scrutiny. She had to be certain that the childs education and character formation were progressing
  satisfactorily. But once Alicky passed those tests, she was rewarded with approval and affection, and she had the pleasure of basking in Gangans warm smile and hearing her rich,
  deep-throated laugh.


  Setting aside a time for solemnity amid all the family activity, the queen took her grandchildren and their father to see the memorial she had commissioned for their mother, then in the process
  of being carved. It was a tall granite cross, plain and austere, with the inscription To the dear memory of Alice, Grand Duchess of Hesse, Princess of Great Britain and Ireland, . . . by her
  sorrowing mother Queen Victoria. No doubt she took them to visit Alberts tomb as well, for she visited it herself often and insisted that all her grandchildren, most of whom had never known their grandfather, pay their respects to his cherished memory.


  The weeks went by, and the day of the wedding came. Arthur and Louise were joined together in St Georges Chapel, fted in the dining hall, and sent off in a carriage with
  congratulations and trunkloads of gifts. The wedding had been splendid, though the ever-critical queen had detected minor flaws  the brides rotted teeth and ugly nose,
  her fathers vulgarity, the embarrassing estrangement between her parents  and Victorias temper seemed to worsen after she discovered that the other wedding she had hoped to
  arrange, that between Grand Duke Louis and her daughter Beatrice, was destined never to take place. Under British law, it was prohibited for a man to marry his deceased wifes sister.


  In mid-March the visitors to Windsor began to disperse. Queen Victoria sent her Hesse grandchildren back to Darmstadt, escorted by their Uncle Leopold, and promised to send their Aunt Helena to
  Hesse to visit them later in the year. She had obtained from Louis a guarantee that the children would return to England for their summer holiday. In the interim she had given instructions to their
  English governess, Margaret Jackson, to send her frequent written accounts of their activities, and to notify her at once of any untoward behaviour.


  By the next time there was a large family gathering, in the spring of 1884, Alicky was nearly twelve years old and her place within the large circle of her extended family was much better
  defined. In an era in which women were valued primarily for their looks, little Alicky was attracting much admiration. She was slender and tall for her age, with thick reddish-blonde hair, a smooth
  fine complexion and grey-blue eyes whose direct, intelligent gaze was both intriguing and daunting. By any measure, she was a beautiful child, and it was clear that she would soon become a
  beautiful young woman. Most observers thought that her sister Ella, whom she closely resembled, had a lovelier face, but both sisters were exceptional, eclipsing their numerous cousins, and
  Alickys full loveliness had yet to unfold. Where Ella was cheerful and outgoing, Alicky was inward-turned, with a wistfulness that added to her appeal.


  Alicky drew and sketched well, and played the piano with skill  though she cringed and suffered terrible torment whenever her grandmother insisted
  that she play for others. (Her clammy hands felt literally glued to the keys, the adult Alexandra told her biographer and lady-in-waiting Sophie Buxhoeveden. It was one of the
  worst ordeals of her life.2) A good and disciplined student, she was quick to learn her lessons in literature, history and religion. Though
  she showed only average ability in French, her English was fluent (albeit spoken with a strong German accent) and she excelled at needlework.


  Beyond the exercises she wrote out in the schoolroom, Alicky was being taught other lessons: from strict yet loving Mrs Orchard (Orchie), with her starched, ironed caps and aprons,
  she learned the importance of orderliness, tidiness, punctuality and cleanliness; from her governess Margaret Jackson (Madgie), an irascible but liberal and cultivated woman who
  believed in the then progressive idea that girls should have access to the same education as boys, she learned how to speak her mind and arrive at her own opinions.


  By Baroness Wilhelmine Grancy, her spare, elderly lady-in-waiting, Alicky was taught self-reliance and strict attention to duty. One must never waver, Baroness Grancy frequently said; one must
  never let down ones guard, never relax, always be self-disciplined and not give in, either physically or morally.3 Where
  another child might have rebelled against such strictures and the rather grim view of life they bore, Alicky absorbed Baroness Grancys teachings, with their attitude of granite self-control.
  They reinforced the philosophy of life she had observed in her sainted if overburdened mother, who had taken on duty after duty and had never spared herself, never wavered, never given in.


  Alicky was turning out to be an idealist like her mother, one who perceived that larger truths and richer beauties lay beyond the appearances of things  truths and beauties to be glimpsed
  through art, faith and the power of deeply felt emotion. She was carried away by the music of Wagner, which she adored, into realms beyond the quotidian. She was greatly affected by
  the power of the sacred, as impressed on her with considerable forcefulness by her religious teacher Dr Sell. Unlike more extroverted children, Alicky tended to dwell on
  serious things, to strive after what she saw as nobler, higher pursuits  and, in the process, to be hard on herself if she did not live up to her ideals.


  What brought the Hesse and Hanover relatives to Darmstadt in April of 1884 was yet another wedding, that of Alickys oldest sister Victoria to their cousin Louis of Battenberg. Queen
  Victoria approved of the match, for although Louis lacked a distinguished title and his parentage was a disgrace  his father, Alickys uncle Alexander, had married a woman of no social
  rank, causing a scandal  still his personal qualities were outstanding and he was a serving officer in the British navy. For some time the queen had believed that the oldest of the Hesse
  girls was so talented that she should marry an extraordinary man, not merely one who was a good match.4 The handsome,
  charming Louis was in every way appropriate.


  The queen had long since decided whom Ella and Alicky would marry. Her grandson Willy, who would one day inherit the German imperial throne, was in love with Ella; as his wife she would occupy a
  splendid position at the pinnacle of continental royalty. And Alicky would make the ideal bride for Berties oldest son Eddy, who would one day be King of England.


  Queen Victoria arrived in Darmstadt prepared to celebrate the wedding of Victoria of Hesse and to further her other matrimonial projects. But she was not only thwarted but severely vexed to
  discover that Ella, with her fathers full consent, had turned her back on her arrogant, bombastic cousin Willy and become engaged to Serge Alexandrovich Romanov, brother of Tsar Alexander
  III.


  There had been close connections between the court of Hesse and that of St Petersburg for generations. Romanov rulers had a preference for brides from small Protestant German states, for such
  marriages were unlikely to involve either major political entanglements or religious conflicts. (The Protestant women invariably converted to Orthodoxy.) In the previous generation, Tsar Alexander
  II had married the Hessian princess Maximiliane Wilhelmine, who took the name Maria Alexandrovna, and Serge, Ellas fianc, was their fifth son.


  So in choosing to marry Serge, Ella was fitting into a long established dynastic pattern, and was moreover marrying a familiar relation, for both Serge and his mother, the former Princess
  Maximiliane, were frequent visitors to Darmstadt.


  But in Queen Victorias eyes Ella was making a disastrous mistake. German princesses, she insisted, withered and suffered in frigid Russia, where the Romanovs and their courtiers were as
  icy as the long hard winters. Had not Maximiliane been miserable in her marriage to Tsar Alexander II? Was it not common knowledge that the tsar, having been excessively in love with his wife in
  his youth, had subsequently made her miserable with his infidelities, and had even moved his mistress Princess Dolgorukoy into the Winter Palace, humiliating the poor tsarina and virtually forcing
  her to seek refuge with her Darmstadt relations?5


  It was common knowledge, the queen said, that marriages between Russians and Germans were doomed. Her own son Alfred, who had married Serges sister Marie, had lived to regret his choice
  and Marie too was unhappy.


  Behind the queens fulminations was a deep and intense personal dislike and distaste for all things Russian  including the reigning tsar himself, Alexander III, who heartily
  returned her dislike and called Victoria a spoiled, self-indulgent old woman.6 Given this antipathy, Ellas decision to marry Serge seemed
  extremely ill-advised.


  Hardly had the queen begun to recover from her aggravation at Ella than she was given cause for fresh outrage. She learned that her heretofore favourite son-in-law Louis, Alices devoted
  but wayward widower, had had the audacity to marry his mistress Alexandrine von Kolemine, a beautiful divorce nearly twenty years his junior.


  Word of the clandestine marriage leaked out and spread like an infection through the family gathering. The fact that Madame von Kolemine was a charming person and much liked by Louiss
  children made no difference to Louiss relations, all of whom regarded his secret wedding  held under their very noses  as an insult to family honour
  and reacted angrily. The German empress ordered Vicky and Fritz to leave Darmstadt immediately and return to Berlin. Others among the wedding guests departed hurriedly as well, leaving Louis in no
  doubt that from then on he would be persona non grata at their courts and homes. Queen Victoria, taking it upon herself in her role of matriarch to repair the damage the foolish Louis had
  done, sent Bertie to Louis to inform him that he had no choice but to separate from the woman with whom he had disgraced himself and seek an annulment of his marriage. To Madame von Kolemine the
  queen sent a much harsher message, before leaving Darmstadt for calmer climes.


  All the family turmoil must have been confusing to soulful, sensitive Alicky, who was just on the threshold of young womanhood and whose idealistic, Wagnerian sensibility drew her towards love
  as towards a magnet. But love  whether it was her fathers rebellious love for Alexandrine von Kolemine, or Ellas sensible, safe love for the avuncular Serge, or the love she
  knew her grandmother expected her to develop for her cousin Eddy  love was so upsetting. There were so many unhappy marriages, so much pain arising from mismatched husbands and wives, so
  much bitterness created within the extended family when love refused to follow the dictates of social etiquette. And the consequences of love and marriage that Alicky observed among her relations
  were so different from the nobler love stories she saw on the operatic stage, where romance took on a sacred, doomed quality and became the central element in the characters lives.


  While ruminating on these complexities, Alicky prepared to make an important journey. She was to go with her sisters and brother and father to St Petersburg, to attend Ella and Serges
  wedding.


  It was to be by far the longest journey she had ever made, much longer than her trips to Balmoral. For three days the train rode eastwards along the sparsely populated Baltic seacoast, where the
  air was chilly even in June and a damp mist hung low over the villages. Gradually the coastal plain gave way to low-lying swampland, cratered with small lakes, the only vegetation thickets of rough
  marsh grass and tall reeds. Many years later, the adult Alexandra recalled riding up the long ugly stretches of country from the Russian frontier to
  Petersburg, an interminable expanse of barren waste and marshland, the bleak landscape turned a silvery grey in the eerie northern summer light.7


  The desolate landscape mirrored the sadness Alicky felt in losing her greatly beloved Ella, the sister she was closest to. Tall, beautiful blonde Ella, always the peacemaker in the
  Hesse family, must have been something of a surrogate mother to her much younger sister Alicky. Ellas outgoing nature and generosity  she was, as the adult Alexandra remembered her,
  the personification of unselfishness  strengthened the bond between the sisters, and the thought that after her marriage Ella would be living very far from Darmstadt must have
  deepened Alickys habitual melancholy.8


  But the splendours of St Petersburg, with its flowing canals and immense baroque palaces, the entire city bathed in a unique watery luminescence, quickened Alickys aesthetic sense and the
  excitement with which the Petersburgers greeted Serges bride-to-be helped to raise her subdued spirits.


  Ellas wedding, held in the high-ceilinged chapel of the Winter Palace amid white pilasters crowned with gold, far surpassed any royal event Alicky had ever witnessed, even those at
  Windsor Castle. The wealth in jewels, gowns and furnishings was of an opulence she had not known existed, while the richness of the Orthodox service surpassed any religious ceremony she had ever
  seen. Long-bearded, golden-robed priests in tall headgear presided over the lengthy ceremony, during which the vast room was filled with the scent of incense and the ethereal sound of choral
  singing.


  Ella, in her bridal gown of shining silver, her long fur-trimmed train and white veil, seemed already transformed from a relatively humble Hessian princess into a fairytale Russian grand
  duchess. Her heavy necklace of large jewels had belonged to Catherine the Great, and there were other reminders of the Romanov imperial past throughout the room. Alicky, standing and watching in
  her white muslin dress, a wreath of roses in her hair, was thoroughly caught up in the mystique of the ceremony; afterwards, taking out her diary, she made a sketch of
  herself dressed in a long bridal gown.


  For a few days following the wedding the Hesse children went to stay with Tsar Alexander and his family at the imperial palace of Peterhof on the Gulf of Finland. The palace was a playground of
  gardens, fountains, lakes and small ornate summer houses, and Alicky and her brother Ernie spent time wandering through the grounds with the tsars children Georgy, Xenia and Michael, aged
  fourteen, nine and six, and even with the oldest of the tsars children, sixteen-year-old Nicky, who recorded in his diary some of what they did together.


  The weather today was wonderful, he wrote. We lunched as usual with all the Darmstadts. We jumped with them on the net. At three oclock we all went out in the
  four-horse break. Papa led the way in the family charabanc with Aunt Marie and Victoria [Alickys sister]. They made an excursion to a peasant village and rode through the low-lying
  countryside, stopping to dine on black bread and milk. Later, at supper, Nicky noted that sweet little Alix came to join them.9


  The shy, warm, charming Nicky felt drawn to his twelve-year-old second cousin, whom he called Alix; she too was shy and reserved, though when they went sight-seeing she was the one most eager to
  see and do everything, and she laughed heartily at Georgys practical jokes. For her part, Alicky too was captivated, though when Nicky gave her a gift, a brooch, she felt she could not keep
  it, and gave it back.


  The brooch had been a keepsake, a token of affection. And there was another token of their mutual affection: their names, scratched into a pane of glass in the Italian summerhouse. By the time
  Alicky and her sisters and brother left for Hesse, a pact had been sealed. We love each other, Nicky wrote in his diary. Alickys diary was filled with page after page of
  sketches, all of brides in white veils and long white gowns, marching to imagined music.
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  Officers in the imperial army told a story about the tsars son Nicholas. When he was born, so the story went, he was such a tiny, puny baby
  that his father Alexander III, who was six feet, six inches tall, muscular, tall and strong was certain that there was something terribly wrong with him. He summoned a doctor, who examined the
  child and confirmed the tsars fears. Your sons no use, the physician said. You must have him shot. Instead the doctor was shot, and the babys
  physical shortcomings were never again discussed.1


  Many people, not only army officers, looked askance at the heir to the imperial throne for, having been a puny baby, he grew to be an undersized boy and then, at sixteen, a short, thin young
  man. When he stood near his father and his uncles, all of whom towered over him, there seemed to be something wrong; how could such a small person, with such slender shoulders, one day carry the
  burden of the entire Russian empire?


  Had Nicky possessed a more forceful personality, a loud voice, a domineering manner, his physical slightness might have seemed less significant. But his manner was gentle, simple, and direct; in
  contrast to his blustering father and dignified uncles there was nothing authoritative about him, nothing that inspired fear. He did not carry himself with the air of command to be expected in a
  young man who would one day inherit a vast empire. Indeed, far from possessing an air of command, he had what one astute contemporary called an almost feminine delicacy about him, a
  sensitivity to the moods and feelings of others that was as remarkable as it was, from a political point of view, unfortunate; Nickys sensitivity was seen as weakness, and weakness in a future sovereign, everyone agreed, was certain to prove a dangerous liability.


  Of course, it was precisely Nickys sensitivity, along with his sandy-haired, boyish good looks, that attracted Alicky to him. Above all, it was the look in his eyes.


  Of the most delicate shade of blue, they looked you straight in the face with the kindest, tenderest, the most loving expression, wrote Sydney Gibbes, who was to know Nicky well
  later in life. His eyes were so clear that it seemed as if he opened the whole of his soul to your gaze, a soul that was so simple and pure that it did not fear your
  scrutiny.2


  If Nicky was subdued, it was in part because he had had a great shock. Only three years earlier, one afternoon at the Winter Palace, he had heard two enormous explosions, and had at once turned
  white with fear, for a terrorist bomb had gone off in the palace not long before, blowing up the dining room and killing forty soldiers. Shortly after hearing the explosions Nicky saw his
  grandfather the emperor, his beloved Anpapa, carried into the palace more dead than alive, and laid on a sofa in his study. He had been attacked by a bomb on a St Petersburg street. Twelve-year-old
  Nicky, in his blue sailor suit, watched with his weeping father and hysterical grandmother as the emperor, his legs mangled and bleeding, lay dying. The ghastly vigil lasted well over an hour, as
  thousands of Petersburgers gathered in front of the palace, shouting and crying out.


  Only those present in the study ever knew the ghoulishness of that final hour. The dying tsar, shivering, white-faced and in terrible pain, tried to speak, tried to make the sign of the cross.
  Frantic physicians worked over his broken body but there was no hope, he had lost far too much blood. Everyone in the room, an eyewitness remembered later, was numb with shock and terror.
  The horror showed in their faces, they sobbed like little children. Finally the tsar gasped out his last breaths.


  The event marked young Nicky. Every year thereafter on the anniversary of his grandfathers assassination, March 1, he paused to remember Anpapas
  excruciating death. The memory of the two terrible explosions, and their fatal aftermath, never left him.3


  In an effort to protect his family from further harm the new tsar, Alexander III, had moved them to the huge, fortress-like suburban palace of Gatchina, whose nine hundred rooms surrounded two
  immense courtyards and whose many acres of park, wood and water gave ample space for recreation. Moats and watch towers offered protection against assault, and soldiers surrounding the palace
  compound were on guard night and day. Nicky and his sisters and brothers had been virtually sequestered at Gatchina ever since their grandfathers murder, yet even there they could not feel
  safe. Rumours of revolutionaries carrying mines and bombs intended to destroy the imperial family continued to reach Gatchina, and trenches had to be dug all around the palace to prevent sabotage
  from underground. Even within the palace itself there was menace, for no one could be certain that all of the thousands of servants were trustworthy; everyone, from the butlers to the janitors, was
  suspected of being a secret revolutionary. Furthermore, the servants were themselves in a constant state of dread, for they firmly believed that the ghost of the murdered Emperor Paul I walked the
  corridors of Gatchina, and many of them swore they had seen it.4


  Immured in the gloomy, low-ceilinged rooms of medieval Gatchina, troubled by an unspoken dread of his dynastic future, Nicky took his pleasures where he could find them. He liked walking with
  his father in the palace grounds in the summer, wading into muddy ponds to look for tadpoles or wandering into orchards and picking apples off the trees. It amused him when his father, who had a
  vehement dislike of foreign royalty, once turned the hose on the king of Sweden. Nicky enjoyed watching his cleverer brother Georgy, with whom he had his lessons, embarrass their tutors with his
  pointed questions. (Once Georgy cornered the pompous geography tutor and demanded to know whether he had personally seen the lands and seas he described to them; the poor man had to admit that he
  had not.) When Georgys green parrot Popka imitated their hated English tutor Mr Heath, jumping up and down on his perch and speaking with an exaggerated British
  accent, Nicky could not stop laughing.5


  Indifferent to the workings of government, and left largely in ignorance of them by his father, Nicky was happiest when outdoors, occupied in building snow houses in winter, or chopping wood or
  planting trees. He was often preoccupied, his cousin Alexander (Sandro) thought, his mind wandering to far-off things, his clear blue eyes fixed on some distant reverie.6


  Whether, and how frequently, Nicky thought about his young cousin Alicky in Darmstadt during his moments of reverie is difficult to say, but certainly she thought of him very often. By the time
  she was thirteen, she knew that she loved him, and confided her feelings to her best friend Toni Becker when the latter came to the palace for gymnastic and dancing lessons.7 Tonis father, who had once been private secretary to Queen Victoria and Albert, had come to Darmstadt as private secretary to Alickys mother; he stayed
  on after Alices death and his daughter was at the palace nearly every day.8 Reserved as she was with others, Alicky told her secrets to
  Toni: that she loved her cousin Nicky, that she would soon be a bridesmaid for the first time, at the wedding of her Aunt Beatrice who was to marry Henry of Battenberg, that she did not like her
  cousin Eddy at all, though her grandmother wanted her to marry him.


  Eddy, Uncle Berties oldest son, was among the least appealing of Alickys cousins. Despite being tall and good-looking, he seemed both backwards and clinging; unlike his younger
  brother George he never seemed to leave his mothers side, and followed her, often with one arm draped around her neck, wherever she went. Lazy and listless, with little intelligence and much
  evident sensuality, Eddy was a disappointment to his father, and even his stoutly loyal grandmother Queen Victoria could not help speculating that he might soon be lost to a life of vice. Of
  course, marriage to a strong, patient woman would be an antidote to this, and as Alicky grew older her inner strength and patience seemed more and more in evidence. The queen continued to hope that
  Alicky would in time accept the obvious honour of becoming Eddys wife and future queen.


  Alicky  now more and more known as Alix, as she reached her mid-teens  continued to nurture her infatuation with her Russian cousin Nicky, and continued to
  hear about him in her sister Ellas letters.9 But they did not meet, and meanwhile her social world widened to include a variety of other
  young men. There were the officers of the Hesse regiments, there were her brother Ernies friends from the university, there were the young men who attended the tea dances given at Darmstadt
  for her sister Irene, who at twenty was still unmarried. When Alix went with her father and sister to London to join in the celebrations surrounding Queen Victorias Jubilee in 1887, she was
  reunited once again with most of her many cousins, although she was still too young to attend the balls and parties given for the sixty-eight-year-old queen.


  By the time Alix turned sixteen, in the year following her grandmothers Jubilee, she had grown into a complex young woman with austere tastes, romantic aspirations and a unique nature
  that was too challenging for most of those who knew her to fathom. Her cousin and childhood friend Marie-Louise, Aunt Helenas daughter, described her as a most wonderful person
  with a curious atmosphere of fatality about her. I once said in the way that cousins can be very rude and outspoken to each other: Alix, you always play at being
  sorrowful; one day the Almighty will send you some real crushing sorrows, and then what are you going to do?10 The response was not
  recorded.


  Sir George Buchanan, who knew Alix well in her youth, wrote of her as a beautiful girl, though shy and reserved, and took note of the sad and pathetic expression her
  face took on at times.11


  But her shyness, reserve and melancholy were counterbalanced by a strong strain of impetuousness and passion, a capacity for stony anger and iron resolve, and at the same time a gift for levity,
  even frivolity. With a close friend, or with her brother Ernie, she could be bright and cheerful, full of light conversation. One girlhood friend, Minnie Cochrane, remembered that Alix liked to
  play the banjo, and that the two girls sang duets by the hour.12 Sunshine and shadow seemed to alternate in Alixs ardent nature, and she
  withheld herself warily from anyone she did not know well, repressing the more vulnerable and appealing side of her personality and becoming ill at ease. Signs of this
  discomfort were evident; a flush spread across her face and down her neck, and her cheeks became blotched with red.


  Alixs sixteenth birthday arrived, in May of 1888, and with its advent she crossed an important threshold. Once a girl reached sixteen she underwent a series of rituals marking her formal
  entrance into adulthood. For the first time, she pinned up her hair; she abandoned her girlish clothing for low-necked full-skirted gowns; she became confirmed in the church; and, if she was of
  high birth or wealth, she was formally presented to society at a ball or party. It was understood that at sixteen a girl was ready to become engaged, preferably as quickly as possible so that she
  did not risk appearing undesirable.


  With Orchies help, Alix began pinning up her long, thick reddishgold hair each day and wore the new gowns her dressmakers provided. Coached by Dr Sell, she prepared successfully
  for her confirmation in the Lutheran church and by Ella, who came from Russia for the occasion, and by her new lady-in-waiting Gretchen von Fabrice, she prepared for her coming-out ball.


  Perhaps because the many guests at the ball were all familiar to Alix, she was at ease on that evening  or, if she was not at ease, no one recorded her anxiety. Dressed in a simple gown
  of white tulle, with a string of pearls around her neck and fresh orange blossoms arranged like a crown in her hair and scattered on her gown, she made her entrance into the ballroom and was much
  admired, presiding alongside her father at the banquet and dancing to the music of the seventy-piece Darmstadt theatre orchestra.


  No one who saw Alix that night could have been in any doubt that she would soon become engaged, for she had beauty, breeding, taste and accomplishments, chief among which was her musical
  ability. Over the following months, from autumn 1888 to spring 1889, Darmstadt society waited for the expected announcement that the grand dukes daughter Alexandra had agreed to become the
  wife of some fortunate man.


  But no announcement was made, and by summer it was beginning to appear as though, against all odds, Alix might actually have to enter her second social season
  unattached, bearing the stigma of looming spinsterhood.


  Queen Victoria now stepped in in an effort to prevent that disaster. It was the queens habit, when she intended to promote a match, to invite both members of the potential couple to one
  of her residences for a visit at the same time; during the course of their stay, with the queen as chaperone, they were expected to fall in love (or at least acquire a liking for one another) and
  come to an understanding about their future.


  She invited Alix and Eddy to Balmoral in hope that, under the influence of the wild and romantic Scottish countryside and the almost equally potent influence of their determined grandmother,
  they would at last do what had long been expected of them by many in their families, including Eddys parents. (Many  but not all. Ella had strong reservations about Eddy as a husband
  for Alix; he was physically feeble and of only mediocre intelligence, and the fact that he would one day be king of England and emperor of India made him no more attractive.)


  For Alix the time at Balmoral must have been awkward at best, and at worst extremely uncomfortable. She listened to Eddys protestations of love, she endured her grandmothers
  scrutiny and, most likely, her pointed lectures on what a fine husband Eddy would make, how few eligible men there were of appropriate social rank for her to choose from, how her chances of
  marriage were certain to diminish even further if she waited until she was any older (she was then seventeen) to make up her mind.13 In the end,
  Alix refused Eddys proposal  but neither he nor Queen Victoria quite gave up hope that she would change her mind. We have just a faint lingering hope, the queen wrote to
  her granddaughter Victoria; as for Eddy, he was to be sent abroad to recover from his disappointment.14


  What neither the queen nor Eddy knew was that Alix had acquired a Russian language exercise book, and was applying herself to learning Russian in preparation for her forthcoming visit to Ella
   a visit during which, she was certain, she would see a great deal of her cousin Nicky.


  Thick ice crusted the Neva in January of 1890, and deep snowdrifts lined the long, straight boulevard of Nevsky Prospekt where Ella and Serges massive red palace stood, squat and
  four-square, opposite the far grander Anitchkov Palace where the tsar and his family were in residence for the season. The city was in darkness most of the time; a feeble sun rose just above the
  horizon for a few hours at midday, but its pale wintry light, glowing on the snow, was almost spectral, and in order to provide enough light along the canals and walkways, lanterns had to be kept
  lit even at noon.


  Horses slipped on the icy streets, the jingling of their harness bells a constant noise from morning until late into the night. For St Petersburg in winter came alive in the evening, when the
  citys elite, elegantly gowned and jewelled, drove to one anothers mansions to attend grand soires. Lines of carriages filled Nevsky Prospekt every night, jostling as they
  clogged the broad avenue, the drivers in their thick greatcoats shouting and swearing and urging the horses forwards, the thick reins clutched in gloved hands.


  Foreign observers noted a carnival atmosphere among the crowds at St Petersburg dances and receptions, a spirited gaiety that distinguished the highborn Russians from the decorous, ponderous
  Germans or the homely albeit ceremonious British. The Russians had style, bravado, dash; their mansions, their clothing, their banquets, the very livery of their servants had a splendour that was
  almost gaudy by comparison with the high society of Western capitals. It was, in part, a lavishness of scale; everything in Russia was large, in keeping with the vast land itself  the
  fortunes, the aristocratic estates, the style of living. Extravagance and profligacy, among the aristocratic class, were all but taken for granted, an exception being the eccentric tsar himself,
  who lived quite modestly in his grand palaces and had raised his children on plain food and amid simple furnishings.


  When Alix, her brother and father arrived in the imperial capital the social season was under way, and Ella, an eager hostess who particularly enjoyed giving balls,
  entertained often. Taking her younger sister under her wing, she showed Alix off in the best drawing rooms and ballrooms of the city, and often took her to the dances given by the tsarina, Maria
  Feodorovna (Minnie) at the Anitchkov Palace.


  Alix was content to follow her sisters lead, despite her dislike of crowds and her wariness among strangers. She was aware that she was being studied and judged, especially by Minnie and
  the tsar himself, and their scrutiny must have made her self-conscious; she knew that she did not truly fit in, that her manners were considered provincial and her inexpensive clothes almost shabby
  beside the elaborate gowns of the Russian court ladies. To an extent she lost her self-consciousness when sitting in the theatre, enjoying the delights of the ballet and especially the opera, where
  she was swept away by the grandeur of the music. But every time she was introduced to new people or stood in a long reception line, her unease was apparent to those around her. They took note of
  her clumsy curtsy, her inability to make light conversation, her stiffness and uncontrollable blushing. They called her a haughty German, and dismissed her from their thoughts.


  If the reception of the Petersburgers caused Alix strain, the continued pressure she felt to agree to marry her cousin Eddy was an equal source of stress. Throughout the winter of 1890 Queen
  Victoria kept up her campaign to bring about the match, writing letters to Alix herself and to other family members. Far away though she was, the queen maintained a nervous watch on Alix in Russia,
  aided by letters from Minnie to her sister the Princess of Wales, Berties wife Alexandra. (Minnie and Alexandra were Danish princesses, daughters of King Christian IX.)


  What Minnie told Alexandra was uncompromising and rather harsh. A wife would soon have to be found for Nicky, Minnie told her sister in England, but it would not be Alix. For one thing, it would
  never do for the youngest daughter of an undistinguished grand duke to marry the heir to the Russian throne. Besides, Alix was not personally suited to be tsarina. She was too hard, she
  lacked grace and tact, she did not have the gift of making people like her.


  Alexandra passed on to her mother-in-law Queen Victoria all that Minnie told her, adding that Minnie was very annoyed that an attachment had been allowed to develop between Alix
  and Nicky. She had in mind another young woman to be Nickys wife: Hlne, daughter of the Count of Paris, who was the pretender to the French throne. Hlne would
  be preferable in every way, and a Franco-Russian union would reinforce prevailing diplomatic currents.


  While their elders worried and schemed, Alix and Nicky met frequently, often when Ella brought them together at social gatherings. For if the Russian sovereigns and Queen Victoria were
  vehemently opposed to any thought of marriage between the two young people, Ella and Serge were enthusiastically in favour of it.15 Nicky and
  Alix skated together, sometimes battling winds so forceful that they could hardly move. They met at tea parties, they attended church services together. They played badminton, built snow
  fortresses, and slid down immense ice hills on sledges. Ella staged a performance of Eugene Onegin at her private theatre and persuaded Nicky to play a small part; whether Alix had a part
  is unknown, but doubtless she watched the rehearsals and chatted with Nicky during them.16


  Alix and Nicky were falling in love. For Alix it was a deepening of the feeling she had cherished for five years, while Nickys desire for his beautiful cousin grew stronger and
  more tender, he afterwards wrote, during their winter in St Petersburg. The fact that both were being strongly influenced to choose other marriage partners must have intensified their bond,
  and made it more romantic.


  On the last Sunday of the carnival season, a small end-of-season party was held at Tsarskoe Selo, the imperial estate some thirteen miles south of St Petersburg, for Nickys family and
  close friends. The dancing began in the afternoon, followed by a dinner of blinis with fresh caviar, then a cotillion, with gifts for all the guests and more dancing until late into the evening.
  Most likely Alix was not able to dance all evening, her legs were not strong enough, and knowing that she would soon be leaving Russia may have saddened her.


  Carnival was in its last waning hours and Lent, the long season of austerity, was about to begin. At midnight a signal was given and immediately the musicians stopped playing and the dance floor
  cleared. The mood in the ballroom turned solemn. The dancers sat down to a Fasting Meal of mushrooms, cabbage and potatoes, their minds adjusting to the swift change of atmosphere.


  For Alix and Nicky, who had spent so many intense hours in each others company, it was almost their last evening together. A long season of deprivation had begun.
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  Shortly after she returned home to Darmstadt, in April or May of 1890, Alix sat down to write a letter to her cousin Eddy. She knew that she had to
  give him a final, definitive answer. In her own mind, there was nothing but certainty that Nicky was the one she wanted to marry  though after her disapproving reception by his parents
  during her stay in St Petersburg, she must have wondered if her hopes were futile.


  Alix told Eddy, in kind but firm language, that although it pained her to pain him, she had to say once and for all that she could not marry him. She was sure that they would not
  be happy together. She urged him to put her out of his mind, assured him of her cousinly affection, and closed her letter.1


  To her grandmother she put her case somewhat differently, saying that if she were forced by the family to go against her inclinations and her better judgment, she would do her duty
  and marry Eddy, but that if she did, in the end both of them would be miserable.


  The queen, who was after all humane and reasonable, was apparently convinced that Alix was right, or at least that she was unshakable in her feelings and opinions, and gave in, though her
  disappointment and that of Eddys parents was considerable, and Eddy himself was crushed. She decided that Alix had shown great strength of character in holding firm against so
  much family persuasion, though she thought it a shame that her stubborn granddaughter was refusing what she considered the greatest position there is.2


  Alix was headstrong, Ella was very eager for her to marry in Russia, Nicky was lovesick: it was all but inevitable that Alix would return to Russia, and soon.


  As for Alixs father Louis, although Queen Victoria admonished him to be strong and firm in directing his daughters future, he was at best passive; he had become an
  unhappy man, and was unwell. After his disastrous marriage to Alexandrine von Kolemine (a marriage quickly annulled, with Madame von Kolemine given a large cheque and sent away), Louis was scorned
  by all his in-laws and lonely in Darmstadt. He took refuge with Queen Victoria in England for a while, but even there he was harassed by his former mistress, and could find no peace.3 Russia was one of the few places where he was beyond the reach of the vengeful Alexandrine von Kolemine, and was not made to feel a pariah. Thus when Ella
  invited him to return there, to stay with her and Serge at their country estate of Illinsky near Moscow, he was only too glad to accept her invitation.


  When Alix, her brother and father arrived once again in Russia in the summer of 1890 the snow had melted and, in the immense expanses of agricultural land around Moscow, fields of green flax and
  golden wheat stretched away towards the horizon. The vast stretches of meadow and plain were broken here and there by groves of birch and deep pine forests, and as the travellers made their way
  along the rutted roads, they passed through dozens of small villages. Each village, it seemed, had its own blue-domed church, its own pond or stream; the small wooden houses, many of them
  intricately carved with patterns of stars and flowers, garlands and arches, clustered along a single narrow unpaved refuse-clogged street. Here and there along the road, planks were laid down to
  cover deep mudholes. In some places the wooden bridges crossing streams had been swept away by swollen waters, and the travellers had to take long detours.


  The quiet of the countryside, the long stretches of road between villages and the expansive forest glades, where the white trunks of the birches rose out of clumps of blooming forget-me-nots,
  moss and thick grass, were soothing to the spirit; Alix, who craved quiet and solitude, must have felt refreshed by her surroundings, despite her nervousness at the
  prospect of seeing Nicky again.


  Ella and Serges summer house at Illinsky was a rambling, rustic structure with wide balconies skirting the large inner rooms. Light, flowery English prints covered the furniture and
  curtained the windows, and fresh flowers brightened the wood-panelled rooms. They kept open house; friends came and went, sometimes staying for weeks at a time. The atmosphere was informal, and on
  fine days everyone stayed outside as much as possible, taking a picnic lunch into the forest, hunting for mushrooms, swimming in the cool ponds or simply reading in the shade of a large tree. The
  long hours of daylight encouraged wakefulness. Sometimes, on warm starry nights, gypsy choruses came to serenade in the garden, and all the neighbours gathered to listen, afterwards waiting up
  together to watch for the break of dawn.


  Always in the background of Alixs thoughts was what Ella had told her, that Nicky would probably come to Illinsky to join the rest of the family in celebrating Ellas name day,
  September 18. She daydreamed about him, longing for September to come. Yet in her soberer moments she thought she would never get him, and must have confided her anxieties to
  Ella.4


  Meanwhile Nicky had told his father that he was in love with Alix and wanted to marry her, and was fighting an urge to go to Illinsky even earlier than Ellas name day celebration. He was
  prevented from going, for the time being, by having to be present for army manoeuvres, but he confided to his diary that if he didnt go, he would miss his chance to see her and would have to
  wait a whole year, and thats hard!!!5


  As heir to the throne Nicky was not free to go where he liked, when he liked. His parents guarded his movements, as they kept close watch on whom he saw and where he went. They were still
  pressuring him to marry the French princess Hlne, and he was still resisting. And there was a new complication in his emotional life. His father, thinking that it was time his
  twenty-two-year-old son had a mistress, arranged for Nicky to meet the eighteen-year-old Matilda Kchessinsky, the newest star graduate of the Imperial Ballet School. The
  dark, lithe Matilda, vibrant and charming, immediately appealed to Nicky, who fell passionately in love with her while at the military camp in the summer of 1890. They were not yet
  lovers  that would come in time  but, much to Nickys surprise, he now cherished two loves at once.


  The heart is a surprising thing! Nicky wrote in his diary. He never stopped thinking about Alix, yet he yearned for Matilda as well. Should I conclude from all this that I
  am exceptionally amorous? To a certain extent, yes.6


  Amorous Nicky was  partly because of his age, partly because of his emotional, sensitive nature, and partly, one suspects, because he was given too little to do. All but prevented by his
  father from preparing for his future role as tsar  Alexander III had little respect for Nicky, and preferred his son Michael  Nicky lived the feckless life of a young officer with
  very light military duties, staying out too late at night, drinking too much, whiling away his days socializing and his nights in dining, gambling and flirting. He often felt lethargic; his mind
  was perpetually underoccupied and although he occasionally attended a session of the imperial council, he was inattentive and emerged unenlightened.


  His education had been poor  a smattering of science, a whiff
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