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				“In an era crumbling under the weight of war, hatred, and devastation, the bonds of women not only endure but offer sustenance and hope in Martha Hall Kelly’s stunning depiction of the lives of Eliza Ferriday and the women she fought to save. Lost Roses is not only a brilliant historical tale, but a love song to all the ways our friendships carry us through the worst of times.”

				—LISA WINGATE, New York Times bestselling author of Before We Were Yours

				“A charming and vividly rendered historical novel…Based on true events, this prequel to Lilac Girls transports.”

				—People

				“Inspired by true events, just like its predecessor, and just as well-researched, Lost Roses is a remarkable story and another testament to female strength. This sweeping epic will thrill and delight fans of Lilac Girls and readers of historical fiction alike.”

				—PopSugar

				“Epic…[Martha Hall] Kelly’s gift is bringing to life and to light the untold stories of women and families far away from the war front yet deeply affected by the decisions of leaders and the efforts of fighters. Fans of historical fiction…and viewers of period dramas will want to clear their calendars when Lost Roses comes out.”

				—Booklist (starred review)

				“Another winner…a compelling read, well-researched and well-written. This is a perfect example of…good historical fiction. It puts the reader right into the scene, bringing it all to life, good and bad, joy and sorrow.”

				—Fredericksburg Free Lance-Star

				“Kelly memorably portrays three indomitable women who triumph over hardships and successfully brings a complex and turbulent time in history to life.”

				
				—Publishers Weekly

				“The writing is rich and vivid with detail about the period….A nuanced tale that speaks to the strength of women.”

				—Kirkus Reviews

				“Kelly is marvelous at writing with such texture about a place and time so that each location seems intensely real.”

				—The Martha’s Vineyard Times

				“Once again, Kelly takes her readers on a breathless, heartfelt journey through one of the greatest conflicts in history, exposing the truths of the past through the eyes of its unsung women….Kelly is a masterful author.”

				—Bookreporter

				“Lovely.”

				—Southern Living
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				—People

				“Called ‘cinematic’ and ‘epic’ by Elle jurors…The lives of three vastly different women caught in the crosshairs of World War II and its ensuing fallout…are masterfully evoked in this debut novel.”

				—Elle

				“Inspired by actual events and real people, Martha Hall Kelly has woven together the stories of three women during World War II that reveal the bravery, cowardice, and cruelty of those days.”

				—LISA SEE, New York Times bestselling author of The Island of Sea Women

				“A profound, unsettling, and thoroughly captivating look at sisterhood through the dark lens of the Holocaust…the best book I’ve read all year.”

				—JAMIE FORD, New York Times bestselling author of Hotel on the Corner of Bitter and Sweet

				“Rich with historical detail and riveting to the end, a story of extraordinary moral power set against the harrowing backdrop of Europe in thrall to Nazi Germany…I can’t remember the last time I read a novel that moved me so deeply.”

				—BEATRIZ WILLIAMS, New York Times bestselling author of The Golden Hour

				“Brilliant…a powerful story for readers everywhere…a firsthand glimpse into one of history’s most frightening memories.”

				—San Francisco Book Review

				“Extremely moving and memorable…should appeal strongly to [readers of] Kristin Hannah’s The Nightingale and Anthony Doerr’s All the Light We Cannot See.”

				—Library Journal

				
				“Compelling…a page-turner demonstrating the tests and triumphs civilians faced during war, complemented by Kelly’s vivid depiction of history and excellent characters.”

				—Publishers Weekly

				“Kelly vividly re-creates the world of Ravensbrück.”

				—Kirkus Reviews

				“Fans of historical fiction will love Martha Hall Kelly’s debut novel, Lilac Girls. The plot, inspired by the life of a real World War II heroine, tells the story of three young women and their quest for love, freedom, and second chances.”

				—ABC News Online

				“Remarkable…I’m still having difficulty believing that it’s Martha Hall Kelly’s debut novel….Very rewarding [because] it truly brings to light just what happened to these women, and many others like them.”

				—Fredericksburg Free Lance-Star

				“[Lilac Girls] may change the way one thinks about World War II….For readers who think they know World War II, this is a must-read.”

				—Deseret News

				“This is the sort of historical fiction–meets–quasi-romance novel that will have book clubs salivating, and for good reason: It’s a compelling, page-turning narrative….Lilac Girls falls squarely into the groundbreaking category of fiction that re-examines history from a fresh, female point of view. It’s smart, thoughtful and also just an old-fashioned good read.”

				—Fort Worth Star-Telegram

				“Lilac Girls is Gone With the Wind for World War II….This 473-page tale—centered on three women from separate worlds brought together by the infamous Ravensbrück concentration camp—is a book you cannot put down.”

				—The Martha’s Vineyard Times

				
				“The stories of three women intersect when one is sent to Ravensbrück, the notorious Nazi concentration camp for women….A moving story about love and redemption.”

				—PopSugar

				“Lilac Girls follows the intertwined threads of these women’s lives….Kasia and Herta’s storylines are intimate and appalling, and will keep you transfixed.”

				—Historical Novels Review

				“Martha Hall Kelly has recovered a great story about a warmhearted, generous woman who should never have been forgotten. Kelly fills her book with many details, a deep understanding of the terrible occupation imposed in Poland, and the unfair postwar situation created by what had been Poland’s allies.”

				—Cosmopolitan Review

				“A remarkable and compelling new novel…The author imbues all her women with souls we can recognize on some level; it is lyric but accessible writing of the highest quality….One of the best reads of 2016.”

				—Liz Smith, New York Social Diary

				“This is not a book one puts down easily….Kelly’s vivid descriptions and careful research will stun even the most informed reader….Lilac Girls is truly an incredible novel….Easily the most affecting book I have read about World War II and the Holocaust, and I recommend it to any reader.”

				—Bookreporter

				“Spanning more than twenty years in the lives of three women and based on real people and events, Kelly’s debut brings historical facts to startling life….[A] gripping read that lingers well after the book ends. Offer this to WWII aficionados, biography fans, and book clubs.”

				—Booklist
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			PROLOGUE

			 

			Luba

			1912

			I only put the centipede in Eliza’s slipper since I thought she was stealing my sister Sofya from me. I was eight years old and had just lost my mother. I couldn’t lose Sofya, too.

			Eliza Ferriday, an American friend of the family, had taken us in for a week at her Paris apartment, two Russian cousins to the tsar forced from our St. Petersburg home before Christmas. Our father had remarried and gone to Sardinia on honeymoon with his new wife, Agnessa, who loathed me since, when she visited us in November, I first practiced my centipede skills on her. She especially hated my favorite interest, astronomy, and convinced Father to take away my maps of the constellations, saying they distracted me from French lessons. Though she tried to lure me out with the gift of a doll-sized Limoges tea set I spent most of November barricaded in my bedroom.

			Once Sofya was on break from Brillantmont School in the Swiss Alps we’d met in Geneva to take the train to Paris. Pale and thin, still shattered by Mother’s sudden death the previous spring, Sofya said little on our train ride and immersed herself in the stack of books with which she’d filled her suitcase. As we pulled into the Gare de Lyon, she sat and pondered our fellow travelers on the platform. Thinking about Mother, who’d often met her there on school breaks?

			Alone in Paris, awaiting the arrival of her husband and daughter from New York, Eliza dedicated every waking hour to our happiness, not leaving us alone for one second. The first day she brought us to a soup kitchen in Le Marais, and I watched as Eliza and Sofya’s bond grew by the moment. How easily she got my sister to laugh. They worked as one, side by side, ladling soup from a giant silver pot, while I retrieved the used bowls from the tables.

			
			The next day I watched, envy coiling in my chest, as the two walked the Christmas market, arm in arm, discussing the merits of goose versus duck for dinner and which chocolates to buy at À la Mère de Famille candy store. As the week wore on, at night by the fire, we played cards and they let me win so they could move on to conversation about novels and men and other boring topics, and then stay up half the night talking more. How I yearned to go home to St. Petersburg and have Sofya to myself.

			The night before we left for home, shortly after I’d gone to bed, the two came to my bedroom and woke me, embers still glowing in the fireplace.

			“Wake up, my darling,” Sofya whispered in my ear. She brushed the hair back from my forehead as Mother so often had done. “Slip your coat over your pajamas and come with us.”

			“We have a surprise for you,” Eliza said.

			Half asleep, I followed the two out into the cold night air. We walked through a still Paris toward the Tour Eiffel and once there, stopped under a massive, dark globe that loomed above us.

			“What is this place?” I asked.

			Eliza and Sofya hurried me up three flights of metal stairs and through a pair of heavy, velvet curtains to a dark room. In the inky blackness I could make out a few inclined chairs close to us, like those on the deck of a ship but upholstered. Eliza and Sofya chose their seats and I lay between them. To our left and right others did the same.

			“You woke me for this?” I whispered to Sofya.

			“Just wait,” she said.

			She held my hand as the domed ceiling above us came alive with constellated stars, reproducing the heavens as I’d seen them one hundred times from earth. The light of the stars revealed a whole auditorium full of people inclined as we were, gazing up at the massive ceiling.

			“It’s called the Celestial Globe,” Eliza said. “A planetarium.”

			
			I lay there stunned as the constellations appeared against the indigo sky. Libra’s scales. Bright Scorpio. Even usually dim Draco the dragon snaking past Ursa Minor.

			Sofya leaned close and whispered, “That is where Mother lives.”

			I barely breathed as we watched the moon drift by, fading from full to milky crescent, and a sense of joy I’d not felt since before my mother died filled me.

			Eliza took my other hand, warm in hers. “We hoped you’d like it.”

			As we lay there, the celestial world playing above us, it struck me that I had never lost my sister. Just acquired a spectacular new one.
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			CHAPTER 

			1

			 

			Eliza

			1914

			It was a spring party like any other held in Southampton, with the usual games. Croquet. Badminton. Mild social cruelty. It took place at Mother’s house on Gin Lane, a sprawling white clapboard place surrounded by a swoop of tawny lawn, which eased down to meet the ocean. The Queen Anne cottage, known to most as Mitchell Cottage after Father’s people, stood with her sisters lined up along the treeless South Fork of Long Island, New York, like passengers on a ship deck facing out to sea.

			If I paid more attention that day, maybe I could have predicted which of the boys who laughed over croquet wickets would soon die in the forests of Argonne or which women would exchange their ivory silk dresses for black crape. I wouldn’t have pointed to myself.

			It was late May and too unseasonably cool near the ocean for a fete of any kind, but Mother insisted on sending our Russian friends, the Streshnayvas, off in style. I stood in the cool, wide living room at the back of the house. Like a steamship wheelhouse it provided the perfect view of the backyard through the picture window, the glass hazed with salt from the sea. It gave the scene a blurry look as guests drifted down the lawn to the dunes.

			I felt two arms wrap around my waist and turned to find my eleven-year-old daughter, Caroline, already almost to my shoulder in height, her hair the color of summer hay and pulled back in a white ribbon. Her friend Betty Stockwell stood at her side, a complete opposite of Caroline, five inches shorter and already blossoming into a dark-haired beauty. Though dressed in matching white dresses, they were as different as chalk and cheese.

			
			Caroline held her arms fast around my waist. “We’re going to walk the beach. And Father says he’s sorry he dressed without your help this morning, but don’t deprive him of his Dubonnet.”

			I smoothed one hand down her back. “Tell your father color-blind men who insist on sneaking yellow socks into their wardrobes cannot be forgiven.”

			Caroline smiled up at me. “You’re my favorite mother.”

			She ran off across the lawn and down to the beach, past men who held on to their straw hats, their white flannel trousers flapping in the breeze. Ladies in canvas shoes and suits of cream linen over dainty lingerie shirtwaists turned their faces to the sun, back from places like Palm Beach, happy to feel northern breezes again. Mother’s suffragette friends, most outfitted in black taffeta and silk, lent dark contrast to the otherwise pale lawn, like strutting crows in golden flax.

			Mother came and linked arms with me. “A bit chilly for a beach walk.” My seventy-year-old mother, Caroline Carson Woolsey Mitchell, referred to as “Carry” by her sisters, stood as tall as I did, six feet, a staunch New Englander sprung from ancient Yankee stock that had weathered as many heartaches as hurricanes.

			“They’ll be fine, Mother.”

			I squinted to see my Henry, Caroline, and Betty already walking down the beach, the skirt of Caroline’s white dress wind-puffed, as if ready to fly her skyward.

			“They have their shoes off?” Mother asked. “I do hope they come in soon.”

			The wind stirred whitecaps on the ocean as the three walked, heads bowed.

			Mother wrapped her arms warm about me. “What do they even talk about, Caroline and Henry?”

			“Everything. Lost in their own world.”

			
			The breeze grabbed Henry’s straw boater, leaving his auburn hair shining in the sun, and Caroline darted to pluck it from the surf.

			“How lucky she is to have a father who dotes on her,” Mother said.

			She was entirely right, as always. But would Caroline be up coughing again half the night from the sea air?

			Henry waved from the beach, like a castaway stranded on a desert island.

			I waved back. “Henry will burn with his fair skin.”

			Mother waved to Henry. “The Irish are so delicate.”

			“Half Irish, Mother.”

			Mother patted my hand. “They’ll miss you.”

			“I won’t be gone long.” Sofya and her family had been visiting from St. Petersburg for a month and I was due to travel back with them to St. Petersburg the next day.

			“I do worry. Russia is so far. Saratoga is nice this time of year.”

			“This may be my only chance to see Russia. The churches. The ballet—”

			“The starving peasants.”

			“Keep your voice down, Mother.”

			“They eliminated serfdom but the tsar’s poor are still enslaved.”

			“I’ll go mad if I stay cooped up here. Caroline will be fine with Henry.”

			“At least there’s no war on. For now.”

			For those who read the papers thoroughly, reporters predicted conflict with Germany, but the world had been on the brink of war so many times, many New Yorkers treated the subject with only passing interest.

			“Don’t worry, Mother.”

			She hurried off and I stepped out onto the terrace, the salt wind in my hair, into a polite stew of conversation punctuated by great thuds of surf and the occasional knock of a croquet mallet. I pushed through the crowd, squeezing past smooth silks and cashmeres, in search of my friend Sofya.

			Mother’s and Father’s friends split into two distinct camps. Though Father had been dead and gone for a few years, Mother still included his friends in any gathering. He was once head of the Republican Party for New York and his friends reflected that: fellow lawyers and their wives, financiers, and the occasional self-made tycoon.

			
			Mother’s friends were decidedly more lively: actors and painters, suffragettes of all shapes and sizes, and several members of the international set from far-off places that Father’s friends only gossiped about: Nairobi. Bangkok. Massachusetts.

			To find the Russian contingent, I simply listened for raised voices, since they were a refreshingly raucous bunch, prone to heated discussion in a mix of French, English, and their native tongue at any time of day. I passed the Streshnayvas’ physician, Dr. Vladimir Leonidovich Abushkin, a squat, balding man wearing a lynx coat over his morning suit, chest to chest with Mother’s physician, Dr. Forbes.

			“I don’t care what they do in St. Petersburg,” Dr. Forbes said, his face drawn and heavily joweled from years of late-night deathbed visits and baby deliveries. “If you want a healthy child born, Sofya should not be traveling. She needs bed rest and calcium.”

			Dr. Abushkin threw back his head. “Ha. Calcium. We have two months before the birth. She’s sound as a roach.”

			“But she is at high risk. Two miscarriages. Extended travel is risky.”

			I found the Russians gathered on the far end of the back terrace, around my actor friends: silver-haired E. H. Sothern, kneeling on bended knee, and his wife Julia Marlowe. Julia addressed them all from my bedroom window above as she and E.H. performed the balcony scene from Romeo and Juliet, one of their most famous.

			“ ’Tis almost morning; I would have thee gone—” Julia called out, one arm stretched over the crowd, my bedspread around her shoulders.

			The Russians watched the little play, wearing serious expressions, while the rest of the party milled about, immune to the greatest American Shakespearean actor and actress of their day, having seen them perform often. One might ask how Julia and E.H. at forty-eight and fifty-four years old played the famously pubescent couple, but one only had to experience them onstage to be convinced of their talent.

			Julia finished the scene to enthusiastic applause and Russian hurrahs from the Streshnayvas. They were a jolly group out there on the terrace. Ivan, the patriarch, cousin to tsar Nicholas II, stood and surveyed the pounding surf, his shirtsleeves fluttering. A kind, trim man with a certain European flair, Ivan had met Henry years ago when my husband was a young fur buyer for Poor Brothers Dry Goods and Ivan represented the Russian trade board.

			
			Ivan’s second wife, the countess, stood with a decidedly pregnant Sofya and her soldier husband, Afon, and described at length how she sent her personal linen from Russia to Paris to be laundered.

			Most guests were well-mannered enough not to gaze openmouthed, but the aging Russian beauty was a sight to behold, dressed in last year’s French couture and festooned with sable stole, ropes of pearls, and diamonds the size of which had never been seen before the dinner hour in Southampton.

			Sofya caught my eye, smiled, and raised an eyebrow. Pregnancy suited her; it left her with a respectable expectant figure, unlike my own before I delivered Caroline and looked as if I carried a Shetland pony.

			The countess ignored the brewing fight between the doctors and pulled a housemaid aside. “Fetch me a soda water, would you, and do remember the ice?”

			The maid rushed off and the countess lit one hand on Sofya’s shoulder. “You really must sit. Think of your miracle child and how long you’ve waited, dear. And do stop eating or Afon won’t touch you after the baby is born.”

			Sofya shook off the countess’s arm. “Please, Agnessa, you’ve asked for two soda waters already and left them untouched.”

			“Americans have ice cubes to spare, dear.”

			I was thrilled to be leaving for Russia the next day, the trip of a lifetime. Not only would I get to see Sofya’s baby born, I would finally tour St. Petersburg—the bejeweled Church of the Savior on Spilled Blood, its interior covered entirely with jeweled mosaic, and the Rembrandts at the tsar’s Winter Palace. Best of all I could visit with my dearest friend every day.

			I pulled Sofya by the arm to the dining room, a room big enough to fit an enormous mahogany table loaded with platters of hors d’oeuvres and desserts and a rose damask sofa.

			“Thank you for getting me away from them. Agnessa is terrified the baby will emerge any moment.”

			“This is the heir, after all. You know how mothers are.”

			“Stepmothers. And Afon is a wreck—becoming a child himself as birth nears.”

			
			“I’m thrilled we’re leaving tomorrow, darling. They’ll worry less at home.”

			She reached across the table and held up one of Mother’s cookies. “What’s the name of this?”

			I loved the sound of Sofya’s soothing voice. Her Russian-accented English had few hard edges and often caused people to stop what they were doing, lean in, and listen.

			“A butterscotch crisp, a Civil War recipe.” I’d asked the kitchen to prepare Grandmother Woolsey’s family recipes. Fried apples. Teacake cookies and blackberry cordial.

			Sofya finished the crisp in three bites. “Wish I could stay here forever and live on butterscotch crisps. The trip home will be terribly long—”

			“Sail to France and train to St. Petersburg? Sounds heavenly. I love having a reason to leave New York in the summer.”

			Sofya reached for another butterscotch crisp. “How can you say that? Back home, half of Russia is on strike. You don’t appreciate what you have here. The beach and Manhattan…”

			“Either stuck out here in a wet bathing costume or holed up in a hot apartment in the city? Trips abroad are the only cure.”

			“There’s always service work.”

			“And join the society do-gooders, braying about their milk funds and church sociables? Not Mother, of course, but most of them incite little real change and certainly don’t expand their horizons.”

			“You sail…”

			“Only at gunpoint. The boats I’m interested in are steamers due east. And besides, I miss Luba.”

			“I do as well. If only Agnessa hadn’t convinced Father she needed to study for her—”

			Sofya placed one hand on her belly and winced.

			“The baby?” I asked, a bit dizzy at the thought. It was too soon.

			“It’s nothing.”

			Guests congregated about the table, inspecting the offerings. Unfazed by the battling doctors, Mother sailed past us, her strong Woolsey chin high. She left an oddly pleasant mélange of salt air, Jicky perfume, and mothballs in her wake. As usual, her way of dealing with trouble was to smile and ignore it, ride it out like a sudden squall.

			
			I felt the cold, velvety softness unique to sheared beaver brush my arm and turned to find our neighbor Electra Whitney leaning across the table for a canapé, her face like the weathered side of a barn. Electra lived in a grim sarcophagus of a mansion several houses down from us on Gin Lane, every door attended by liveried footmen. She was alone that day, not flanked as usual by her fellow members of the Pink and Green Garden Society.

			Electra helped herself to smoked salmon and lingered. Eavesdropping?

			Our gardener, aptly named Mr. Gardener, stepped into the room, two hands supporting a silver Revere bowl filled with his signature antique roses, from creamy white to a deep fuchsia.

			Sofya gasped, one hand to her swollen bodice.

			“We thought you’d like them,” I said. Sofya had once been on the path to becoming an accomplished botanist and still pursued the study of plants for pleasure. When not walking the dunes in search of beach roses she spent hours in Mother’s greenhouse grafting orchids.

			Mr. Gardener placed the bowl on the polished dining room table, the felted bottom quiet on the mahogany, smoothed his hands down the front of his white coveralls and turned to leave. Mr. Gardener’s people had known Mother’s for two generations. He was infinitely kind and a fine-looking young gentleman: tall, with a plowman’s physique, and dark as the loamy earth he worked.

			Sofya caught him by the elbow. “You are just a genius with roses, Mr. Gardener.”

			Electra edged closer to the table and looked Mr. Gardener up and down. Her gaze slid to the roses.

			Each blossom was lovelier than the next: a William Lobb moss rose in ballet pink, with spiky, mosslike growth on her sepals, a deliciously scented, flesh-colored Madame Bosanquet.

			Sofya breathed in their essence. “I’ve never seen anything like these. The fragrance is remarkable. Just in from China?”

			“No, ma’am. These are antiques. Some of the finest old roses just grow wild nowadays.”

			“He finds them in the most unlikely places,” I said. “The cemetery, the lumberyard.”

			“I imagine they’re disease resistant, too,” Sofya said. “You’re a magician, Mr. Gardener. The creamy white one with a tangle of golden threads at her heart—”

			
			“Mrs. Mitchell’s favorite, and mine, too,” he said with a smile. “Katharina Zeimet—such a hardy repeat bloomer. All she needs is water and a little fertilizer.”

			“He’d be happy to crate some for you, wouldn’t you, Mr. Gardener?” I asked. “To take home to your hothouse.”

			Electra stepped closer. “It’s illegal to propagate a plant still under patent without paying a royalty. Some might call it stealing.”

			Mr. Gardener stood taller and directed his gaze at the floor.

			I turned to her. “Taking a cutting from a wild plant is not stealing and is no worse than eavesdropping, Electra Whitney.”

			“You never used to see such a thing in Southampton,” she said.

			“You never used to see people speaking unkindly, either.”

			Electra drifted off as Mother led a crush of guests from the terrace, waving them into the dining room, and Mr. Gardener took his leave with a bow.

			When would Electra Whitney learn to mind her own business?

			“Come now,” Mother called.

			Guests milled around us as maids bearing silver trays topped with flutes of bubbling amber fanned out into the crowd.

			Afon came to stand near Sofya. In civilian clothes Afon was simply a standard, good-looking young man, but in his navy blue uniform he became unquestionably Russian, with his thick-lashed brown eyes and shock of blue-black hair.

			“Your mother’s been looking for you, Sofya,” Afon said. “And Eliza, Dr. Abushkin just pushed your doctor into the tea cart.”

			“Oh no,” Sofya said, her brow creased.

			Mother mounted a footstool, her posture still ramrod straight, from years of standing with a broom handle threaded across her back between her bent elbows. She hooked the wires of her spectacles behind her ears as her suffragette friends gathered around us, their silk dresses rustling.

			“Thank you all for coming!” Mother shouted, arms spread wide.

			“Hear, hear!” some in the crowd called out.

			I tapped a spoon to my glass and the room quieted.

			Mother cleared her throat. “It isn’t every day that we host such—”

			
			The French doors from the living room banged open and the doctors emerged, the countess not far behind.

			“Would someone call the authorities about this man?” Dr. Forbes called to Mother. “He’s intoxicated and may have broken my wrist.”

			Mother turned. “Gentlemen. Doctors. We are celebrating here—”

			“Oh no,” Sofya called out from the sofa and cradled her belly. “Eliza—”

			I rushed to her as Afon knelt at her feet.

			The countess paced the room, fanning herself with her hands. “Dieu, sauve-nous! She’s in labor.”

			Mother rushed toward us, folding back her sleeves.

			“Get my bag,” Mother called out, and our housemaid, Peg, ran for the black medical bag.

			Sofya reached for my hand. “Don’t leave me, Eliza.”

			I held her hand and prayed the baby would be fine, with a sinking feeling I would never see St. Petersburg.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 

			2

			 

			Sofya

			1914

			Once my overly prompt baby boy Maxwell Streshnayva Afonovich arrived in the middle of Eliza’s party, we spent a fortnight at the hospital. Soon, due to Father’s pressing Ministry business we set off for St. Petersburg, Eliza by my side. She said tearful goodbyes to Henry and Caroline and promised to be home by August.

			The journey home lasted more than two weeks but flew by, for Eliza and I talked about everything—Paris, art, politics—well into every night, stopping only to eat, sleep, and tend to baby dear.

			Once back in St. Petersburg at our townhouse on Rue Tchaikovsky, my sister Luba and I showed Eliza every literary café and museum, stepping on and off our excellent system of electric trams, which crisscrossed the city like patient beetles, fed by a web of wires above the streets. Luba hosted a star night on our roof to show off her new telescope, a gift from Father, and Eliza bought us lovely old copies of Walden: Or, Life in the Woods for the three of us to read together, stopping every few chapters to discuss.

			Though our home was not far from the tsar’s Winter Palace and the fashionable shopping street Nevsky Prospekt, much to Agnessa’s chagrin, we lived in the second-best part of town, near the embassies. At night, we heard increasing unrest in the streets but thought little of it.

			One afternoon we gathered in Agnessa’s personal rooms, dressing for a Persian costume ball at Anichkov Palace, home of the tsar’s mother. Rain fell outside the open window as I sat on the satin-covered love seat, infant Max sleeping warm in my arms, his breathing labored from a head cold.

			
			How I longed to stay at home with him, but Eliza looked forward to the ball. Plus, it was one of the last events of the season, before the St. Petersburg society that was left would decamp to vacation spots like Crimea and Finland and the city left to janitors and scullery maids.

			Russian society seemed more eager than ever to escape the city and tense talk of war. Archduke Ferdinand of Austria had been assassinated by a Serbian, which caused Austria to sever diplomatic ties with Serbia, Russia’s ally, and Austria mobilized for war. This led to endless, nervous speculation about Russia being drawn in as well.

			The royal ball invitation requested guests wear Persian dress and my stepmother, Agnessa, called in Nadezhda Lamanova, a former theater costumer and dressmaker to the tsarina. Madame Lamanova, a buxom, dark-haired woman with a permanently bored expression on her doughy face, produced two trunks of exquisite Persian costumes.

			Eliza stepped about the dressing room admiring Agnessa’s furnishings. Once Mother’s, it was the largest room in Agnessa’s bedroom suite, with high ceilings, floral wallpaper, and, on the mantel, a Limoges vase sprouting pink gladioli. The blossoms fluttered in the soft breeze and a shudder went through me.

			Gladioli. That dreadful flower.

			It was yellow gladioli the woman was delivering when the terrible thing happened. Soon after Agnessa married Father she ordered flower deliveries from Paris even in the dead of winter. I opened the front door of the townhouse one January morning after a violent snowstorm, to find a young peasant girl half dead on the doorstep, bamboo basket of gladioli in her arms, snow drifted around her. She lay there, eyes half closed, the flowers in the basket encased in glittering ice.

			I helped the pantry boys pull her into the vestibule and pumped her chest until the ambulance came, but it was too late. I arranged her funeral and then kept to my room, unable to shake the thought of her frozen face. How unfair it was, to die so young, just so a spoiled woman from Moscow could have her flowers.

			Soon after, Father and I opened Fena’s House for impoverished women and named it after my mother, Agrafena. Her name meant “born feet first,” a perfect name for her, always on the run doing things nonstop.

			
			Madame Lamanova unlatched one trunk, the sound wrenching me out of my thoughts. She pulled with two hands on one side while Eliza took the other, and they pried it open like an oyster shell. The two huddled around the trunk, sorting through the racks of gold brocades and fur-trimmed cloaks.

			Madame Lamanova drew out an ivory-colored, sable-trimmed, brocade coat. “For Mrs. Ferriday?”

			Eliza slid off her robe, slipped her arms into the coat. “What will you wear, Sofya?”

			“I’m going like this.” I had simply augmented my white evening dress with a cashmere shawl from my closet.

			Agnessa walked to me. “You must at least try, my dear. People judge you first by how you look and second by what you say.”

			How I hated that, her favorite expression. “Please, Agnessa—”

			Madame Lamanova offered me a feathered turban and I waved it away.

			Agnessa stepped to her jewelry cabinet and returned with a necklace draped across her palm. As she drew closer the emeralds glowed under the electric lights.

			“You must wear this tonight.”

			Growing up, I’d seen my mother wear that emerald necklace on the most formal occasions. Luba and I would sneak to her jewel box and run our fingers over the humps of cabochon emeralds and two rows of round diamonds. The tsar’s mother had given it to Father for performing some financial wizardry and he’d given it to Mother on their honeymoon in Biarritz. Now Agnessa wore it on occasion.

			“Father’s wedding gift to Mother?”

			Agnessa’s mouth tightened, as it always did upon mention of Mother.

			“What if it falls off?” I asked. At a similar costume ball the tsar’s younger brother had once famously lost one of the crown jewels, a diamond the size of a duck’s egg, never found.

			Agnessa fastened it about my neck. “If you won’t wear a Persian costume, this is all you need. The sultans loved their emeralds.”

			I touched the heavy platinum and cool stones at my neck. I was no great fan of jewelry, but there was something empowering about that necklace.

			
			Agnessa turned her attention back to the trunks, and then Eliza insisted on making up my face in her version of the Persian way, with kohl-rimmed eyes and scarlet lips.

			The rain continued that night and Agnessa allowed Father, down with the cold as well, to stay home with Luba and Max. Father seemed relieved he would miss his least favorite activity, dancing, for guests were all to perform a Persian-style ballet, an audience-participation event. I shared Father’s feelings about dancing but looked forward to presenting Eliza to the tsar’s wife, Tsarina Alexandra, who would be in attendance.

			Eliza and I set off from our townhouse, side by side in Father’s carriage, driven by our coachman Peter, who, in his city uniform of high fur hat and scarlet jacket, made quite a show of it, whipping the horses.

			How good it was to have Eliza all to myself. Agnessa and Afon took a separate carriage so she could come home early to check on Father. I wanted to arrive at the palace relatively dry, introduce Eliza to Tsarina Alexandra, and return home to curl up with infant Max in my arms.

			We made good time down Nevsky Prospekt, the fine shops shuttered for the night. Halfway to the palace we passed a group of ruffians near a liquor shop confronting a well-dressed young gentleman, clearly pressing him for money.

			“Criminals?” Eliza asked. “On the best street in the city?”

			“They call them ‘hooligans.’ Nothing new.” Hooliganism was an established practice heralded by the newspapers, where unemployed, drunken men used petty violence to intimidate the wealthy—often women. Rogue gangs bumped and badgered, robbed and mugged, let loose wasps’ nests on the trams, and, from tea shop doorways, threw hot tea on passersby for sport.

			Eliza craned her neck as we rode by. “Should we alert the police?”

			“They rarely come.”

			“It seems to be getting worse just in the time I’ve been here. How is the tsar helping?”

			I shrugged. “He believes if he supports the rich, prosperity will trickle down to the people. Private individuals pick up the slack. Like the women’s home Father and I opened. Father funds it himself.”

			
			“The tsar hasn’t helped the others still living in the slums.”

			“New York has no slums? Here, it’s the Bolsheviks’ fault—stirring up discontent. They called for another factory strike.”

			“I’m afraid for you, Sofya. The people are getting desperate. The tsar’s solution seems to be to kill all protestors.”

			“What of your Mr. Rockefeller’s guards just machine-gunning striking coal miners to death? Eleven children died there.”

			Eliza looked out the window at the dark streets, silent, the reflection in the window showing her pained expression. Had I been too harsh? She was right, of course. Perhaps it was better if we had a successful revolution, installed a more modern form of government. Half of St. Petersburg seemed ready to sweep out the tsar.

			The carriage approached Anichkov Palace, the four-story white facade aglow, even more beautiful than usual, washed with rain.

			“We’re almost there, Eliza. I’ll make sure you meet the tsarina.”

			“Will she expect an expert curtsey? Mine’s a bit rusty.”

			“Yes. And she speaks English and French. Prefers English but you’ll impress her with your French. Ask her about her son, Alexei, the heir. You’ll get extra time.”

			We joined the crowds of Persian-dressed guests streaming into the high-ceilinged entry space and followed the crowd up the red carpet, past the usual magnificent guards at attention in their gold-braided, black jackets. We’d visited Anichkov Palace many times with our parents to call on the tsar’s mother and it was always one of my favorites, more intimate than the tsar’s official residence that was just minutes away, the immense Winter Palace.

			Though I was in no rush to speak with them, I knew most of the belaya kost there, the “white-boned,” the blue-blooded Russian families full of princes, dukes, counts, and barons that held most of Russia’s wealth.

			We entered the ballroom through gilded doors thrown open to reveal a wide ballroom, the walls shining in turquoise silk. Tall mirrors reflected the guests’ brocades, silks, and beadwork lit entirely by flickering wax candles burning in the chandelier above. Great clusters of towering palms, flowering orange trees, and great blooming azalea gently swayed in the breeze of the open windows.

			
			Eliza drew a quick breath. “Oh, Sofya. I’ve never seen such a place. The plants alone.”

			“The gardeners use massive hoists to lift these in through the windows—all from the tsarina’s imperial greenhouse. You should see it, Eliza: three stories high, full of lilacs, her favorite. Before I went off to school, I practically lived there.”

			At the far end of the room, the dowager empress, the tsar’s mother, and the tsarina sat on golden thrones, with a throng of guests already jockeying for position before them, lining up to pay respects.

			In the corner sat bearded men in evening dress, a string quartet segueing with ease from our Russian hymn to Persian melodies. They would accompany the Persian ballet we would all dance later.

			“Can you imagine growing up here?” I asked. “It’s the tsar’s childhood home.”

			We walked toward the golden thrones, which were placed just far enough apart that the two women didn’t have to speak to each other. After years of competition between daughter-in-law and mother-in-law for the heart of the tsar, their rivalry was well-known but only whispered about. Their public personas were very different. The tsar’s mother, beloved by the people, was more open and gracious, fond of dancing, while the tsarina Alexandra remained terribly aloof and barely tolerated public events, preferring quiet pursuits and family time.

			“I shall introduce you to the tsarina, but we must wait our turn,” I said, steering Eliza to the end of the line.

			“I can’t imagine what we’ll talk about.”

			I pulled Eliza close to whisper in her ear and the heron feathers of her turban brushed my cheek. How many poor birds died to outfit this one party?

			“She’ll ask you questions, mostly about whether you have children. She has a buzzer under her foot that she presses when it’s time to move on and her ladies-in-waiting will lead you away.”

			The line moved slowly and as the room filled with guests we grew warm and the fur costumes smelled of wet animal. As we inched closer in line toward the tsarina I caught a glimpse of her, wearing her usual bored expression, a blaze of diamonds at her chest. Did she realize her face betrayed every thought?

			
			I recognized many of her ladies-in-waiting, for I’d once been one of them, well before Max was born. They hovered near the tsarina, dressed in their white muslin dresses, the empress’s diamond monogram chiffre, a glittering letter “A” for Alexandra on a blue ribbon, pinned at each woman’s left shoulder. Madame Wiroboff stood at the tsarina’s side, a round, self-effacing woman with sleepy eyes, the empress’s best friend.

			Eliza leaned toward me. “The tsarina is beautiful. Though not at all happy.”

			“She hates big parties. Much rather be reading.”

			“Where is the tsar?”

			“Down in Kracnoe-Celo. He has a full plate right now.”

			How tense things had become for the royal family with all the strikes and unrest on top of a looming war. Rumors abounded that Tsar Nicholas, afraid for his life, had food tasters check his dinners and would not allow even his longtime valet to shave him for fear of assassination. Though a dedicated ruler, the tsar was not at all suited to the monarch’s life of high-pressure decisions. He was happiest in the country at his beloved Alexander Palace, with the tsarina and their five children, playing tennis or dominoes.

			I felt a hand at my back and turned to find Grand Duchess Olga, the royal couple’s eldest daughter, flanked by two colossi in palace dress.

			“Whose idea was it to dress in fur in July?” Olga asked in English, with a smile. Dressed in a white chiffon gown of the Grecian style and necklace of seed pearls, she was a natural beauty without even a trace of powder.

			I curtseyed. “Cousin.”

			Olga kissed me three times, alternating cheeks.

			“Grand Duchess Olga Nikolaevna Romanova, may I present Mrs. Eliza Woolsey Mitchell Ferriday of New York?” I asked, using the full complement of Eliza’s names, in the Russian tradition.

			Eliza curtseyed low and Olga nodded back. “So nice to meet you all the way from America.”

			With her wide smile and candid, blue-eyed gaze, it was impossible not to be enchanted by Olga. For a woman of her regal position she remained remarkably down to earth.

			
			“Did you come by rail?” Olga asked. “Such a long trip.”

			“Yes, steamer and train. It flew by—Sofya and I talked the whole way.”

			“I am terribly jealous of you having a bosom friend. What did you talk about, if you don’t mind me asking?”

			“Oh, our favorite paintings. Sofya’s dream garden and what she would plant. Which philosophers truly understand the female mind—which is none, we decided.”

			“We graded the world’s best cities,” I said. “And, of course, we chose Paris as our favorite, for the best museums and the profiteroles.”

			“May I say you and Sofya look remarkably alike?” Eliza asked.

			I glanced at Olga, with her tipped-up nose and waved hair pulled up in a chignon. “That is what they say. Maybe a much older sister.”

			Though I was several years older than Olga who was eighteen at the time, for distant cousins we shared many other similarities: the same height, round face, and almond-shaped eyes.

			Olga smiled. “Of course, I didn’t get your glorious hair.”

			She linked arms with me, drew me closer, releasing a sweet scent of orange blossom soap and cinnamon. “I’ve met a new officer,” she whispered. “He wants to call on me soon. Can you advocate for me with Mother?”

			“Of course, my darling, but remember, men know you are sheltered for a reason. They like a challenge, so remain refined. And keep to your reading. Men may leave, but books will always remain true.”

			The guards shifted in their boots and Olga released my arm. “Here it is I’ve found you and now have to go. Mother is nervous as a cat—there’s trouble at the factories.”

			The guards rushed Olga off through the crowd and she called back to us. “Tatiana is getting a little dog, a French bulldog. You must visit when she comes.”

			Olga exited through a side door and we continued in line, inching closer.

			Eliza stood on her toes to better see the tsarina. “She surrounds herself with noblewomen. Does she greet the common people as well?”

			“No. Only when they summer in the Crimea. Too dangerous to be out among the people here, with every vagrant about.”

			A tall, red-haired woman hurried toward us through the crowd.

			
			I leaned closer to Eliza. “Here comes Karina, cousin on my mother’s side.”

			“Heavenly day, is everyone here related?”

			“Karina was in prison for two years, been out for one year. I helped her return to society—she spends her days at my women’s home, completing her sentence with service to the country.”

			As Karina grew closer, the bell sleeves of her white caftan fluttering behind her, she seemed less like a criminal and more like a great, kind moth.

			“Whatever for?”

			“Her boyfriend, from a fine family himself, belonged to a secret society whose object it was to bring violence to subvert the state, to bring down the tsar.”

			“Why would a nobleman want to hurt the tsar?”

			“Not every person of wealth is a monarchist, Eliza. Many here oppose the tsar. Being young and silly, Karina had allowed her boyfriend to keep his printing press in her apartment. A gifted pianist, she played her piano loud enough every day to conceal the sound of the press in the back room.”

			“How were they arrested?”

			“An informant loyal to the tsar turned them in but only Karina was caught. Received a fifteen-year sentence.”

			“The boyfriend escaped?”

			“He has a talent for evading the authorities while others take the blame. She’s not seen him since, but holds out hope. They would’ve sent an ordinary girl to the mines but the tsar has always doted on Karina and he considered two years’ confinement enough. She’s not allowed to play the piano again. And is never to see Ilya again, either. Not sure which is worse for her.”

			Karina made it to us and embraced me. “How good to see you, cousin. Welcome back to Russia. You look better for childbirth.”

			She turned to Eliza. “I’m sure Sofya told you about my sordid past.”

			“A bit.”

			Karina smiled. Her skin glowed pink, almost translucent in the candlelight. Such an oddly beautiful girl and altogether different from me, taller and thin, with a glorious head of deep red hair. Hard to believe we were from the same family.

			
			“My life so far is stranger than any novel, but I confess it’s good to be out.” Karina pulled me closer. “Ilya has sent word he will contact me.”

			“You believe him?” I asked. “There are so many good men here tonight.”

			“Of course I believe him. He may be reckless, but not a liar.”

			“He always gets off free as a bird, Karina, while others—”

			All at once there came a great commotion echoed in the front vestibule, of shouting and ladies’ screams. At the golden doors, a man in velvet palace dress appeared, held high a gun, and shouted, “Long live freedom!”

			Eliza put her arms about me as the man shot his gun into the ceiling and plaster rained down on us both. The musicians stopped playing and stood.

			I barely breathed as guards rushed the tsar’s mother and the tsarina out of their seats, their ladies-in-waiting following. Other guards wrestled the man to the ground, then hustled him away.

			The crowd stood stunned, holding gentle conversation. A member of the palace guard turned on the monarchy?

			The scent of gunpowder wafted through the air as waiters wandered the crowd with their silver trays, craning their necks to catch a glimpse of the gunman. In seconds the string quartet resumed their song and the crowd huddled in groups to discuss the gunman’s assault, looking strangely out of place in their Persian clothes.

			We lost Karina in the crowd and Afon rushed to us, his face pale against his deep blue uniform.

			“I am taking Agnessa home,” he said. “She had to be revived with smelling salts. I only have room for the two of us.”

			He hurried off, pushing through the crowd, with only a glance back at me.

			“Will Peter know to come early to get us?” I called after him.

			“I’ll be back as fast as I can,” he shouted back over his shoulder.

			Soon, with the festive mood broken, guests started for the gilded doors and the musicians packed their instruments. Eliza and I joined the great crush of the crowd moving down the red-carpeted stairs, now muddy as the streets, wet with muck from Persian boots and shoes.

			At the bottom of the stairs an American woman I recognized brushed by us through the crowd and I touched her arm. “Princess Cantacuzène.”

			
			She turned, a tall, handsome woman with kind, expressive, dark eyes, beautifully turned-out in a deep emerald and gold coat trimmed in sable. An American by birth, her husband, Prince Mikhail Cantacuzène, was a decorated general in the tsar’s army and a regular at court.

			“Sofya.” She took my hand in hers. “Just dreadful, that shooter. With all the tsarina has been through.”

			We joined the crowd, spilling out into the rainy night. As one motorcar came and went, I searched the night for our coachman.

			Princess Cantacuzène leaned closer and I caught the scent of jasmine and ylang-ylang. “I would drop you at home but our coach has not arrived, either. The roads are flooded.”

			“We could take the tram,” Eliza said.

			“Princess Cantacuzène, Countess Speransky Grant, may I introduce Eliza Woolsey Mitchell Ferriday of New York?”

			“Lovely to meet you,” Eliza said. “Grant?”

			“President Grant was my grandfather. Under better circumstances we will compare notes. But for now, I doubt any of us are getting home anytime soon.”

			A friend of Agnessa’s, Count von Orloff, wedged his turbaned head into our little circle. A small, thin-faced man, he’d taken the Persian costume directive seriously. In his ostrich-feathered turban, embroidered, thick, velvet coat, and with kohl makeup lining his eyes, he could have been mistaken by an actual Persian as one of their own.

			“The tram is the reliable way home,” the count said. “I hear the rain has closed two streets.”

			“I never ride trams at night,” I said. “And besides, they cannot pass on flooded roads, either.”

			The musicians rushed by us toward the tram stop, instruments in hand.

			“Look, half the party is catching the tram,” the count said. “The rain will keep the hooligans away. Only a cat hates rain more than they do. And besides, I will protect you all.”

			Princess Cantacuzène pulled me close. “The Cossacks are guarding these trams on the Nevsky.”

			
			A bad feeling grew in my belly as we followed the crowd to the tram stop, but it was a short walk and the rain-slicked, red tram soon came along.

			The conductor stepped down from the rear platform, a bearded man in a black, belted uniform tunic and pants and knee-high boots, with a leather bag slung over his shoulder. From his chest hung paper tickets of all colors for the different routes. He helped each of us up the single step into the tram and then pulled a rope, which rang a bell up front near the driver.

			“Yellow tickets, next stop!” he called out as the car set off.

			What a relief to make it onto the brightly lit car. The princess, Eliza, and I found room near the driver, who stood at a big red wheel. We sat on the long, slatted, wooden seats that ran lengthwise along the walls of the interior, and shook the rain from our clothes.

			The princess handed the conductor sterling for our fares.

			“You’re lucky,” the tram driver said to us over his shoulder. “This number four is still running all the way to the Neva. It’s my last run though. Things are bad outside the city.”

			Halfway down the tram sat the cellist, an older man with a pronounced widow’s peak and sad eyes, his instrument clamped between his legs. He pulled from his pocket a bottle of the Arak from the party and passed it around the tram. The violinist, a younger man with graying hair, squeezed his violin chinpiece between neck and shoulder and played a rousing chorus of Katyusha, which had been my mother’s favorite.

			Eliza clapped to the music and called out to me across the aisle, high color in her cheeks. “I have no idea what it means, but I feel so Russian.”

			The Arak soothed my sore throat and we all sang. How it raised my spirits to hear everyone sing as one.

			All at once the tram slowed.

			In the glow of the headlights we could see a group of ten or so roughly dressed men blocking the way.

			“Bandits,” I said, trying to keep the tremor from my voice.

			The driver rang his jangly little bell, operated by a pedal at his foot, to warn the men, but they stood fast.

			“God help us,” the driver said under his breath as he braked.

			
			Eliza sat up straighter. “Button your coat, Sofya.”

			Of course. Mother’s necklace. With trembling fingers, I pulled my coat up.

			The music ended abruptly as we ground to a stop and the men surrounded the tram, peering in the wide windows.

			A stout fellow wearing a wool fisherman’s cap pounded on the driver’s glass door. “Open up!” he called in Russian.

			The driver brandished his radio. “I’ve called the police.”

			The stout fellow laughed. All at once the glass door fell to pieces and he scrambled onto the tram, hammer in one hand, a jagged-edged knife in the other. He slipped the hammer into his jacket pocket and removed his cap to reveal a smooth, bald pate that shone in the electric lights overhead, a ring of tangled, mouse-brown hair around it like a furry halo.

			He walked down the tram shoving his hat at the riders. “Contributions to my university fund. Don’t be shy.” Passengers eyed his knife as they removed earrings and bracelets and pocket watches and placed them with a muffled clink into the hat.

			The bandit kicked Count von Orloff’s pointy-toed boot and the count retracted into his thick coat like a snail in its shell. People of good breeding, we awaited our fate in silence.

			He moved on to the conductor and with the tip of his knife raised the flap of the leather bag. “Open that up, good fellow.”

			“I have nothing yet. This is the first run.”

			“I know you have change. It’s not your money. Just give it up and we’ll part friends.”

			The conductor handed the bandit a stack of bills.

			“And the sterling.”

			The conductor reached into his bag and handed him the coins. “There was a time when people acted properly.”

			The bandit added the money to his hat. “I’ll act as I want.”

			He walked back to the front of the tram, stopped and considered me, his stance wide, head tipped to one side. Up close, it was hard not to notice one side of his face had been burned somehow, as if a pointed iron seared the flesh there and it healed ham-pink and shiny. I tried not to look at the dirty fish knife in his hand.

			
			“Well, well,” he said. He opened the collar of my coat with the tip of the knife, so close to my face I could smell the metal of it.

			My whole body shook. Could he see?

			“I do like emeralds,” he said with a smile.

			One look at his teeth, black with decay, caused me to avert my gaze.

			He ran the tip of his knife under the heavy platinum, the blade cool against my skin.

			“I dug them when I was in prison. So, I guess these belong to me, don’t you agree?”

			He dumped his stolen goods into his jacket pocket, replaced his cap, and took my hand in his, surprisingly warm and smooth. “Let’s go, madame. This is your stop.”

			I tried to pull free, but he yanked me from my seat.

			Behind him, Eliza stood and grabbed his arm. “Let her go.”

			The bandit turned, lashed out with his knife and the whole car cried out with terror at what he did to my dear friend.

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 

			3

			 

			Varinka

			1914

			“Boil, damn you!” I shouted at the samovar, stuffing more pinecones down its tin chimney. Right away I was sorry for yelling at the poor water boiler, the last thing we had of Papa’s. It stood on the table next to the giant white oven Papa had forged and I ran one hand down the warm, copper side of the cauldron, our one precious thing. Yelling at it was like ranting at poor, dead Papa. Would I wake Mamka?

			Mamka. She slept upon the bench, which ran the length of our one room izba, on her back, mouth agape, still and gray-faced as a cadaver. I stepped to her in the darkness, smoothed her dark hair back off her forehead. How warm she felt, delirious with fever. We’d had a bad night, her up coughing as I held her, willing her to breathe. I brushed oven soot off her coverlet and pressed two fingers to the bones of her wrist.

			My gaze flicked to the icons in the holy corner opposite, the golden faces of the tsar and the Black Madonna shining above the rose-scented candles burning there. Would the saints take her from me? How could I live without Mamka? We would bury her next to Papa in the pine grove.

			The thought sent me rushing back to the samovar. I touched one finger to the metal side. The water was finally heating and soon it would hiss with steam.

			
			I opened the izba door, shielding my eyes from the blast of sunshine, and with my apron waved out the soot from the oven.

			I looked up and my heart banged inside of my chest when I saw two men coming down our front path, one skeleton-skinny with a springy step, leaning on a black cane, the other round and big, both in city clothes. Taxmen. Their carriage rested at the head of the path in the sun, loaded with household items: a brass birdcage, a baby carriage, and a tall clock.

			I hurried to the samovar. How to hide it behind the oven? It was too heavy with water for me to carry by the silver handles. I wrapped my arms around the cylinder and lifted it, the heat searing through the linen of my apron and sleeves. The hot water inside sloshed against the metal as I stepped behind the oven and set down the samovar there, my chest and arms on fire.

			I rushed back to the open door just as the men arrived.

			“Fathers,” I said, using the most reverent form of greeting we all did. I bowed low to the skinny one and stared at his boots. My arms and chest pounded with the burns.

			“Don’t kowtow to me,” the skinny one said. “I’m no father of yours. I need to speak with Rafa Rafovich Kozlov immediately on imperial business.”

			“My papa’s dead,” I said into the leather. I brushed the water from my eyes. I had to keep my wits about me and, above all, keep my temper down.

			The old man pushed by me. “Get up, I said. Why do you live so far from the others in town?”

			“It’s just a short walk from Malinov.”

			I stood and watched him take in the room, his weasel eyes magnified in his wire-rimmed spectacles. He was a census man from the zemstvo, his face lined and cracked like a dry riverbed, his mustache waxed sharp at both ends: a bureaucrat taxman, the most hated kind in the village.

			The other man I recognized as Mr. A., a large man and good-natured, owner of the Malinov general store in town. He brushed the bottoms of his felt boots against the doorjamb and entered. He held a little paper book close to his face and wrote in it with a pencil stub.

			
			The old man walked about the room as he spoke. “One room country dwelling known in the local parlance as izba.” Suddenly the man turned. “Does a person named Taras Walidovich Perminov live here?”

			“He once was my Papa’s apprentice.” This was true, after all. Taras’s alcoholic parents had sold him to Papa. I pointed to the far wall. “Sleeps in the toolshed through that door.”

			“Back from prison?” Mr. A. asked, writing something in his little book.

			The tiny pencil in his big hand made me want to laugh.

			“Yes. Back two months now. But he’s not here.”

			The old one stepped toward the beautiful corner and eyed the icons. “Where is he? On what business?”

			St. Petersburg, of course, but what to say? Since Taras had been back from prison he’d been going to secret meetings there and I’d found pamphlets in his boots.

			“Only God knows.”

			The two exchanged a look.

			The prickles on the back of my neck rose. “He served his time.”

			Mr. A. stepped toward me. “I heard he met a bad element there….”

			I took a deep breath. “Prison changes a person.”

			“Turn around,” the old man said to me.

			I stared at him for a long moment, and then quickly turned.

			He considered my figure. “Are you and this Taras to be married?”

			“No,” I said.

			“Unmarried women pay additional tax.” With one hand, he grabbed my jaw and forced open my mouth. “Good teeth. You may be the only unmarried one in Malinov. Most have a passel of brats by your age.”

			That was certainly true. Thanks to Taras and the arrangement, I would never marry. Never have children.

			The old man bent and peered out our only window. “How much tillable land?”

			“We’ve had no harvest since Taras sold the ox.”

			“You could pull the plow.” He turned to me and squeezed the top of my arm through my linen sleeve. “You’re strong enough.” My skin burned as I yanked back my arm.

			
			His hand slid across my chest and grazed my breast.

			“Old pig,” I said under my breath.

			Mr. A. directed his gaze out the door, looking like he’d tasted something sour.

			“The tsar has sent people to Siberia for saying less,” the old man said.

			“We tried tilling the land. Taras hitched me and Mamka to the plow and we worked the soil until she grew sick.” I waved toward Mamka on the bench. “She lies there ill with the cough, probably from pulling the plow like an animal.”

			Both men took a step back.

			“Soil quality?” the old man asked.

			“Bad. Even with both of us hitched we could grow only beets.”

			The old man shook his head. “Decreased harvest? Not good. Household budget?”

			“We have no budget. I make peppermint oil I sell in town and use it to buy bread. Groats.” My scalded chest and arms pulsed with heat.

			Mr. A. bent to speak to me. “We ask, for we must know to tax you fairly, Varinka.”

			Such a kind man. How many times had he given Mamka thread on credit? She always tried to pay him back but he often told her to keep her money.

			“Own any household items?” the old one asked.

			I nodded toward the wide, tin basin leaning against the bench. “That washbasin there.”

			“Things of value. Jewelry? You cannot expect to pay no tax while your neighbors sacrifice. The tsar needs this money to provide famine relief.”

			“We are in famine,” I said.

			The old man waved in the direction of town. “You could work at the linen factory.”

			“They won’t have me.” I glanced at Mr. A. and he looked at his boots. He knew how those in town shunned us, three odd ducks living out there in the woods. They threw handfuls of dirt at me as I passed on the street. Accused me of being the witch’s daughter and living unmarried with Taras, and they called me bad names. “And if you don’t mind, I need to tend to my mamka.”

			
			The old man bent at the waist, opened the iron oven door and peered inside. “Your father was an artisan? No wonder you’ve been left in this state.”

			“Yes. But all we have left of him is this izba he made.”

			“Seems fairly well-crafted,” the old man said.

			How dare he doubt Papa’s skills? “Papa made every bit himself, sturdy in the old style. Cut his own logs, daubed it with river clay he carried on his back, carved the flowers above the door himself. Even buried a coin in each corner for good—”

			I regretted those words even as they came out of my mouth.

			“Coins?” The old man hurried to one corner and poked the dirt with his cane.

			I hurried to him and pulled him by one bony arm. “It’s bad luck—”

			He shook off my grasp, dug deeper, and soon the cane’s silver tip hit metal and he bent to retrieve Papa’s coin. The old man continued to the other corners and murmured happy little grunts as he dug up each of the coins Papa had planted so many years before.

			How could I be so stupid? I took deep breaths to control my rage.

			The old man stepped to me, leaving deep holes surrounded by horrid little piles of tilled earth. “You now owe the tsar four kopecks less.”

			“And you now have years of bad luck for yourself,” I said.

			He slid the four coins into his vest pocket and patted them. “Any other items of value?”

			“Not a thing.”

			All at once from behind the oven came a great hissing sound. At last the samovar water boiled.

			The old taxman glanced at me with eyebrows raised and followed the sound behind the oven.

			I trailed him. “Please—”

			The old man waved Mr. A. over. “Really? You have not a thing?” He pointed with his cane behind the oven. “This seems to be a household item.”

			Mr. A. lifted the boiling samovar from my hiding place, holding it by the silver swan-head handles, and placed it back on the table. “Jesus, it’s hot.”

			“Well, that’s a start,” the old one said. He ran one finger along the samovar’s sterling silver band, fastened like a belt around a man’s waist, stamped with the seals of winning at every samovar competition Papa entered it in. “Look at all those awards.”

			
			“He was a great artist,” I said.

			The old man waved Mr. A. away. “Take it to
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