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Dedication

For my grandmother Irina and my mother, Tatiana, 
two of the most powerful women I know

And for my father, Alexander, 
who gave me a new life in a new country




Epigraph

Гадает ветреная младость,

Которой ничего не жаль,

Перед которой жизни даль

Лежит светла, необозрима;

Гадает старость сквозь очки

У гробовой своей доски …

—Eugene Onegin by Alexander Pushkin, 1833
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Paris is full of Russians …

They are drifting along in Paris in a childish sort of hopefulness that things will somehow be all right.

—​Ernest Hemingway, Toronto Daily Star, 1922
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Maudite sois-tu, patience!

À moi, Satan! À moi!

—​Faust by Charles Gounod, libretto by Jules Barbier and Michel Carré, 1859
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(THE PAST)
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THE GRAND DUKE
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JUNE 1900

PARIS, FRANCE
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The Samovar tearoom on rue Daru slid into his blurred view, and he knew he was almost out of time.

The tearoom’s owner, that Lenormand woman, was the only one who could provide a cure. After all, she had done this to him. But she would sooner see him die the violent death she had intended than save him.

The poison inside him writhed and beat like the wings of a deadly black moth. It strained against his burning skin as fever racked him from the inside out.

Still, he would not give in.

He dimly sensed the night’s darkness, its strange-​for-​June cold. Paris was abandoned this night, a moody and brooding city, not unlike his desolate northern capital of Saint Petersburg. A fitting last day of his life. She must have planned it this way.

Despite his twitching limbs, he staggered toward the tearoom’s double doors. They were as dark and soulless as the grave yet surprisingly unlocked.

He burst inside to the jangle of the bell he had heard so many times.

Its chaotic ring reverberated—​once, twice, three times—then went eerily still.

He was all the more aware of his rapid breaths, the loud, racing thud of a heart on the precipice of stopping forever. He slammed into some furniture—​the table he used to sit at with her, drinking their tea, eating their food, never expecting to be in any kind of danger. Never imagining they could end him at any moment. Two shadows appeared at the table, him and her. He blinked, and they vanished. He was seeing things again.

“Where are you, woman?” he demanded in between breaths. The dark, herblike smell of tea leaves, usually so comforting, only stirred up his panic. Especially when his head gave a sickening whirl, blackening for a second, and his limbs seized again.

He stumbled deeper into the space, his surroundings doused in ghastly shadows that leaped at him like vengeful spirits.

“What have you done to me?” He desperately cast about for relief, his eyes catching on the glint of the scarlet metal tea tins he used to think charming. His own poisoned tin felt like it burned in his trouser pocket. He hurled the tin across the room, hearing it strike the wooden floorboards as though through layers of space and time.

Empty, all horrifically empty. “Make it stop,” came out in a jagged moan.

He lunged toward the back shelves and rifled through the tins for anything that could help him. Another spasm came on, his limbs no longer his, and he collided with the shelves. He didn’t realize he had fallen, or how much time had passed.

Something warm and sticky was trickling from his pounding head, down his face, getting into his eyes, tangling with his tongue. Metallic and nauseating.

Blood. Everywhere. He clawed at the floor. Managed to haul himself up.

Heard something heavy crash nearby—​a samovar? Blast the beastly thing.

Suddenly, a give of a floorboard, a footstep—​somewhere to the left of him.

“Where are you?” He swiveled his head. “Help me. Give me something, an antidote, a remedy, anything. Oh, damn you. Give it to me, woman!”

This is what you deserve, he thought he heard. But no, there was no answer.

His hands resumed their search, the tins crashing down. He was losing control of his limbs, the twitching and spasming squeezing the breath out of him.

More footsteps, brisk now, and closer. So close he felt the swish of the air.

“Where are you?” he ground out, pressing down his nausea. “How about a light?”

The darkness and footsteps were dizzying, disorienting. He whirled on his heel, looking for the source of the footsteps, for the woman. She was there, the expected reckoning hastening toward him faster than he could process how to react to it.

A fresh burst of footsteps—​determined, clearly aimed at him.

He felt the push, a bare touch of her hands. He no longer had control of his body, and he fell, his shoulder colliding with the floorboards. He let out a strangled sound, cut off prematurely by the vomit that spewed from his mouth. Blood. More of it.

Another twitch, a convulsion he instinctively knew would be his last.

He fought to breathe through it and his now erratic pulse, clinging to every second. He tried to haul himself up again. But he couldn’t move. It was slippery, blood and sick everywhere. And he was cold, so cold, even though his skin had reached a boiling point. His vision, already fading, merged with the blackness all around him.

He imagined he heard her laugh just as the moth clutched at his heart, beating out his death knell.

She had done it. Really done it. Had her way and took revenge on him.

He would die. She had killed him. Another laugh, another hallucination.

Then his heart beat its last, and the poisonous moth embraced him. Tendrils of a very different blackness slithered over him. An endless night that with the clarity of the dying he knew was the end.
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ZINA
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FEBRUARY 1924

ALMOST TWENTY-​FOUR YEARS LATER
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Friday nights were reserved for séances at Samovar, my grandmother’s sometimes tearoom, sometimes fortune-​telling business in the 8th arrondissement of Paris. I had called it home ever since I could remember.

Instead of going out to some café or cabaret brimming with life, music, and handsome men, the Friday night before it all started I was trapped in the consulting room, preparing for the famous Valentina Lenormand’s weekly séance.

To me, she was just Baba Valya or Babushka—​the only family I had left in all the world, and my employer, as I lived and worked in her tearoom.

The consulting room was dim and, as yet, empty. But I felt a velvety midnight-​blue vibration to the air as it waited for the night to begin. I sensed the energy, the auras, of people and places as part of my fortune-​telling affinity, and this room was no different.

My magnificent cat, Zefir, let out a bored meow. She was as white and fluffy as the marshmallow-​like meringue confections we often served with our tea. I knelt and gave her a fond caress, sympathizing with her boredom. My grandmother expected me to assist with her fortune-​telling nearly every night, and on séance nights, also with her sitters.

I heard their loud chatter and even louder laughter all the way from the kitchen, where they were commencing the champagne-​soaked affair.

Baba Valya’s sitters were the quaint yet frightfully old and out-of-touch Russian ladies of the rue Daru community—​the tangle of streets by the Alexander Nevsky Cathedral called Little Russia by most everybody in Paris, comprising Russian émigrés and exiles of the 1917 Bolshevik revolution and subsequent civil war.

Baba Valya was an émigré, too, having moved from the Russian Empire in the last year of the last century with my mother, Svetlana. My grandfather had died when Mama was a baby, though I didn’t know how. Meanwhile, I was born and have lived in Paris all my life. The closest I came to the old country was Samovar, nestled in the heart of Little Russia on the corner of rue Pierre le Grand and rue Daru.

I went over to the big, round mahogany table, Zefir playfully clawing at my feet, and set out coffee cups for the ladies.

Samovar might have been a tearoom by day, but with dusk, the coffee came out. As there weren’t enough tea leaves in Russian-​style tea brewing, fortunes were whispered over coffee cups, séances performed instead of evening tea service—​though the spirits that Baba Valya summoned were as make-​believe as the old country seemed to me.

While our fortunes were real—​fortune-​telling and divination were passed down from generation to generation of the Lenormand family, from woman to woman, each with her own psychic affinity—​our séances were fraudulent, embracing cheap theatrics and phony apparitions. Real séances were complex, requiring the psychic to also be a spirit medium with an affinity for communicating with the dead. Real séances also had a higher risk of tapping into the dark, unnatural power—​the nechistaya sila, or “the unclean force”—​threatening all divination and spiritualist practices. Selling séances was plain good business, my grandmother said, and harmless. We provided comfort to those poor souls who needed it. What did it matter if our “spirits” were ultimately fake?

I was just fine with being a fraud and with the real work of fortune-​telling, even if mostly under Baba Valya. Not so with the menial tasks of séance nights, catering only to her clients, only on her terms, with no say and with little reward. She insisted on doing the séances herself, preferring me to focus on fortune-​telling and divination.

I lit the tall taper candles arranged in a circle on the séance table one by one until they danced and glimmered. Baba Valya told our clients that light attracted the spirits with its warmth.

I certainly had never seen any spirit, though I was curious about them.

The candles’ waxy, fatty smell drifted over to me, mingling with the cinnamon and lemongrass I’d burned earlier. The tearoom tonight stifled, the candles’ smoke catching in my throat. It reminded me that I hadn’t had a cigarette all day. I had run out, and Baba Valya abhorred the habit and refused to purchase them.

A whisper came from the doorway, startling me out of my thoughts. “Zina.”

I turned to see the always lovely dark-​haired, dark-​eyed Katya, Baba Valya’s assistant and my friend, waving me over—​elegantly, as was her way.

As a well-​bred lady of the fallen, now penniless aristocratic House of Sherbatsky from imperial Russia, and several years older than me, Katya refused to let her emotions show. But her expressive eyes betrayed her; they glinted like black onyx. Her usually tranquil sunny-​yellow energy spurted fiery orange in excitement. Each attempt at escape was a fresh challenge.

I rushed to Katya, Zefir at my heels. “When do you think we can slip away?” I asked eagerly in French. I wished to be done and on our way to the cafés.

“Hopefully earlier than last Friday,” Katya said with a sigh. She ran a hand along Zefir’s back before leading me into the hallway—​to her ugly paisley carpetbag.

The rue Daru ladies’ chatter and laughter reached its crescendo in the kitchen.

Katya and I rolled our eyes at each other; the ladies were already, predictably, oiled up for the production to come. I felt the old familiar pang—​a desire for my own clients, on my own terms, treating me as a fortune teller in my own right, and paying me what I deserved. My grandmother gave me a mere pittance. And though I’d had clients, they had always been under her watchful eye. Most preferred her skill and experience anyway. It didn’t help that she still treated twenty-​four-​year-​old me like the baby she had taken in upon Mama’s death. And not just in fortune-​telling. The past I was curious about, our family’s beginnings in the old country, was rarely spoken of.

My grievances evaporated when Katya pulled out two brightly colored cocktail dresses, both embellished with beads, rhinestones, and fringe. “You raided your mama’s closet again, you naughty girl!” I gasped.

“She will not know. She never does. She is too busy slaving away in Mademoiselle Chanel’s workrooms to notice much of anything around her.” Even me went unsaid.

I patted Katya’s hand and touched the dresses in wonder, the satin flowing like water against my fingertips. Zefir reached out a paw. I tugged the dresses out of her grasp just in time, or the fabric would have been in shreds.

“Where do you wish to go?” asked Katya.

I thought about sharing that cigarette with somebody I could have a little fun with—​Baba Valya loathed when I came back the morning after an outing with Katya, clear that I had spent the night anywhere but in the tearoom with her. “Montparnasse is never a wrong choice.”

“I quite agree.”

We smiled at each other conspiratorially just as Baba Valya’s Russian cut through to us. “Why don’t we proceed to the consulting room, ladies?”

Zefir sniffed at the air and tumbled away—​she hated the stale, flowery scents of the old. Katya and I dashed back into the consulting room, to our hiding places behind the mournful black drapery with which Baba Valya covered all the room’s windows, doors, and mirrors. This was to prevent the unclean force from flying inside.

Not a moment too soon, Baba Valya appeared in the doorway, small in stature yet with a regal, commanding air, queen of her tearoom, her cloudlike white hair gathered in a pert bun on her head like a makeshift crown. The rue Daru ladies paraded in after her with the click of long-​worn heels and the rustle of plain brown skirts.

I caught the sharp smell of alcohol, of the buzzy, restless anticipation that clung to their figures in a fine purple mist. Their eyes were wide as they swiveled their heads and peered about.

It was whispered on rue Daru that Samovar was haunted.

Though Baba Valya never spoke of it, Mama had been murdered in the tearoom, her murderer never found. No matter how many times anyone visited Samovar, they searched for her spirit as if we concealed it for pure shock value and she would leap at them from the shadows. Even if Samovar were haunted, Mama’s spirit had never showed itself to me.
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It was a small group that night—​the tall, rail-​thin Inessa Gippa, a philosopher and writer somewhere in her fifties, waiting for her vampire-​like husband to die back in Russia; the matronly, domineering Karina Kolyshnaya, wife of a disgraced imperial general who had disappeared in Paris without a trace the year before; and the bent little old lady, Masha Starinina, searching for a son not seen since going off to fight in the Great War on the Russian front. The men were missing and presumed dead, except for Inessa’s husband, who was ill but who Baba Valya secretly told me would live for at least twenty more years. Still, my grandmother cleverly stoked uncertainty, particularly when bills were due. One séance, no answer; the next, the spirits would grace us with their presence.

Each woman placed a photograph of their loved one against the obscenely large vase of white lilies that Baba Valya claimed ushered in the dead, if they were, indeed, dead.

I kept my eyes firmly on the women now taking their seats at the table.

I didn’t like looking at the photographs of the dead to be summoned. They reminded me of the furiously warm yet salty and dark-​edged feeling that had washed over me when I was sixteen or so—​when I tried doing my own séance to summon Mama. The feeling was like Baba Valya’s description of the spark of affinity, something I had never experienced with my aura reading. My experiment had not ended well. A cloud of darkness rushed at me, engulfing my mind and body. I fell into a black void and only awoke days later with my grandmother standing over me. I would never forget her lingering stare, the flash of fear in it, her warnings never to let in the darkness.

Hear me, Zinaida, she had said, using my full name to its devastating effect. Unlike psychics with an affinity for spirit mediumship and the dead, for séances and the unclean force, you must not dabble in such arts. The darkness could overwhelm you, and you may fail to wake up. That is what almost happened. Never forget.

Of course, I didn’t listen. I wanted to see whether my affinity for living auras also extended to the dead, my psychic abilities to spirit mediumship. I owed it to myself to explore it. And to make contact with Mama on the other side.

When I shared my suspicions with Baba Valya, she answered with a curt Not necessarily, along with that flash of fear. What you experienced was likely but traces of your psychic affinity for living auras. But it is still too close to that darkness. You must not indulge it.

I pressed down my own fear. After all, spirit mediums safely practiced with the darkness, even helped people by holding real séances and truly communing with real spirits. Perhaps Baba Valya simply misunderstood it. I tried holding another séance, and another, and another. But each time yielded no result. Not even that void. Though I sometimes felt something, especially during my grandmother’s séances, it was never that furious warmth, that spark of affinity. Maybe it had been a fluke. Maybe reading living auras was all I had, the spark of affinity or spirit mediumship not attainable for me, and I would always be missing something. Maybe I would never know.

“Let us join hands, ladies,” came my grandmother’s detached voice back in the consulting room. “Close your eyes and think of your dear ones, departed or not.” The strictest rule at her séance table was to never, ever open one’s eyes; this allowed us to move freely among her sitters to weave the illusion of a séance. “We summon you, beloved spirits. We bring light into your dark world of death. Commune with us, speak to us, show yourselves.”

This was our cue—​we pulled open the windows behind us with a bang and let the rush of air ripple through the room.

The ladies gasped, one fervently whispering a prayer under her breath.

The candlelight wavered and went out, pitching the room and us into blackness. Excellent. This didn’t always happen; in those times, Katya and I stayed hidden, Baba Valya pronouncing the spirits less active than usual.

“Are you with us, summoned spirits? Or has an unsummoned spirit stumbled upon our little gathering? If so, and if you know the fate of the summoned, tell us about it, enlighten us.” Baba Valya waited the requisite amount of time. Then she drew in a dramatic breath turned gasp. “Someone is here—​I can feel them! Can you?”

I moved from behind the drapery, stepping lightly toward the circle of unsuspecting, too-​trusting ladies, who clung to each other with shaking hands and breathed hard through their teeth, as if the air were indeed thick with spirits.

Katya and I wore all-​black clothing and trousers so we could move more easily and discreetly.

I brushed a finger along the curve of Karina’s long neck—​and she released a startled cry. I suppressed a giggle, tugging on Inessa’s shock of red hair and tapping her lorgnette—​and her whole body quivered. I touched one of Masha’s bony shoulders—​and the poor woman recoiled so violently that she almost fell from her chair.

“You feel it! You feel it!” Baba Valya cried out triumphantly. “Now, tell us, poor, wandering soul, are you here for one of these women?”

At this point, Katya usually ducked under the consulting table.

Sure enough, a few minutes later, a knock resounded from beneath it. Then a second. Two knocks meant yes.

“Are you a general?”

One knock resounded. No.

“A philosopher or writer?”

One knock. No.

“A soldier?”

Katya paused for effect, then rapped twice. Yes.

“Are you looking for your mother?”

Two knocks. Yes.

“Is she in this room?”

Two knocks. Yes.

“Are you Leonid, and is Masha your mother?”

Two knocks. Yes.

A cry wrenched from Masha. “My dear boy! It has been too long since you appeared. Tell me that you are at peace. Please! Put your poor mama out of her misery.”

“Are you at peace, Leonid?” Silence. “What did you wish to tell your mother?”

In answer, the table floated off the floor. Contrary to how heavy it looked, it was rather light when lifted only a few centimeters. The ladies gasped in horror, and the table slammed back down. I glimpsed the shadow of Katya’s lithe figure as she crawled out from under the table and made for the door, left ajar for this purpose.

I stepped toward the light switch, strategically positioned by the door so I could also duck out of the room. Usually, I made a big show of turning on the electric lights. It bathed our sitters in disorienting brightness, indicating that it was safe to open their eyes.

But I’d inadvertently glanced at the photographs. Oh no, I had time to think—​before the eyes of the men bored into me and I sensed the familiar needling, pressing sensation against my flesh. As though they were watching me. I smelled salt on the air, noticed the darkness thicken against my neck. I reached for the light switch with trembling fingers just as the ladies began to scream. But all I could think about were those dead eyes, staring into my very core. And beneath the chill of fear, all I could feel was the sizzle of exquisite longing.
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“What could it mean?” sobbed the inconsolable Masha as Baba Valya and the ladies descended on her, the other two women visibly relieved their loved ones hadn’t made an appearance at our séance table. At least, this night.

Pressing down the prickle of guilt that occasionally reared its ugly head after the séances, even with Baba Valya now giving out free tins of her lemon balm tea against nerves, I dove into the hall. I nearly collided with Katya. We wasted no time in throwing on Madame Sherbatskaya’s smart cocktail dresses and cloche hats, remembering our coats at the last moment. Then we were out in the frosty, star-​studded February evening.

The few passersby on the street were mostly young people like us.

We slipped in and out of the sad shadow of the closed-​for-​the-​night Alexander Nevsky Cathedral and strolled down rue Daru, turning onto rue du Faubourg Saint-​Honoré in the direction of Montparnasse. It would take us more than an hour to reach it. But Katya and I didn’t have the money for cab or bus fare, so we walked most everywhere in Paris. Arm in arm, we would chat about the latest ridiculous thing Baba Valya had done, gossip about some patron or client, or take in the city in comfortable silence.

Tonight, the street air felt particularly fresh after the herbal, waxy consulting room—​and those dead eyes.

Hearing bursts of Russian from La Rotonde, a favorite hangout of the expat Bolsheviks, we kept walking, in silent agreement that we wanted Paris tonight, not Russia. Besides, these Russians had exiled our rue Daru Russians, including Katya, and imprisoned or killed their loved ones. They were no friends of ours.

We crossed boulevard du Montparnasse to the sprawling Le Dôme, the block-​like letters on the café’s awning announcing its presence as though screaming. The terrace was crowded despite the cool night. Seemingly every table was taken over by chatting, laughing, smoking men and women. We were soon surrounded by a few painters, a model or two, and a writer, who pushed a couple of whiskeys toward us. I met Katya’s gaze, whiskey not being our drink of choice. But I shrugged, thankful it was free, feeling thirsty and craving a lift out of the darkness that had settled in the pit of my stomach like a stone. I tried to lose myself in the endless stream of chatter and laughter, the cigarette someone handed me at some point, its smoke dispelling some of the darkness. But not all.

“Tell me”—​the writer leaned toward me, too closely, too intimately—“what was the most interesting thing to happen to you today?”

I could tell by his poor French that he was American, apparently from some middle-of-nowhere town in Illinois, sniffing around Paris for his latest inspiration. There were many such personages at Le Dôme. I hated intellectuals, but not worse than the Bolsheviks, who spoke only about Marx and Lenin and their damn revolution. I sipped at my whiskey. By now, it had burned its way down my throat, set my belly on fire and my head swimming pleasantly. I was feeling cheeky, not to mention truthful, for once.

“I thought I saw a pair of dead men watching me from their photographs.”

The American peered at me curiously, then laughed, clearly uncomfortable. “You are an odd bird, aren’t you?”

“You don’t know the half of it.”

“So what happened then?”

“What usually happens when you encounter horror?”

“You—​scream.”

“No.” I leaned closer to the American so that we were centimeters apart, the air between us soaked with whiskey. “I turned on the light.”

The American broke into a smile, showing me his very straight, very white teeth. He was handsome enough, with dark slicked-​back hair that revealed a wide, intense forehead, a small mustache, and eyes that were merciless in their judgment, though set a little too far apart. I closed the space between us anyway, kissing him on the mouth.

The painters and their models whooped and jeered. Katya smiled teasingly.

I didn’t even feel the American’s lips against my own. I was wondering what would have happened if I hadn’t turned on the light.

We stumbled back to La Rotonde with our new friends, no longer caring about the Bolshevik revolutionaries there, not after several whiskey glasses each, but about the café’s newly opened dance hall. We were eager to lose ourselves in the ceaseless motion, the carefree music, the pure pace and rhythm and life of those halls.

I slid one hand onto the American’s shoulder, the other into his rather slick hand, and I let my feet move in time to the music as he pressed me to him tightly. The tune was fast and jaunty, and I laughed, even saying something utterly drunken and stupid to him, maybe stealing another kiss or two through my whiskey haze.

I could usually forget Baba Valya’s séances at the cafés with Katya, but tonight, it was proving impossible. I kept imagining those dead eyes staring at me from their place of darkness, their place of death, drawn to them like a doomed moth to a flame.
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ZINA

The next morning was mild yet overcast as I hurried back to the tearoom from Katya’s flat, where I had spent the night. I was late. Any minute, Baba Valya would be changing the sign on Samovar’s doors from FERMÉ to OUVERT.

My feet ached from all the walking and dancing, my mouth dry from the drinks and kisses. But I sobered up as I approached rue Daru.

Instead of lilting French, I heard bursts of excited Russian, glimpsed Cyrillic signs engulfing the pale yellow and ivory European buildings. Instead of French baguettes, the yeasty smell of hot pirozhki buns wafted on the air with their succulent meat and cabbage flavors, making my empty stomach contract. Especially as it was accompanied by the sharp feeling of nostalgia that I usually felt whenever I stepped onto rue Daru. The flickers of an unseen land, in an unlived time.

I tossed aside the stub of my cigarette and ran down rue Pierre le Grand toward Samovar. The cathedral slid into view with its trio of towers topped with golden onion domes and Orthodox crosses. I felt the energy rubbed into its worn stones particularly keenly that morning—​of wistfulness clouded by uncertainty, of regret tinged with bluish sorrow. I ignored the energy—​it was too sad—​relieved to see the tearoom ahead of me.

Samovar was three sloping floors painted the faded brick red reminiscent of the Kremlin walls I had seen in photographs of Moscow. But as I approached the corner onto rue Daru, I nearly collided with a woman.

I sprang aside—​just in time—expecting to hear a stream of angry French. “Pardon,” I muttered and would have continued on but for a silvery laugh.

“Why, how perfectly Parisian.” The woman’s voice was refined, her Russian skewed with a French accent. She was noble, likely of the aristocracy, mostly fled to all corners of the earth after the Bolsheviks seized power in Russia and murdered Tsar Nicholas and his entire family, severing the Romanov line and its aristocrats along with it. “I was looking for you, and here we meet in the middle of the street. Comme c’est charmant!”

The sparkling emeralds on the woman’s slender, porcelain-​white fingers caught my gaze first. Then her almond-​shaped eyes, the brilliant green of her gemstones.

I was instantly curious. Jewels were unusual for the colony’s poor inhabitants. Even if noble, even if a Romanov, most had long sold off such baubles in exile. They hinted at excess, at waste. Baba Valya was adamant: No royals. I didn’t like her rules, this one especially. Katya proved that not all royals were rotten to their core.

She and her mama are the exception, Baba Valya would retort.

But the woman in front of me was smiling warmly. Judging by her smile lines, she was older than me, in her late thirties or early forties. Yet her energy vibrated youthfulness in an electric green mist, her emeralds whispering of money. Despite their excesses, royal women intrigued me. They had entirely different experiences. Baba Valya had thought the same once—​they had been her main clientele when she had told fortunes with Mama during the Belle Époque. To which she liked to say, It is because of my work for them that I realized all royals are bad apples.

“Forgive me, but I don’t believe we are acquainted,” I said to the woman.

“Ah, but I am acquainted with you. There is talk about you on rue Daru. That you are a very talented psychic.” She smiled widely.

“Who are you?” My curiosity grew. So did my ego.

“Princess Olga——.” She said her family name, but it didn’t matter. I recognized it. A Romanov, her father cousin to the late tsar. Fallen royalty. None of our business.

Yet I didn’t move. “People usually talk of my grandmother first, me second or not at all.”

The princess’s smile turned a touch embarrassed. “I … knew your grandmother a long time ago. She and your mother used to tell fortunes for my father. But she—​well, she never liked me.”

My curiosity turned to suspicion, particularly as a cool, pale gray wave of energy unfurled from her. What did it say about her heart? It was hard to tell. Bad memories sometimes momentarily cooled hearts. “Why is that?”

“I do not presume to know.” The princess glanced furtively at Samovar, as though my grandmother stood just beyond its windows, listening to her, to us. Watching.

I followed Princess Olga’s gaze; there was no one there. Still, I felt the prickle of guilt for even speaking to her. Despite not liking Baba Valya’s rules, I was loath to break them. Samovar was her tearoom, her business. “I am sorry, but I suggest you find somebody else. Do excuse me.” I made to sidestep the princess, but a swish of her fashionable skirts with their silks and pleats prevented me.

She dipped her head—​she was very tall—​and peered down at me. “You see, I am trying to find out what happened to my father. He disappeared many years ago in Paris.”

I felt a twinge of sympathy. I knew what it was like without a father. Baba Valya refused to tell me who mine was or what had happened to him—​if she even knew. Maybe he was dead, or maybe—​just maybe—​he was out there, walking the same streets as me.

“My brother and I are staying on rue Daru for several days.” Princess Olga procured an ivory calling card from her coat. “Then we will remove to our old house near Bois de Boulogne. Both addresses are provided on the card.”

“Why not inquire with the police? They might …” I stopped, seeing her face drain of blood like that of a beautiful yet dead vampire.

“I have inquired. They know nothing. Besides, my father believed in the occult, trusted in it more than the real world. I am exceedingly curious to try it his way. Do consider it, Mademoiselle Lenormand. We will pay handsomely for your efforts. And I can tell you about her—​your mother,” Princess Olga added. “She died, did she not?”

The protestations evaporated on my lips. Baba Valya spoke of Mama even more rarely than of the past. This was a chance to learn more about her—​and about Princess Olga. Money was good, too. Her jewels didn’t bother me. The princess would be my own client, on my own terms, without Baba Valya’s menial tasks or meddling. Still. A question niggled at me like a tick. “What do you think you will be paying for?” I asked carefully.

Princess Olga blinked her lovely eyes at me, and I took in the rest of her—​the bobbed blond hair, the pert nose, the dewy face, the glossy black furs. A melancholy hung about her like a shroud. It could explain the moment of coolness.

“What is it you think I can do for you? To ask the cards where he is? To divine his whereabouts in the coffee grounds? Some other method to locate him?”

A mysterious little smile played on her lips. “If that is how you locate the dead, for I am fairly certain he is no longer of this world. I heard you not only read fortunes but commune with departed spirits. Am I mistaken?”

I could have told the truth, but I didn’t. Fraudulent or no, I would protect Baba Valya’s séance business. And I felt that searing longing at the thought of holding another séance by myself. “No,” I said. “You aren’t mistaken.”

Princess Olga broke into her chiming laugh, pressing her calling card into the flesh of my palm. “That settles it! If you agree to help me and my brother, I ask you to reach out to my father’s spirit. If he is dead, and I believe deep in my marrow that he is, perhaps he will tell us what happened to him. And, well”—​her smile widened—“maybe it will give us a measure of peace, or whatever people seek in circumstances such as ours.”

As Princess Olga hastened away and I stepped toward Samovar, with the sign in its scarlet-​red letters surprisingly proclaiming Fermé, dread weaved around my heart like a net. Chance meetings were rarely good omens. And I wanted to take the princess on as a client regardless of that.
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“Baba Valya? Where are you? Why aren’t we opening?”

Inside, instead of the rich, slightly burnt aroma of brewing coffee, the iron stench of blood and raw meat hit my nostrils savagely; instead of the low thrum of invisible fortunes waiting to be told, I sensed a dark edge to the air, a tense restlessness.

Oh, mon Dieu. This was not good.

I walked briskly through Samovar’s tearoom, predictably all decked out in crimson red, from the tasseled drapery framing the ceiling to the damask tablecloths and dark walnut chairs. Even the metal tea tins gleaming on the back shelves were scarlet. My only touch was the little sketches and paintings of French and Russian landscapes and mythological scenes hanging on the walls, all by local émigré artists I had discovered myself.

At the door to the consulting room, I ground to a halt.

The consulting table was wedged against a corner settee along with the bunched Persian carpet. A circle of candles blazed in the middle of the room. Inside it, a ghastly sight: Baba Valya in her old black smock, crouching and chanting, her bony arms raised high in the air, her hair streaming wildly. She held up a bloody, pulpy mess dripping fat globules of bright red onto the floorboards—​entrails from a slaughtered hog carcass, to divine fate.

Baba Valya was theatrical not only when it came to her séances. In times of stress, she resorted to the unsavory methods of divination. I thanked God that Zefir wasn’t there to fly at the blood (she adored to play in it).

“Hog, tell us our fate,” Baba Valya whispered through her teeth, low and raspy and dramatic. “Hog, tell us our fate—” She sniffed at the air with her hooked nose, and I tried not to breathe in the black smell of pig remains. She dropped the entrails, which squished to the floor, and thoughtfully looked out at the window.

“Baba Valya?” Now I tried not to vomit, especially when I glimpsed bits of scraggly entrails caught in between my grandmother’s long, bloodied fingers.

But Baba Valya only whipped out her gold-​handled blade—​a remnant of her Belle Époque life with Mama, when business had been exceptionally good—​and cut into the hog entrails, peering into them. There was blood in her hair, on her sunken cheeks.

“Baba Valya, what is this?”

My grandmother looked up sharply. Dropping the blade, she darted to me, her uncanny speed belying her age. She was wiry, sneaky quick. “Where have you been?” she demanded, grabbing my shoulders.

I flinched, feeling the blood seeping into my coat, its smell that close utterly devastating. “At Katya’s flat.”

Her very pale blue eyes searched my face. “Nowhere else?”

“No.”

“And you did not see anyone?”

“I saw plenty of people, Baba Valya.”

“That is, no one … suspect?”

Princess Olga, beautiful and bejeweled, flashed into my mind. Her energy warm and charming but for that moment of coolness. Contradiction was rare in aura reading, a sign of a changeable character. I trusted my affinity, not the princess, but I wanted to know more about her. “Actually, Baba Valya, I met an old friend of yours—​Princess Olga. Daughter of Grand Duke—”

“I know who she is.” My grandmother’s face was as gray as a storm cloud.

“All right, well, she asked me to do some fortune-​telling for her.” If I mentioned holding a séance, Baba Valya would say, Focus on your fortune-​telling, child, and dismiss me.

“That good-​for-​nothing Romanov,” she burst out. “I hope you sent her to hell where she belongs, Zinaida.”

I stole a glance at Baba Valya, shocked at how drawn she looked. There were purplish bags under her sunken eyes, and she moved rather slowly for her. “I haven’t decided,” I said, though the reasons to say yes were drowning out all else. “Your rules shouldn’t necessarily be mine, you know.”

A knock resounded through Samovar.

Baba Valya snapped her fingers at the puddling hog entrails, the melting, still-​flickering candles. “Clean that up,” she said with a wink and thrust a rag at me before stripping out of her smock to reveal a perfectly clean day dress. She was no longer the tired old lady I thought I saw, but as shifty and changeable as ever. “Here are our patrons, arrived bright and early!” Nothing made her so excited as business.

Just as I was dropping to my knees and reaching for the rags, I heard the entrance doors slam open and Baba Valya call out, “Darling! Do come in. A cup of tea, maybe with some chamomile to help with sleeplessness? Cakes or a dash of homemade preserves? Zinachka will fetch you whatever you like straightaway.”
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Zinachka this, Zinachka that. Despite Baba Valya’s endearments, I bristled with annoyance. I cleaned the revolting, reeking hog entrails from the floor, opened the window a crack, and burned a pinch of rosemary for good measure.

I survived the day in the tearoom, only to sit through my grandmother’s fortune-​telling consultations after hours, playing the assistant and maid to turn over the consulting room and to give out tins of teas with herbs for an array of real or perceived ailments.

By midnight, the hour we usually wrapped the consultations, I had made my decision: I would take on Princess Olga as my client. I would keep it quiet for now. Once I knew the princess wouldn’t cause trouble, I would tell Baba Valya. And hopefully add an I told you so.

My grandmother’s last client was still singing for her lost love over the gold ring floating in the clay bowl of water, and I was already thinking of the best time and place to invite Princess Olga for the séance. Of course, I would need to hold it here in the tearoom, and on a Sunday, the one day of the week we weren’t allowed to tell fortunes. Though, from time to time, for the right price and a prayer in church, we would break God’s day of rest with a fortune or two. But on most Sunday nights, Baba Valya went to visit her friends and acquaintances on rue Daru to unwind, especially after the mad throng of tearoom patrons following church service across the street.

Finally, the last client left, and Baba Valya retired to her bedroom.

I waited until her snores resounded through Samovar—​unlike me, she slept like the dead—​before locking up and walking briskly down rue Daru.

The cafés had quieted, the skies over the city swathed in layers of dark cobalt-​blue clouds pricked by an occasional straggling star.

I reached the address on Princess Olga’s calling card, an apartment building, and left a brief, hastily scrawled note with the porter.


Sunday, 11 p.m. Do not be late. Bring a photograph or miniature of your father.



When I returned to the tearoom, I climbed up to my loft, then up the narrow, curling stairs to the roof. I was buzzy from my note and its implications, and I welcomed the fresh night air billowing against my cheek.

Zefir ambled up to me in her languid way.

We sat on the parapet, me hugging my knees to my chest, and watched the city glitter all around us. I wished I had a cigarette, maybe a cocktail, the urge to smoke and drink strong tonight. I was thinking of Mama more than usual, moody despite the hint of spring in the air. I scratched Zefir behind her ears, and she purred happily.

I pulled out Mama’s favorite deck of cards and swept my fingers over them. They simmered darkly, strewn with stars. Each card consisted of four pictures, each picture a quarter of an image divided by an X, the X itself divided by numbers and arrows that indicated the position of each picture as the cards were laid out. Each quarter of an image had a color—​scarlet red, blood orange, midnight blue, and evening purple, with forest green and mustard yellow mixed in. Once shuffled, the deck was laid out in five rows of five cards each, allowing the fragmented shapes of the images to align into pictures with their own symbols and meanings.

According to my grandmother, I had first picked up Mama’s cards at not even a year old, when I crawled to them myself. The snakes and bears and cats, the maidens and swords, the moons and lilies drew me in. Each picture was a feeling, a flicker of a scent or a chime of a sound, a flash of a color, the promise of an image. Little did I know this was my affinity for auras awakening.

I could see Baba Valya even now, after I had given her a card reading at eight years old. It was our first lesson, in Samovar’s tearoom, near the fireplace over which hung the mottled, gilded mirror, a remnant of Mama’s Belle Époque life. The winter was strangely cold for Paris. Baba Valya had dragged a table up to the very grate—​so close I sensed the fire’s blistering burn on my small fingers, smelled its flames.

Are you cold, Babushka? To me, she seemed ancient already.

She barked out a laugh. This is nothing. We have true winters only in Russia.

What are they like? Even then, I was curious about the old country and my family’s beginnings there.

Cold. Snow-swept. Your bones creaked from it.

I thought her bones creaked now, but I said nothing.

I am sorry to say, Zinaida, but I do not believe you have an affinity for the cards.

Precisely in that moment, a glimmer appeared around my grandmother’s person, fine like dust, floating like mist, with a hue that went from periwinkle to lilac and back again. It felt like melancholy. Don’t be sad, Babushka.

Her eyes, quite expressionless, narrowed. Why would you think me sad?

There is dust around you the purplish blue of the sky at twilight, the saddest time of day.

That was the first time I had felt a person’s aura. Maybe our fortune-​telling lessons had drawn out my affinity. Or it developed with my age and understanding.

Regardless, it took a few more sessions for us to understand the nature of my ability—​that it extended to people and places and sometimes even things, that it often involved a color, a scent or sound, a feeling or emotion. Sometimes, a flash of an image.

At the end of the last session, Baba Valya grasped my hands. What you have is precious, child. You can read the force in living things. Their souls, the imprint of their very selves. Their auras. Guard your affinity well.

But if it was so precious, why did my grandmother look so frightened?

I understood only later that aura reading was a rare psychic affinity, and one Baba Valya didn’t know as well. It was closely connected to the darkness and the unclean force, to risky divination practices like spirit mediumship, which, after my failed experience with it, my grandmother had categorically told me was a different beast altogether. As a result, she couldn’t teach me much about aura reading at all. I learned it on my own.

The rare times clients inquired about it, they wanted to know if their new flat had a clean, friendly energy; if their grandmother’s old locket retained her imprint; if they could get a little clarity about the aura of somebody in their life; and the like. The rarest of all was when a client wished to know about their own character, their soul.

Meanwhile, I continued my fortune-​telling lessons with my grandmother.

We would meet in the tearoom after the chime of the doorbell followed out our last client at midnight. Then we would drag a table up to the fire in winter, below the window in summer, and Baba Valya would teach me the ways of our family’s women.

How did we start to tell fortunes? I asked her at some point.

Eh, probably with some blind old woman somewhere in ancient Rus’, Baba Valya replied, referencing that long-​dead predecessor of today’s Soviet Russia. Her eyes sparked. Or with Marie Anne Lenormand.

The woman who had predicted the futures of Alexander I and Emperor Napoleon? I thought all we shared with the famous French fortune teller was her name, a name Baba Valya had adopted here in France to forget her real name. Not even I knew it.

Baba Valya only shrugged, and I decided I liked this origin story better. I imagined I carried the famous Madame Lenormand’s gift for divination in my blood.

I became skilled at reading the cards, at least their pictures and positions and what those meant. Fortunes could be told in many ways, after all. Each woman of our family knew most of the methods, though she felt an affinity to but one. Mama had read the cards. Baba Valya read coffee grounds, beans, and peas. Palms were used rarely, being outdated for years. Some clients preferred it, however, given their husbands’ long nights at the card tables. Fortunes could also be told by dreams and shadows and smoke, by the moon and stars. Sometimes, by a cat on the stove, a hen, or, occasionally, a horse, cow, or pig. Other times, by a sieve or shoes, by the calendar or the weather. By shooting stars or a hare crossing one’s path.

There were fortunes we couldn’t see. All we could do was give our client the instrument to divine it for themselves—​a mirror, a candlestick, a bowl. I learned those as well. And how to impart a few hastily given, frustratingly obscure instructions to the client before leaving her to perform the deed, her fate either revealing itself or not.

We might be tellers of fortunes, but we aren’t prophets, Baba Valya liked to say.

Back on Samovar’s roof, I held Mama’s cards, and I wished I were a prophet, if only to see clearly into what tomorrow would bring. I wondered if Princess Olga would come the next day, a Sunday.

I lay on my back facing the sky, Zefir stretching out beside me. I tried to remember a shred of Mama. But of course, I couldn’t. I could only imagine her—​with the same reddish dark hair and gray eyes as me, the same dislike of Baba Valya’s rules.

I didn’t know the details of Mama’s murder. She had been found in the tearoom with her right wrist slashed—​as though her murderer had accidentally nicked her with their blade, unable to decide whether to carry out her murder or not. Some said one of her lovers had done the deed. Others, that it had been her. I believed neither.

Years ago, I went to the police to investigate it, to see if there were reports available dating back to that time. Or newspaper articles. Or anything.

But the little I had found told me no more than I already knew.

Maybe for once Baba Valya was right, and the past wasn’t worth looking back on. As she liked to say, All we have is tomorrow.
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On Sunday evening, promptly at eleven o’clock, I made out two figures through the misty darkness. They glided toward Samovar as if the asphalt on rue Daru had turned to ice. My heartbeat intensified, thrumming in my ears; I leaned forward eagerly. The first séance on my own in years was about to begin, and I was excited.

Katya, standing behind me with arms crossed, didn’t return my excitement as Princess Olga and the man with her—​likely the brother—​approached. Katya hated seeing people from her former social circles back in Russia. Though she had heard of the sister and brother, she had never met them. “I do not like it,” she said now. “I don’t know why.”

“You are afraid of Baba Valya.” I gave her a teasing smile, though beneath my excitement I was just as wary, remembering the princess’s moment of coolness. “It will be worth it, you will see,” I added as much for my benefit as hers; I had promised Katya half my earnings for her help with the séance.

“They had better pay as they promised.”

Princess Olga stepped inside first, with a vibrant, colorful energy that buzzed and hummed. “Oh, Zina, it is so good to see you!” she said familiarly, in French, before pausing on the threshold. “Your grandmother isn’t here, is she?” Her dimpled cheeks flushed. “You must forgive me. Years later, and I am still the same terrified little girl.”

“My grandmother is out making calls,” I assured her. “We are alone.”

“Oh, good.” The flush scattered. “This is my brother, Prince Alexander—​but please call us Olga and Alec. No titles, especially since they are quite illegal now!” She belted out that trilling little laugh and turned to her brother in a waft of what I recognized as Chanel No. 5.

Alec was even more charming than his sister, with striking blond hair and similarly green eyes. His were darker, though, muddier. Putrid hopped into my head like a toad. And his energy exuded a murky green substance, as though he really were of the swamp.

I shuddered at Alec’s unpleasant aura and hurried to introduce Katya.

“A Sherbatsky!” exclaimed the sister.

“You wouldn’t happen to know an Irina Goliteva, do you?” asked the brother.

“She is my cousin,” Katya said quietly.

Katya and her mother, Countess Sofia Sherbatskaya, first sought us out a few years before to ask the coffee beans and cards (in that order) about their family back in Russia. The Golitevs were Katya’s Petersburg cousins, Katya having grown up on an estate near Moscow, her elder sister sick often and in need of clean country air. Mama’s cards could never decide whether the Golitevs were still alive, alternating between hearses and scythes one reading, birds and bears another—the former indicating loss, danger, and evil fate, the latter joy and happiness.

Olga was now peering at the samovars and tea things on the tables, at the tea tins on the shelves, at the little sketches and paintings on the walls, even at the empty, smudged spots among the artwork where the portraits of the dead Romanovs used to hang—​according to Baba Valya, they had been “good business sense” until a few years ago, following the revolution, when talk on rue Daru began to tell of Soviet Russia’s reach even in Paris.

Zefir, hiding under a table, let out a hair-​raising hiss. Her jewel-​toned eyes, one violet, one yellow, were fixed on the newcomers. She felt the same contradiction in their auras. But I was determined to see the séance through.

“Is that a Picasso?” Olga asked, ignoring Zefir and pointing to a little charcoal sketch of a woman’s face, rendered in minimalist, abstract lines, intersected by a crescent and a star shaded in so darkly it shone almost black.

“Yes,” I replied, Picasso being an exception to our émigré artists. His Russian wife had once asked me to read his aura to determine whether he had been with other lovers. It turned out he had frequented a local brothel.

“I have never been to a tearoom like this,” Olga was saying. “In Europe, I mean. It is so reminiscent of our tearooms in Russia. Don’t you think so, Brother?”

“It reminds me of Chai, back in Petersburg. You would love it, Zina.” He spoke as familiarly as his sister. But with him, it left me feeling queasy.

Olga gasped. “Yes! That’s the place I was thinking of! It is making me quite nostalgic. Say, Zina, can we have a little more light? I can hardly see, and I want to see it all!”

“I prefer to keep to candles,” I said, friendly yet firm. Electric lights were a poor idea. A passerby could see and report us to Baba Valya; she had spies all over rue Daru.

“And here I was hoping we could get a tour … The stories you must have! The secrets this place must keep! Might my brother and I have a little look around—​with candles, of course?”

Olga’s insistence to see the tearoom irritated me. And Zefir’s hissing was so loud it was triggering an ache in my head. I smiled politely. “Let us make our way to the consulting room. I can feel your father’s spirit waiting.”

“If you say so.” Olga released her belting laugh, as though I had said something particularly diverting. Yet she hesitated, visibly on the verge of arguing. She was darting curious glances around the shadowy room, craning her head to peer into the darkened hallway beyond the tearoom, the steep stairs that led up to our sleeping quarters. Before she could again insist on a tour, Katya and I hurried her and Alec into the consulting room.

For once, Zefir hung back, and hissed at me, too. She really wasn’t happy with me.

[image: Paragraph break illustration: delicate swirl]

“Did you bring what I asked?”

Olga pressed a photograph into my hand, throwing a curious glance at Katya. “Perhaps it would be best if we were alone? Séances are private things, I have heard.”

“Katya is my assistant and will provide additional guidance for your father’s spirit to navigate the world of the living. Besides, holding séances with less than four people is inadvisable.” A little white lie, to move it along. I motioned to the consulting table, with the circle of candles already lit and flickering. “Please take your seats.”

I shut the door behind us as Olga and Alec took their places at the table. They looked about, suppressing little smiles at each other that I didn’t understand.

I propped the photograph against a vase of white lilies I had purchased from Mademoiselle Deschamps’s flower shop. I tried to replicate Baba Valya’s séance, including the burning of cinnamon and lemongrass, as well as the setting out of the coffee cups. But I was thinking of what I would do later, maybe ask Olga and Alec about my mother, their connection to her and Baba Valya; maybe run out for cigarettes—​if Marcel’s shop was still open, and it had better be.

“Let us join hands,” I said, Katya and me sitting down. I took up Olga’s hand, warm and sure, then her brother’s. At the touch of his flesh, a disquiet bit into me like an invisible spider. “Close your eyes and think of your father,” I went on, despite the feeling. “And do not open them until the séance is concluded.” My gaze finally strayed to the photograph; I had been hesitant about this part, wondering if I would feel its dead eyes.

The man that stared back at me had a severe face. It was handsome, with the classic lines of a Greek statue and those dark Romanov looks, the prominent nose and forehead. As I had feared, his eyes burned into me. Not only that. They had a knowing in them, an odd familiarity.

I felt my insides stir with heat, and that deep, dark feeling washed over me like a powerful ocean wave. The heat intensified, turning scalding. Something living and breathing sparked into existence in my chest.

I smelled salt on the air, shook from an inexplicable chill.

As when I had been sixteen years old, performing my first séance on my own …

The darkness could overwhelm you, Baba Valya had said, and you may fail to wake up.

I remembered falling into that bottomless black void. Cold. Empty. A nothing. The days I had lost.

I pushed the fear away. I didn’t know if this was part of my affinity, a call to a darkness I could harness and to the dead I could communicate with, or something else. I was unsure why it had once again found me. All I knew was the feeling filled me with longing, with hope. I was a woman
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