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If they take away our garden, we will draw it.
If they forbid us to sing, we will whisper.
If they take our voice, our gaze remains.
And if they take our gaze, our touch remains.
Something always remains.

Chapter 1 — Tsarskoye Selo, Spring 1917

March 15, 1917

This morning, the clouds withdrew like tired curtains. The sky was pale, bluish—the kind I remember from our summers in Livadia. Only now it doesn’t smell of the sea, but of melting snow and dust in the corridors. In our room, the window is still shut; the glass has a fine crack, thin as a vein, through which the light enters like a golden thread and dances across the table. My sisters are still asleep, each in her own dream, and I write so that I may not think.
They say Father has abdicated. The word is hard, cold, and foreign. It sounds like something that ought to happen to someone else. Olga was the first to say it aloud—she didn’t tremble, but her voice sank like a stone into water. Tatiana lowered her eyes, Maria crossed herself, and I laughed—not truly, but as if trying to convince myself that it was nothing terrible. But it is. Everything is changing, and we feel it in everything: in the way Mother closes her eyes when she prays, in the silence after Father passes through the corridor, in the way the guards now say “Your Highnesses” without a bow—short, like a command.

In the afternoon, I sat down to write a letter to Aunt Olga, but I couldn’t get past the first sentence. My pen hovered above the paper, and my thoughts scattered. Everything I wanted to say felt too simple: I miss you.
But it seems this is no longer a time for simplicity.
March 17, 1917

The light is changing. Spring is trying to enter, but the snow still clings like an old habit. Today I watched the courtyard from the window. The guards stand like figures carved from ice. There are four of them, changing shifts by the hour. One of them, the one with dark mustache, doesn’t look at us with hostility, but with emptiness, as if he would rather be anywhere else. When his gaze accidentally meets mine, he lowers his head. Perhaps he is afraid too.
My sisters are trying to keep our old routines — Olga reads, Tatiana adjusts Mother’s lace sleeves, Maria helps Alexei with his toys. Today I decided to draw. I took a pencil and tried to sketch our garden as it looked before the war: lilacs along the fence, white benches, paths covered with pale sand. I draw, but I cannot succeed. The snow has devoured everything. When I try to imagine it in color, it all turns white, endlessly white. Only sometimes, when I close my eyes, I hear the water from the fountain and see myself running barefoot while Mother calls, “Nastya, again without shoes!” And it lasts just a moment — then fades.

In the afternoon, I read old pages from my diary. So much laughter in those lines. I wrote about balls, about our dogs, about Rasputin, who told Mother that everything would pass “through fire and water.” Then I thought it was just a metaphor. Now I think he knew more than we did.

March 20, 1917

We see Father rarely. He is quieter than ever. When I meet him, he no longer looks at me with that imperial gaze I remember from the parades in St. Petersburg, but with eyes searching for peace. Today he sat by the window, watching the melting snow, and said:
“Birds do not know about abdication. That’s good.”
I nodded and said nothing. At that moment, I understood that there was no longer anything to ask. Questions had become superfluous, like ornaments in an empty room.
Mother prays longer than before. When I pass by her, I hear the soft rustle of her rosary. In her hands, even sorrow seems dignified. I am not like her. I feel fear, and I’m ashamed of it. When I close my eyes, I imagine someone watching us from afar, wondering — what does the end of the world look like from the inside?
It looks like silence between two prayers.

March 24, 1917

The evening was calm. Olga read aloud — a book about travels. Her voice was soft, almost soothing. When she mentioned the sea, Mother Alexandra flinched. I know she was thinking of Livadia — the shore where we were last together, before everything became “forbidden.”
No one mentions Rasputin anymore, but I remember him. His gaze — sharp and gentle at once — and the words he once said to me when I was a child: “You are the wind that remembers.” It meant nothing to me then. Now, as I write, I feel that perhaps it does.

March 29, 1917

The guards change shifts like shadows passing through the day. A new young man, the one with the scar, often looks toward our window. Once, I smiled at him. He didn’t smile back, but the next day, as he relieved an older guard, he left a small flower on the windowsill — fragile, almost withered, but real. Olga removed it at once, saying, “It’s not safe, Nastya.”
I know. But in that tiny gesture, there was life.
It is strange how everything human must now be hidden.

April 2, 1917

I have begun writing letters, though I will never send them. I write to Alexei while he sleeps, to Aunt Olga, and even to myself. The papers are hidden inside a book cover. One of them begins with the sentence:
“If everything disappears, let the word remain.”
In those letters, I try to capture scents, sounds, light — everything that cannot be carried in a suitcase.
Tonight, Mother sat by the icon of Saint Seraphim. The lamp burned softly, and the scent of wax filled the room. Tatiana read a prayer, and I watched the flame. I wished I knew what heaven looks like when someone prays from within a locked space.
Does God hear the quiet prayers better?

––––––––
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April 8, 1917 — Easter

On the table there were only three red eggs. We had kept them from last year. Olga baked a cake using flour the guards brought from a nearby bakery; the dough never rose, but we laughed as if it had. Mother said softly, “Christ is risen,” and we answered her loudly, all together, like children hoping our voices might reach heaven.
When the guard entered, he stopped. He said nothing, only removed his cap. In that moment, I realized that even he, if only for a heartbeat, believed that life still had meaning.

April 12, 1917

I dream of glass shattering without sound. On the other side of the glass are faces—familiar, yet distant. I try to scream, but no voice comes through. When I wake, I feel I am not alone, though everyone is asleep. It is the strangest feeling: as if history itself is breathing in the same room with us, watching and recording every small detail — the movement of a hand, a blink, a sigh.
Tatiana says I write too much. Olga says I write because I want to understand. Maria says I write because I’m afraid. They are all right.

April 15, 1917

Afternoon. The snow has finally relented. In the distance, a muddy path can be seen, and above it a few birds — flying low, as if they, too, do not quite believe that spring is real.
“When this is over...” Maria said, and then stopped.
We have learned not to finish sentences that demand a future.
Instead, we talk about small things — dresses, songs, the color of the sky.
I said I would learn to take better photographs. My old camera still works, though we have few plates left. When I look through the lens, everything appears calm — even the guards, even this room. As if the camera knows how to make reality look gentler.
Father found me that day, photographing his chair.
“Why that?” he asked.
“Because it doesn’t move,” I said.
He smiled.
That smile I will remember for the rest of my life.
April 20, 1917

News has come. They say we are to be moved — to Tobolsk. My sisters are silent. Mother prepares our things, carefully, without a word. Father is writing something — perhaps a diary, perhaps a prayer.
I sit on the floor and look around our room. I try to remember everything: the stain of wax on the floor, the position of the chairs, the color of the walls. All the small traces of our existence. I write them down, as if one day they might matter to someone.
As I was about to lie down, I heard the guards talking in the corridor. One said to the other:
“This won’t last long. Their time is over.”
I couldn’t tell if he meant it politically or humanly.
Perhaps it’s the same thing.

April 23, 1917

Evening. Father embraced us, one by one.
“My girls,” he said.
I had never felt two words carry so much meaning.
Mother said, “Everything will be as it must be.”
I had never heard anyone speak peace so clearly.
When we stepped outside, I turned toward the window. The small lamp before the icon was still burning. I didn’t extinguish it. I thought — let it shine, even if only into an empty room.
On the threshold, I whispered:
“Goodbye, window. Goodbye, crack in the wall.”
And then I said what I was allowed to:
“Goodbye, snow.”
The train began to move. In the distance, birds were still singing.
And that sound — simple, warm, innocent — was the first thing in many months that had nothing to do with sorrow.
I thought — perhaps God doesn’t speak in words, but in birdsong.
And that maybe, as long as they sing, we still exist.
The snow is melting. Water runs down the cobblestones like through veins waking from a long sleep. The air smells of earth, of grass, of something new — and yet in that newness there is bitterness, something that tastes like an ending.
Mother says this is the most beautiful season, “when God smiles through the clouds,” but in that smile I see tears.
I sit on the bench in the garden, before the glasshouse. In the distance, the birch trees are still bare, but the sun paints them gold, as if trying to prove it is worth growing. Beside me, Tatiana knits, Olga reads. Maria lies on the grass, looking at the sky and talking to the clouds.
“That one looks like Rasputin,” she says, and we all laugh, but the laughter fades quickly.
No one says Rasputin’s name aloud anymore without a whisper.
Mother defends him.
Father remains silent.
The world around us no longer breathes the same.
Spring in Tsarskoye Selo had always smelled of baked apples and the sound of church bells, but now the bells ring differently — as if they do not call, but warn.
The guards at the gate change more often now. The new ones are young, unfamiliar, and look at us with a strange mixture of shame and curiosity. The old ones are gone — some to war, some to the city, some simply disappeared.
At night, when the lamps are lit, I hear Mother’s voice from the salon.
“Nikolai, they are restless.”
Father answers softly, not as a tsar, but as a man who knows the ground beneath him is slipping away.
“The world is changing, Sasha.”
“The world isn’t changing, Nikolai,” she says. “Faith in it is.”
I sit on the stairs and listen. The sound of their conversation becomes part of the house. The walls absorb it, as if keeping it for another time.

The next morning, I wake earlier than anyone. The room smells of wax and linen. The window is open, and light is pouring in. In the distance, I hear trains — Petrograd awakening.
I dress, take my notebook, and go down into the garden. The dew wets my feet, and in each drop of water I see a piece of the sky.
I sit beneath the old birch and write:
“Today it is spring. They say the revolution has begun, but it feels to me as though everything is simply stopping. People believe they are being set free, but I think they are being locked in.”
I close the notebook and look at my hands — still childish. I imagine writing to someone in the future, someone who will understand that the empire was only the shadow of a family that wanted to believe in God more than in itself.

In the afternoon, a priest arrives. He brings holy water and quiet news.
“It is restless in Petrograd,” he says, lowering his eyes.
Father asks, “And the people?”
“They are seeking a voice.”
Father sighs. “And they find it in noise.”
Mother crosses herself.
“As long as they pray,” she says, “they are not lost.”
The priest bows and looks at her with reverence. In his eyes, I see sorrow — the kind carried by those who know more than they are allowed to say.
When he leaves, Mother walks him to the door. At parting, she whispers:
“Tell them not to blame the children.”
He pauses for a moment, then turns and says:
“No one can blame the innocent, Your Majesty.”
But in his voice, I hear doubt.
That evening, Olga plays the piano. The sound spreads through the house
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