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ST. PETERSBURG, OCTOBER 17, 1756

Three people who never leave her room, and who do not know about one another, inform me of what is going on, and will not fail to acquaint me when the crucial moment arrives.


—from the letter of Grand Duchess of All the Russias (later Catherine the Great) to Sir Hanbury-Williams, British Ambassador to the court of Empress Elizabeth








[image: ]he spies you learn about are either those who get exposed or those who reveal themselves. The first have been foolish enough to leave a trail of words behind them; the second have reasons of their own.

Perhaps they wish to confess because there is nothing else they have but the arid memories of their own importance.

Or perhaps they wish to warn.

I was a tongue, a gazette. The bearer of “the truth of the whispers.” I knew of hollowed books, trunks with false bottoms, and the meanders of secret corridors. I knew how to open hidden drawers in your escritoire, how to unseal your letter and make you think no one had touched it. If I had been in your room, I left the hair around your lock the way you had tied it. If you trusted the silence of the night, I had overheard your secrets.

I noticed reddened ears and flushed cheeks. Slips of paper dropped into a musician’s tube. Hands too eager to slide into a pocket. Too many hurried visits of a jeweler or a seamstress. I knew of leather skirts underneath fancy dresses that caught the dripping urine, of maids burying bloodied rags in the garden, of frantic gasps for air that could not frighten death away.

I couldn’t smell fear, but I could see the signals it sent. Hearts speeding up, eyes widening, hands becoming unsteady, cheeks taking on an ashen hue. Words becoming abrupt, silences too long. I had seen it grow in rooms where every whisper was suspect, every gesture, or lack of it, was noted and stored for future use.

I had seen what fear could do to your heart.


ONE
1743–1744

[image: ] could have warned her when she arrived in Russia, this petty German princess from Zerbst, a town no bigger than St. Petersburg’s Summer Garden, this frail girl who would become Catherine.

This court is a new world to you, I could have said to her, a slippery ground. Do not be deceived by tender looks and flattering words, promises of splendor and triumph. This place is where hopes shrivel and die. This is where dreams turn to ashes.

She has charmed you already, our Empress. With her simplicity, the gentle touch of her hand, the tears she dried from her eyes at her first sight of you. With the vivacity of her speech and gestures, her brisk impatience with etiquette. How kind and frank Empress Elizabeth Petrovna is, you have said. Others have, too. Many others. But frankness can be a mask, a disguise, as her predecessor has learned far too late.

Three years ago our bewitching Empress was but a maiden princess at the court of Ivan VI, the baby Emperor, and his Regent Mother. There had been a fiancé lost to smallpox, there had been other prospects derailed by political intrigues until everyone believed that, at thirty-two and without a husband, the youngest daughter of Peter the Great had missed her chance at the throne. They all thought Elizabeth Petrovna flippant and flighty then, entangled in the intricacies of her dancing steps and the cut of her ball dresses—all but a handful who kept their eyes opened wide, who gambled on the power of her father’s blood.

The French call her “Elizabeth the Merciful.” For the day before she stole the throne of Russia from Ivan VI, she swore on the icon of St. Nicholas the Maker of Miracles that no one under her rule would ever be put to death. True to her word, on the day of the coup, she stopped the Palace Guards from slashing Ivan’s infant throat. She plucked the wailing baby Emperor from his crib and kissed his rosy cheeks before she handed him back to his mother and packed them both off to live in prison.

She likes when we repeat that no head has been cut off since the day she took power but forbids us to mention the tongues and ears. Or the backs torn to meaty shreds by the knout. Or the prisoners nailed to a board and thrown into a freezing river. Mercy, too, knows how to deceive.

Here in the Russian court, I could have warned the pretty newcomer from Zerbst, life is a game and every player is cheating. Everyone watches everyone else. There is no room in this palace where you can be truly alone. Behind these walls there are corridors, a whole maze of them. For those who know, secret passages allow access where none is suspected. Panels open, bookcases move, sounds travel through hidden pipes. Every word you say may be repeated and used against you. Every friend you trust may betray you.

Your trunks will be searched. Double bottoms and hollowed books will not hold their secrets for long. Your letters will be copied before they are sent on their way. When your servant complains that an intimate piece of your clothing is missing, it may be because your scent is preserved in a corked bottle for the time when a hound is sent to sniff out your presence.

Keep your hands on your pockets. Learn the art of deception. When you are questioned, even in jest, even in passing, you have mere seconds to hide your thoughts, to split your soul and conceal what you do not want known. The eyes and ears of an inquisitor have no equals.

Listen to me.

I know.

The one you do not suspect is the most dangerous of spies.

As soon as she seized the throne of Russia, Empress Elizabeth made no secret of her resolve to rule alone, without a royal husband. Since she would have no children to succeed her, she sent for her sister’s orphaned son, Karl Peter Ulrich, the Duke of Holstein. When the young Duke was brought to her, lanky and bone-thin, his eyes bloodshot with exhaustion after the long journey, she pressed him to her heaving bosom. “The blood of the Romanovs,” she announced, as he stiffened in her arms. “The grandson of Peter the Great.” She presided over his conversion to the Orthodox faith, renamed him Peter Fyodorovich, and made him the Crown Prince. He was fourteen years old. She didn’t ask him if he wished to live with her. She didn’t ask him if he wanted to rule Russia one day. Now, right after his fifteenth birthday, she didn’t ask him if he wanted a bride.

Princess Sophie Fredrika Auguste Anhalt-Zerbst. It was her portrait that arrived first, and I recall the grand moment of its unveiling. Portraits of this kind are not meant to render a likeness, but to entice.

“Her?” I heard Chancellor Bestuzhev say when the Empress mentioned Sophie for the first time. “But why her?” The Chancellor mentioned the need of crafty ties, and hedging one’s bets. Europe required a careful balance of power, he cautioned. The Prussians were growing too strong as it was. “Your Highness should consider a Saxon princess.”

The Empress stifled a yawn.

“I’ve not decided anything yet,” Elizabeth told him. Her nephew Peter was sitting at her feet, his long white fingers turning the turquoise ring around, as if he were tightening a screw.

In the weeks that followed I heard Sophie’s father referred to as a prince of quite exceptional imbecility, a Prussian general not able to control his foolhardy wife for whom the shabby Court of Brunswick had become the measure of all grandeur. The Anhalt-Zerbsts were well connected but poor, shamelessly clamoring for Empress Elizabeth’s attention, reminding her that she once almost married one of them, this tenuous link to Russia their only real hope of attaining significance.

When a footman parted the red velvet curtain, we saw a portrait of a slim and graceful figure standing by the mantel, a girl of fourteen, summoned from her studies. We saw the pale-green bodice of her gown, the dainty hands folded on her stomach. Whatever rumors may have reached us, Princess Sophie was not a cripple. No childhood illness had deformed her spine. There was an air of lightness around her; she seemed on the verge of breaking into a cheerful dance. Her chin was pointed, her lips small but shapely. Not quite pretty but fresh and playful, like a kitten watching a ball of yarn unfurl. The painter made sure we would not miss the exquisite pallor of her complexion, the softness of her eyes, the blue flecks of her pupils so striking a contrast to her raven-black hair. Nor could we overlook her ardent will to please.

Murmurs, hesitant and vague, filled the room. Courtiers’ words mumbled and slurred so praise could still be retracted, blame turned into a veiled compliment. The art of deception, I thought, the eyespots on a butterfly’s wing flickering for a lifesaving second. Grasshoppers that change their color with the seasons to match the fading leaves.

The grand gentlemen and ladies of the court were still looking at the portrait, but I knew there was something far more important to watch. The face of the Empress of Russia taking her first measure of this princess child who, if she willed it, would become her nephew’s bride. The face I had learned to read.

There was a sigh, a slight twitch of Elizabeth Petrovna’s lower lip. A moment of pensiveness, the same that descended upon her before the time of prayers. A tear slowly rolling down her rouged cheek.

My eyes returned to the portrait, and I knew what the Empress had perceived. In the painted features there was a slight but unmistakable hint of manliness, a distant echo of another, older face. The fiancé long dead. A memory that lingered and still moved her to tears.

“Lord be merciful.…”

When I heard the Empress of All the Russias whisper the prayer for the departed souls, I knew the Anhalt-Zerbsts had scored their first victory.

The chorus of voices rose, still hesitant, still unsure. No courtier wanted to risk Elizabeth’s wrath. Like me, they had seen objects flung at anyone near her, a powder box exploding in a cloud of white dust, a silver statue of Amor and Psyche making a jagged dent in the floor. Like me, they had seen the quivering stump inside a mouth from which the tongue had been cut.

“Her dress is green,” the Grand Duke Peter said. In German he drew out the vowels in an almost musical manner. It was only in Russian that he sounded awkward and harsh.

All eyes turned to him.

The Duke himself was dressed in a green velvet suit, embroidered with gold. At that time his face was not yet marred by smallpox. It was lean and pale but not unpleasant. The day before I had seen him stare at his hand, examining each finger as if it held some mystery worth pondering.

“What do you think, Peter?” Elizabeth asked the Grand Duke. I watched her smooth the sleeve of her dress, the rich burgundy brocade gown, play with the pearls that adorned it. “Does she look anything like this picture, Peter?”

“This is a good likeness,” the Grand Duke said. “This is how I remember my cousin Sophie.”

“Your second cousin, Peter.”

“My second cousin,” he agreed. “She is not a cripple.”

“Who said she was a cripple?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Who told you she was a cripple, Peter?”

“I don’t remember. My Blackamoor heard it. But it’s not true. Sophie is very strong. In Eutin, she outran me every time we raced in the garden.”

“Such display of vigor might not be such a good sign, Your Highness,” Chancellor Bestuzhev remarked.

I looked at him. At the gray powdered curls of his wig, the bushy eyebrows, the soft lines of his smooth face. His velvet jacket was new, I noted, smartly cut, becoming. It was the color of dry blood. A miniature portrait of the Empress was pinned to his chest. More than once, I had seen the Chancellor leave Elizabeth’s bedroom at dawn, his clothes rumpled, buttons undone, embers flickering in his black eyes.

A slippery eel? An old fox?

Had he missed what I had just seen? Was he still hoping the Empress had not set her mind on Sophie?

“Why not, my dear count?” Her Majesty frowned.

“Strong legs? A pointed chin? Women like that tend to be bossy. I’ve formed this opinion based on significant personal experience, Your Highness,” Chancellor Bestuzhev continued, with a gracious bow. A slight titter traveled through the back of the room. The Chancellor’s wife, known for her frequent storms of rage, had been endowed with a pointed chin.

Like an actor contemplating his next triumph, Bestuzhev added, “Experience I’d be pleased to tell Your Highness about at another, more opportune, time.”

The Empress turned away from him.

“I’ve decided to invite Princess Sophie here,” she said. “With her mother. Nothing official. The Anhalt-Zerbsts have received enough favors from me to show their gratitude.”

I could see shoulders dropping in relief. Courtiers hurried to express their agreement, to offer reasons why they thought the Empress had made an excellent choice.

She was very cheerful that day. The embroidered trim of her gown shimmered as she moved, and I remember wondering who would get it, for the Empress never wore the same dress twice.

The portrait of the little German Princess with an eager smile was moved aside. Stretching on the daybed the footmen had fetched for her, Empress Elizabeth ordered Count Razumovsky to sing. There was no impatience on her face when he plucked the strings of his favorite bandura to tune it. She didn’t even scold the Grand Duke when he stuck his thumb in his mouth, probing his gums. A week before, he had lost another rotting tooth.

If Chancellor Bestuzhev was disappointed about the imperial decision, he did not show it. I saw him bend to murmur something into Elizabeth’s ear. She smacked him playfully with her folded fan. He took her hand in his and kissed it. Slowly, his lips lingering over her fingertips.

I didn’t look away.

I was sixteen then, rosy-cheeked and nimble, and already stripped of illusions, one of the countless, nameless girls in the Empire of the East. Pretty enough to pinch or pat on her buttocks as she passed by or to whisper lascivious words into her ear. I knew that “a ward of the Crown” was but a fancy name for a beggar whose luck could run out at any time.

So many of us, orphaned or abandoned, were left at the Empress’s feet. Clamoring for a nod of her head or her amused grin. For a chance, however slight, that she might think us worthy of another look. That we could be of use.

Count Razumovsky, a Ukrainian choirboy who had once charmed his Tsarina with his hooded black eyes and rich baritone, cleared his throat. The Emperor of the Night, we called him, the most forgiving of all Elizabeth’s lovers. The thick curtains were drawn, the candles lit. In the flickering light, Elizabeth’s face took on a silvery glow, and the room filled with the soothing, mournful chords of her favorite duma.


         If you find someone better, you will forget me;

         If you find someone worse, your thoughts will bring me back.
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My father was a bookbinder. In Poland, where we came from, there was not enough work for him—a young man with a wife, children, and an ambition to move up in the world.

We would have gone to Berlin, where my father had once been an apprentice, had it not been for Prince Kazimierz Czartoryski, Castellan of Vilnius, who had given him his first commission. Impressed by my father’s craft, the Prince promised to remember him. He kept his word. When Empress Anne of Russia wanted precious old volumes restored, the Prince said, “I know just the man. An artisan of true grace and imagination, especially skilled in gold tooling.”

It was the spring of 1734. I was seven years old and my baby brother had just been born.

“Tell him to come to St. Petersburg,” the Empress said. “Here a good man always has a future.”

A city willed by one man, my father called St. Petersburg. The new capital of Russia, he told me, had been built in defiance of the unruly waves of the Neva and the ruthless darkness of northern winters.

We came by ship in the fall of 1734. Only three of us. My baby brother had been buried in the Warsaw cemetery. Yet another son who would not grow to learn his father’s trade and inherit his father’s business.

“This is our chance,” Papa told us, pointing at the flat line of the land from which, out of the morning haze, I discerned wavering shapes of buildings as if drawn by a child’s hand. Behind us, all I saw was the ship’s foamy wake.

“God willing,” Mama said, her voice softened with hope. In Warsaw, a fortune-teller had told my mother that she would live long enough to see her daughter marry a great and powerful man. “A noble,” the woman had said, giving Mama a lingering look. It was all hidden in the crisscrossing lines of Mama’s palm, loss that would come and go, joy that would shine after a long journey. My father frowned when he heard these predictions, but Mama was so happy that she gave the woman a silver coin.

My mother was of noble blood, although her family was too poor to make much of their status. “A house, a barn, a few cows,” my father used to say and laugh. “You could tell they were not peasants, for before your grandfather set off to plow his few acres, he put on his white gloves and his saber.”

My father liked to talk of the day he surprised my mother in a relative’s parlor, as she was bending over a length of lace, needle in hand. He had been summoned to pick up some old books for binding, and Mama had been sent there by her widowed mother in hope of better prospects. Feeling his eyes on her, she faltered and pricked her finger. “You frightened me,” she exclaimed, and sucked on her wound.

He fell in love that very instant.

When he returned, a few days later, he gave her a book he had bound himself. La Princesse de Clèves, Mama told us, teasing him laughingly about his choice, proud of her polished French. The story of a wife in love with another man? A husband spying on his wife? What were you thinking then, she would ask Father.

He wasn’t thinking. He was besotted. He wanted no one else but her.

“A clever girl like you shouldn’t be mending lace,” he had said that day.

She took the book he’d brought. He watched how reverently she opened the gilded pages. How she raised her eyes to take in his smart figure, compact and fine-boned, his brown, determined eyes. The silver buttons he had polished. The hands that knew how to give a new life to a tattered volume eaten with mold. She listened when he told her of Berlin, where he had seen his first cameo bindings and where he had heard his first opera.

“A bookbinder’s wife,” my grandmother said and sighed when, a few weeks later, my father asked her for my mother’s hand. My grandmother didn’t care for my father’s learning, or his skills. He was in trade. Her only daughter was going down in the world. It was to appease her that my parents named me after her. She died before my first birthday.

Barbara, or Basieńka, my mother called me. In Polish, as in Russian, a name has many transformations. It can expand or contract, sound official and hard or soft and playful. Its shifting shape can turn its bearer into a helpless child or a woman in charge. A lover or a lady, a friend or a foe.

In Russian, I became Varvara.

Days after we arrived in St. Petersburg, my father began working for the Imperial Library. “The writings of wise and learned men,” he called it. “A collection worthy of a great monarch.” Peter the Great had amassed fifteen thousand books during his grand tour of Europe; many of them were now in dire need of my father’s skills.

My mother was beaming with pride. Her mother had been wrong. She had chosen her husband well. What was impossible in Poland would be possible here in Russia. Empress Anna had asked to see the new bindings as soon as they were finished, and in her mind’s eye Mama already saw me at court, catching the eye of some noble.

“She is still a child,” my father protested.

“More time for you, to make a name for yourself,” Mama would retort. For her the tattered, moldy volumes from the Imperial Library were a promise, a sign of future favors, so richly deserved.

By the end of our second year in St. Petersburg, we were living in our own house. True, it was on Vasilevsky Island with its long-abandoned, silt-choked canals, with its brush-covered fields where wolves still roamed at night, but it was far better than what we had in Warsaw.

The house was wooden but spacious, with a cellar for my father’s workshop. He took on apprentices. We had maids and footmen, a cook, a carriage and a sleigh. My mother hired a French and a German tutor for me, and then a dancing and deportment master who assured her that he had once taught Countess Vorontzova’s niece. When the time came, Mama was determined her daughter would be ready for a good marriage.

[image: ]

Every day, as soon as my lessons ended, I sneaked into my father’s workshop. Seated on a small stool in a corner, I watched the slow, deliberate movements of Papa’s hands as he chose the right piece of leather from the pile he kept by the door. “The best part of a skin is near the backbone,” he would tell me. “The rest is not as even in color.” I loved watching when he placed the pattern for the binding on the leather, moved it so as to avoid imperfections, and, using the softest parts of the skin, finally cut it.

He had shown me books touched by lesser craftsmen, books he was now obliged to repair. “This should never have happened,” he would say, shaking his head and pointing to where gold leaf had come unglued or had tarnished from too much heat. His secrets were simple. The sharpness of a paring knife, he would tell me, was far more important than the strength of the hands. Like his apprentices, I was to learn that forcing a dull knife would only damage the leather.

“Will you remember what I’m teaching you, Barbara?” he wondered.

Breathing in the workshop odors of vinegar and soot and glue, I promised that I would.

“Having aspirations,” my mother called it. She was a practical woman. Her dreams were always rooted in possibility. Wasn’t her husband a man of exceptional talents? Empress Anna had not yet received him, but hadn’t a princess of the court summoned him to the Winter Palace once already?

It was Mama’s favorite story. In a small garret room in the upper reaches of the palace, Princess Elizabeth had handed my father her treasure, a tattered prayer book with large letters that did not strain her eyes. “A gift from someone dear to me,” she’d told him. “I don’t even know if it can be repaired.”

Gingerly, my father took the book and caressed the cracked leather of its cover. He examined the rubies and sapphires that made the shape of a cross, pleased that none were missing. He took note of the loose pages and thinning stitches.

“Yes,” he told Princess Elizabeth. “It can.”

She kept looking at him.

“Not a speck will be lost,” he promised the Princess, extracting a handkerchief from his breast pocket and wrapping the book.

Over the next two weeks my father polished and secured each jewel, glued in loose pages, and stiffened the fragile covers. When the layer of grime was wiped off, the leather turned out to be mostly undamaged. Good calfskin, the color of rust, he would say, needed but a touch of birch oil to last forever. In the end it was the prayer book’s gilding that suffered the most from time and touch, but gold tooling was my father’s greatest skill. When he finished, no one could tell where old pattern ended and new began.

Elizabeth took her prayer book in her hands, turning the pages, carefully at first, marveling at how sturdy they were. The daughter of Peter the Great put her hand on Papa’s shoulder and let him see the tears of gratitude that shone in her eyes.

It had happened before, Mama reminded us. Serve the Tsar well, and you can rise through the Russian Table of Ranks. Promoted to the fourteenth grade, a commoner becomes a noble. A minor noble at first, but when he reaches the eighth grade, his noble status extends to his wife and children.

“And then?” I’d ask.

“A princess of the court always needs beautiful and clever girls to serve her, Barbara. Once you are at the Winter Palace, nothing is impossible.”

The Imperial Library was housed in the west wing of Kunstkamera, the Tsar’s museum, for it was not just learned books that Peter the Great wanted to display but also his curiosities. There were precious stones and fossils, herbaria with plants from the New World, and his collection of monsters: glass jars with specimens of human and animal deformities the Tsar had ordered his officials to bring him from all across Russia.

“A museum is a temple of knowledge,” my father told me, “a lit lamp that sends its rays into the darkness, the proof of the infinite variety of life.”

For Peter the Great had a mission—to enlighten his people. There was no evil eye, no spells capable of transforming a healthy fetus into a monster, because, as the Tsar’s words inscribed on a Kunstkamera wall declared, The Creator alone is the God of all creatures, not the Devil.

“A cursed place,” our maids called the museum, crossing themselves every time they passed the Kunstkamera’s heavy doors. They spoke of rooms in which eyes of the dead stared at the living, where body parts were waiting for their rightful owners, who would—they believed—come to fetch them and give them the burial they deserved.

Year after year, every Monday morning, my father went to Kunstkamera to select the books he would work on that week. When he returned home, his garments smelled of mold and dust. The maids soaked them overnight before washing, and said that they still stained the water black. I saw them cross themselves the Orthodox way, with three fingers touching, left shoulder first, before they picked up my father’s clothes. “The Devil’s work,” they said, “never brought anything good.”

“Are you not afraid of monsters?” I asked my father once.

Papa answered with his own question. “How can anything on this earth be unnatural, excluded from the laws of creation?” In his eyes I saw a flicker of disappointment in me. “You should never say the word monster, Barbara.”

I thought about this a lot. I still do. I watch for words that shape our thoughts, our destiny.

A tongue.

A gazette.

An Empress.

A spy.
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Six years after we arrived in St. Petersburg, Empress Anne died, having named baby Ivan VI her successor and her German minister, Biron, Regent. The Palace Guards did not approve. Scheming foreigners, they muttered, were taking hold of Russia, grabbing what wasn’t theirs. What would they do next? Strike out at the Orthodox faith? The Regency swiftly passed from Biron to the baby’s mother, Anna Leopoldovna, but the rumors of foreign masters did not stop. When a year later, on November 25 of 1741, Princess Elizabeth, the only surviving child of Peter the Great, stormed the Winter Palace, Russia rejoiced. It was high time, everyone said, for a wholly Russian princess to claim what was still left of her inheritance.

As soon as Princess Elizabeth seized the throne she had exiled the German advisers. A triumphant decree announced the end of “degrading foreign oppression.” Another imperial ukase forbade anyone to mention Ivan VI’s name. All coins with his image had to be returned to the mint and exchanged for new ones. Anyone defying Elizabeth’s order would have their right hand cut off. By April of 1742, the princess who once asked my father to bind her precious prayer book was crowned the Empress of All the Russias.

“Go to her,” my mother urged my father. “Remind her who you are. Offer your services at her court.”

My father hesitated. Even though the work at the Imperial Library ended with Empress Anne’s death, he had built up enough of a reputation to get plenty of private commissions. “We are doing fine,” I would hear him tell Mama. “We are happy. What else do we need?”

“Do it for your daughter’s sake,” she replied. “So that we won’t have to worry for her future.”

Papa did not refuse my mother’s bidding, but he always found reasons for the delay. The Empress was getting ready for a pilgrimage. The Empress was weakened by the Lenten fasts. Easter was coming. The court was awaiting the arrival of the Empress’s nephew; the court was too busy with the coronation; too many petitioners were lining up outside the Throne Room.

And then on a bright April morning, when Mama came to my bedroom to wake me, I saw her falter, clutch her hand to her stomach, and wince. “It’s nothing, Basieńka,” she assured me, forcing a smile. “I must’ve eaten a bad oyster.” The whites of her eyes were flecked with red.

“I’m better already,” Mama said, as she helped me put on the morning dress the maid had laid out. “Hurry up, Papa is waiting for us.”

Our Easter had passed, but in the old-style Orthodox calendar, the Holy and Great Friday was still a week away. Our maids were already fasting, while we sat down to our usual breakfasts.

That April morning, the kitchen smelled of fresh coffee and burned bread. The scullery maid, ordered to warm up a loaf on the stove, had left it on for too long, and the thick slice on my breakfast plate had a hard, charcoal crust. Papa told me to scrape the char off with a butter knife. I did, but it still tasted bitter.

After breakfast, my father went downstairs to his workshop and I waited for Mama to ask me to read from one of her favorite French novels while she embroidered my new dress. But she didn’t. A shadow descended on her face. She moaned.

“It’s nothing.” Words broken in mid-breath, clipped with pain.

I remember the faint squeak of doors leading to the room where rows of bottles filled with herbal infusions stood on a shelf, each labeled in my mother’s neat handwriting. I remember the sharp scent of mint on the glass stopper I held as Mama measured out thirty drops that sank into a lump of sugar, staining it green. She let the sugar dissolve in her mouth before swallowing it and then, still trying to smile, she adjusted the golden chain with a Virgin pendant on my neck. As she led me to the parlor, I thought of how soft and warm her hand was, with tapered fingers, just like mine.

In the parlor Mama said that she needed to lie down, for just a short while. I shouldn’t bother Papa, for he had important work to do. Without him, the apprentice would surely damage the bindings.

“I’ll feel better before the cannon is fired at Petropavlovsky Fortress at noon,” she whispered. “I promise.”

“Can I lie beside you?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said, and made room for me on the ottoman. I must have looked frightened, for she stroked my cheek and made me swear I would not worry. I was fifteen years old and didn’t know of promises that cannot be kept, of shivers that would not go away.

By the evening she was dead.

In the days after my mother died I tottered through hushed rooms, frightened and lost. Silence rang in them, but I was consumed by a belief that I could still catch her if I hurried. Sometimes I could feel her presence, her silky kiss, the gentle squeeze of her hand. “I have something to tell you, Basieńka,” her soft voice promised. “Something important. Something you need to know.”

I didn’t turn in the direction of the whisper. I didn’t want to see that she was not there.

It was in the long empty days after Mama’s death that I learned to listen.

“Take them,” I heard a servant urge another, pointing at my mother’s knit silk stockings embroidered with roses. “Master won’t know!”

Balls of dust gathered in the corners while the maids gossiped in the alcove as if I was not there. In the street I saw a woman wearing my mother’s bonnet and her sash. Two of Mama’s silver jugs had also disappeared.

People betray themselves so carelessly in front of children. Clues drop like fairy-tale bread crumbs that mark a path through the forest. Sometimes they whisper, but my hearing has always been superb. Sometimes they switch languages, but I have always been clever with words.

“What does it matter?” Papa said, when I begged him to search the maid’s trunk. “It won’t bring your mother back, will it?”

The maid who took the knit stockings sickened first. She complained of pains in her stomach, and her face flushed beet-red with fever. “Nothing good ever comes from working for foreigners,” her father muttered when he came with a hay cart to fetch her body. Before leaving, he spat on the ground and waved a fist at my father and me. Then the butcher’s apprentice, two houses away from us, woke up with his back covered in a red rash, as if the bathhouse demons had flayed his skin.

It was all our fault, I would overhear in the days that followed. Poisonous, hushed voices stalked me in the kitchen, the alcove, our garden with its flimsy fence.

We were foreigners. Roman Catholics, Poles. We didn’t eat carrion or beaver tails as other Latins had done, but we were up to no good. We had come to Russia with falseness in our hearts, wishing to convert Russians to our Latin faith.

The maids recalled my mother’s sins. Hadn’t she said that there was nothing wrong in depicting the face of God the Father? Hadn’t she scolded me when—in my innocence—I crossed myself in the Orthodox way like them, with three fingers touching, from left to right? Was it a wonder that she was struck dead? “Just as she reached for bread,” I heard the maids gossip. “On the day of our fast.”

I do not recall when I heard the word cholera first, but suddenly everyone repeated it. A furtive, menacing word I thought it, like a curse, drawing a circle around Papa and me that few dared to cross. Before leaving, the cook asked to have her last month’s wages forwarded to her brother-in-law. A footman packed his trunk and departed the same day. Two of the maids followed. Then the oldest and most experienced of Papa’s apprentices disappeared. Deliveries were left at our doorstep; people crossed to the other side of the street at the sight of us. Many of Papa’s clients avoided us, too, and soon my father had to let the remaining apprentice go.

“It’s nothing but fear,” Papa kept telling me. “We have to be strong, Barbara. This will pass.”

I tried to believe him.
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Cholera did not strike us, as the maids predicted, and there was no epidemic. No one else died in the following month, or the month after that. By mid-summer the talk subsided, yet our fortunes did not improve. Since we could no longer afford tutors, my father made me read passages from his German books as he worked, correcting my pronunciation. I thought them tedious, the descriptions of differences between grades of leather, or types of precision tools, but I didn’t complain. As soon as I had finished reading, he showed me how to keep accounts, and I was glad to be of help.

“A few more lean months, Barbara,” Papa would say, each time I finished adding up his meager commissions. In the evening, sipping his favorite drink, hot milk sweetened with honey, topped with a thick layer of melted butter and sprinkled with crushed garlic, he assured me that soon he would be back on his feet. He had not lost his skills, had he? The new Empress was Peter the Great’s daughter. Soon, in Russia, books would be important again.

One morning in October, after I finished my daily reading, I watched my father bend over his workshop table in silence, to apply gold-leaf lettering to the spine of a book. He had often shown me how a shadow was cast on each side of the spine where it curved to the sides. These shadow lines marked the limits of the space that could be used for the letters. If gold tooling were to reach beyond them, after the book had been held open a few times, the gold would crack.

“I’ve been at the palace,” Papa said. He paused before he continued. “Just as Mama wanted.”

I held my breath.

“There were many petitioners. I lined up for hours before I was allowed into her presence. I didn’t tell you before, for I wasn’t sure it would make any difference. But your mother was right. The Empress had not forgotten the prayer book I restored for her when she was still just a princess.”

He told Elizabeth of Mama’s death, of how cholera had decimated his business and depleted his savings. “But it did not break my spirit, Your Majesty, or my faith in Russia,” he assured her.

The new Empress was pleased. So pleased that she ordered her Quartermaster to send my father the Court Journals to bind. And she had asked about me.

“Bring your daughter here so I can see her,” she had commanded.

My father turned his face away when he said these words, so I could not see the expression on his face, but his movements were unusually hesitant.

I still remember the title of the book my father was working on that day. Tacitus, The Annals and the Histories. It was the only title I ever saw him work on where the letters crossed the shadow lines.

In the middle of November, seven months after my mother died, on a murky day veiled in chimney smoke, my father took me to the palace. The hackney coach took the Isaakovsky pontoon bridge, which—by the end of December—would be replaced by the winter ice road across the river. Nestled against my father’s side, I imagined the Empress smiling at me, extending her hand to be kissed. Inside the carriage, the fur blanket gave off a faint smell of birch tar and kvass.

Before we set off, my father sat me on his lap and kissed the top of my head. He said that he wished to secure my future in case God called him, like Mama, before his time.

“You have no one but me to look after you, my child. I cannot sleep in peace when I think I might die and leave you all alone,” he whispered.

He held me tightly. I breathed in his smell, not the familiar whiff of vinegar and glue but the rare scent of eau de cologne and snuff.

Empress Elizabeth. I thought of angels when I first saw her, of the glittering messengers of God, their winged arms herding lost children to safety. In a silvery dress, a single white feather crowning her forehead, she floated on the aroma of orange blossoms and jasmine.

“Come here, child,” she said, her voice especially sweet as she pronounced that last word.

I hesitated. One does not approach angels without fear.

“Go on,” my father urged me, his hand pushing me forward.

I walked reluctantly toward the Empress of All the Russias, my gaze cast downward, fixed on the hem of her dress sewn with gold thread and pearls. I prayed the curtsy I had practiced for days did not betray my unease.

The Empress took my chin in her hands and raised my eyes to meet hers. “What a pretty smile,” she murmured.

I felt her fingers on my cheeks, a smooth, soft caress. I let her words thicken around me, like the warmth radiating from the white-and-blue-tiled stoves of the palace. My father had told me that the Empress had a good heart, that she, too, knew how it felt to lose a mother and fear the future. Didn’t she bring her sister’s orphaned son to her own court? Hadn’t she just made him Crown Prince?

“What’s your name, child?” she asked.

“Barbara,” I said.

“Varvara Nikolayevna, Your Highness,” my father corrected, offering my name in the Russian way, with his name echoing after mine.

“Your father has asked me to take care of you if he dies, Varvara. Is that what you, too, wish?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” I said.

“Very well, then,” the Empress said to my father. I saw her folded fan touch his shoulder. “I’ll take good care of her. You have my promise.”

My father stood a little stooped and motionless as the Empress departed, with courtiers crowding upon her, praising her benevolence. He lowered his head when a few of them stopped and inspected me through their monocles, the looks you give a caged bird. His hand when he squeezed mine was cold and moist with sweat.

Did he guess what would happen to me?

I stood by my father’s side, silent and trembling until the last courtier disappeared and the guards closed the gilded doors. I longed to ask which one of them was the Grand Duke Peter, but I didn’t dare.

It was beginning to snow as we left the palace. The hackney carriage was waiting for us, the driver greeting us with a broad smile and vodka breath. By the shore of the Neva, the wind played with stray litter, a torn straw hat, a scrap of burlap, a wooden toy wheel with broken spokes.

Convicts with shaved heads were being marched along the embankment, a whole group of them in shackled pairs. Many had their nostrils slit. Some, with the narrow eyes of Tartars, were missing a nose or an ear. As the soft, wet snow intensified, their bare heads turned white.

Our carriage pulled onto the Isaakovsky bridge. Now that I had seen the inside of the palace, the fur blanket seemed even more threadbare, the smells of birch tar and kvass harder to ignore.

My father said, “It doesn’t mean I’m going to leave you, Barbara. I’m just being prudent.”

This is when I started to cry.

I didn’t see my father die. One evening at the end of December, he pushed away a bowl of kasha and sour cream. He was not hungry. All he asked for was his usual cup of hot milk. He would take it in his bedroom, he said.

We had just had our first Christmas without my mother. Days seemed fragmented, broken into odd pieces, a plate too full, a pinching shoe, an empty chair. The hollow, choking feeling overwhelmed me every time I had to admit that, by then, even the shawls hidden in Mama’s closet smelled of nothing more than dry rosemary.

In a few days we would welcome the new year. The year I would turn sixteen, and would no longer be a child.

The new maid who took the milk upstairs screamed when she opened the door. She wouldn’t let me inside but made the sign of the cross over my head and tried to hold me in her arms, muttering her incantations against fate, as useless as hope. Her apron still smelled of Christmas baking, of raisins, vanilla, and cloves.

“Call your priest, Varvara,” she insisted, barring the door with her body. “For pity’s sake, send someone for your priest!”

I pushed her away.

When our priest arrived with an altar boy, Papa was lying on his bed, his face ashen and still. His fingertips were purple, as if he had bruised them in the last moments of his life. On the desk there was a sheet of paper with his writing on it. A quill lay next to it, the nib chipped.

“His heart broke,” the priest said, and I imagined my father’s heart shattered into razor-sharp, transparent slivers.

My father’s last words contained no message for me. Instead, he had jotted down some reminders for the following day. Ever since the news of Empress Elizabeth’s patronage of him spread, orders for new bindings had been pouring in. He planned to buy two more jars of glue. His tools needed repairing, knives had to be sharpened. The tip of his favorite polisher was broken. A new place should be found for storing leather, for he spotted signs of mildew on the pigskin. Sweet almond oil, he had written, works best for greasing the surface.

The priest knelt and intoned the Prayer for the Dead. I too fell to my knees. Wieczne odpoczywanie, I tried to repeat after him, Eternal rest, but my voice caught on these solemn words and broke.

Useless, I thought, for on that dark December evening all that mattered were silence and tears.

The new commissions had not been enough. My father had too many debts, I was told. Our house and the contents of his workshop had to be auctioned off. I saw my mother’s favorite carpet rolled and taken away. I saw my father’s books stacked in crates on a wagon. My whole inheritance amounted to a small bundle and a few rubles wrapped in a piece of cloth.

The Empress, I kept thinking, promised to take care of me.

It was February of 1743, the coldest month of the year, when I arrived at the Winter Palace. The footman with sour breath who had brought me told me to wait, leaving me in the servants’ hall. No one took any notice of me but a palace cat, which kept rubbing itself against my ankle. I saw servants scurrying back and forth, chased by fear. I heard slaps, curses, invisible feet pattering up and down service corridors. An icy draft of air touched my cheek. Fear swelled in my throat.

I shrank inside my skin and waited.

When dusk fell, a tall, silvery-blond woman entered the room. Her dress looked heavy and must have been warm, for I caught a pungent whiff of her sweat. She gave me an impatient look. Pushing away the cat, she began complaining of smudged doorways, marks on windowpanes, and fur on the ottomans. The German vowels gave her Russian a sharp, accusatory sound.

“I’m Varvara Nikolayevna,” I ventured. “The Empress sent for me.”

“I know who you are,” the woman snapped, her dark eyebrows drawing together, a dismissive smile on her lips. I decided that her face looked like a turtle’s, far too small for her big body. Later I would learn her name: Madame Kluge, the Chief Maid, charged with my welfare.

“Come, girl,” she ordered, and I followed her, cradling my bundle, noting the worn floorboards under my feet, the chinks in the paneling, the balls of dust gathering in the corners. A thought came that I was nothing but a fly, allowed a few steps before someone would bring down the swatter.

We didn’t go very far. In the palace kitchen I was given a plate of thin gruel and a tin cup of kvass. I was to eat quickly, for Madame Kluge had no time to waste. I was not to speak, for Madame Kluge did not care for what I had to say. When I finished, Madame Kluge led me to the servants’ quarters. There were seventeen of us in a room reeking of chamber pots and mold. Mice scurried under the beds, hid in our shoes. The Empress’s cats, I heard, were fed too well to bother with vermin.

“Be ready when I come for you in the morning,” Madame Kluge told me and was gone.

I sat on the hard, narrow bed, the only empty one in the room. I kissed the Virgin pendant my mother had given me. At first the other girls cast curious glances at me, but when they saw me cross myself the Latin way, they looked right through me.

I slept badly, the noises of the room stealing into my sleep: grinding of teeth, moans, wind smacking the frozen windowpanes. The room was icy. Once I woke startled, feeling someone’s hand sneaking underneath my thin blanket. I sat up in my bed, my heart thumping, and looked around, but everyone in the room seemed sound asleep. I bit myself on the arm to see if I had not dreamed the clammy touch. Next to me, a girl groaned.

When I finally fell into deep sleep my mother came to me and brushed my hand with something wet and warm. “Let’s go, Basieńka. The Empress is waiting for you,” she said, and I followed her ghostly, flickering form through the darkness.

In the morning, when I thought no one was looking, I hid the coins I brought with me under a loose floorboard next to my bed. That evening, when I lifted the floorboard to check on my inheritance, I found the rag limp and empty, my money gone.

Madame Kluge returned later in the morning, just as she had promised. She had found a place for me in the Imperial Wardrobe. She hoped my mother had at least taught me how to sew.

She didn’t even stop to hear my answer.

I walked behind her, her voice a scolding din in my ears. She knew my kind. Stray cats expecting bowls of cream. People were having children right and left, and then wanted others to care for them. Far too many people were taking advantage of the Empress’s good heart. Rubles didn’t grow on trees. Sausages and loaves of bread didn’t fall like rain from the sky.

In the Imperial Wardrobe, Madame Kluge told me to make myself useful. “And don’t let me hear any complaints about you, girl.”

My embroidery brought me no praise. My stitches were crooked, and I mixed up my colors. My mother did not raise me well, I heard. When I was given buttons to sort and sew on, I struggled to thread the needle, making a knot at the end that was too big and did not hold.

No one spoke to me, except to give me orders. The other seamstresses, deft and fast, bent over their work, busy talking of Russia’s new Crown Prince. They pursed their lips and called him a poor orphan deprived of his mother’s love. I heard that he was witty, and kindhearted. That he remembered the name of everyone he had ever met and every tune he had ever heard. Merely a year since he arrived and his Russian was good enough to give orders and understand what people said to him. His Orthodox name, Peter Fyodorovich, fitted him so much better than the German Karl Ulrich. He liked bliny and sturgeon soup. He liked kasha and mushrooms. In the Winter Palace the grandson of Peter the Great was growing healthier and stronger with each day.

Now that Russia had an heir to the throne, the seamstresses predicted balls and masquerades. The Empress would need many new outfits and gowns. There would be no idle moments in the Imperial Wardrobe.

By the end of each morning, my feet were numb from the cold, my fingers swollen with needles’ pinpricks. I had but a slice of black bread to eat, with nothing but a weak tea to soften it in my mouth.

“Is that all you’ve accomplished?” Madame Kluge scolded, snatching the dress I had been working on and waving it like a standard to spark a chorus of giggles.

I bent my head and wept quietly. Madame Kluge handed me a knife and watched as I cut off the buttons I had sewn. I would not get my supper that night, I heard. I didn’t deserve a proper meal until I learned to do a proper day’s work.

On my way back to the servants’ room I peered through a small opening in the window glittering with frost. In the palace yard a mule was pulling a big cart filled with slabs of frozen meat, its driver hurrying to make room for an imperial sleigh. As soon as the sleigh stopped, a young man jumped out and rushed inside the palace. I wondered if it could have been the Crown Prince himself, but there was no one I could ask.

I thought of a basket filled with buttons, of rows upon rows of dresses enveloped in lengths of silk and kept in large leather trunks, dresses I would never be allowed to touch. I thought of the web of wrinkles around Madame Kluge’s narrow lips, her sour voice, the drop of yellow pus that gathered in the corner of her right eye.

I slipped into my narrow bed. My stomach rumbled, and I pressed it with my fingertips. A palace cat walked by without casting one look at me. I didn’t think I slept, but I must have, for I dreamed of eating steaming dumplings from a plate as big as the moon.

When the Empress was cold at night, the seamstresses claimed, she summoned twenty guardsmen into her bedroom to warm the air up with their breaths.

When the Empress gave masquerades, all women had to dress in men’s clothes and men had to wear hooped gowns and totter on high heels. And none of the court ladies could match Her Highness for the grace of her shapely legs.

Threading their needles, pinching the folds of the satin trims and frothy lace, the seamstresses gossiped about what would become of the handsome soldier who played a serpent in the palace play. The Empress, they said, asked about him twice already. The cats that slept on her bed wore velvet jackets and hats. They feasted on fried chicken breasts and lapped milk from silver dishes.

I kept my eyes on the sewing, but the basting I was given to do came out crooked. My stitches were too long. I had to rip off everything I did. The dresses were heavy and slid off my lap to the floor, gathering dust. Another sign of my clumsiness.

And I was slow, far too slow.

“Do as you are told,” I heard, when I tried to defend my efforts. “Don’t speak back to your betters.”

This is what they all wanted from me, I thought, bitterness lashing at me like a spring shower. Leave no mark on the sheets I slept on, on the rags that passed for towels in the servants’ room. Shrink so their eyes could slide over me without noting my presence. They wanted me to disappear, to crumble into a handful of dust, so that some maid could brush me off the floor, wipe my traces away, and not even remember she did so.

Once you are at the Winter Palace, nothing is impossible. Now that I was an orphan, my mother’s words tormented me. There was nothing frivolous in wishing to advance in the world. It stopped one from becoming invisible.

Every morning the Mistress of the Wardrobe dressed up wooden dolls for the Empress, clothes dummies, like the ones textile merchants put in their windows to display their wares. At court these dolls were called “pandoras”—little pandoras if they modeled day or informal dresses, big pandoras if they were draped in ceremonial robes and evening gowns. Madame Kluge carried the pandoras to the Imperial Bedroom, for the Empress to decide which outfits she would wear that day.

I thought of my mother’s aspirations. I thought of what the Empress had promised to my father.

I gathered my courage and pleaded with Madame Kluge to remind the Empress of my existence when she presented the pandoras. I could read in French and in German. I had a good voice, pleasant and steady. I could sing, too. My hands were clumsy with sewing, but my handwriting was neat and even. Could she not ask the Empress to let me serve her?

Madame Kluge didn’t even let me finish. I saw her hand rise, I felt the stinging pain of her slap across my cheek.

“You are a nobody, girl. This is who you are. A nobody. And a nobody is who you’ll always be.”

I didn’t wait for another slap. I hurried back to my place and picked up the dress I was working on. My cheek stung, and I pricked my finger, drawing a bead of blood.

Behind me I heard other seamstresses mutter about how the Empress didn’t care much about either books or writing. And even if she cared, didn’t she have more important people than a Polish stray to assist her?

I could feel my heart harden. I knew myself smarter than Madame Kluge, smarter than the maids who were now laughing at me. I imagined the Empress coming in and seeing me bent over her gown. As beautiful as I remembered her from that first day I’d seen her, smelling of orange blossom, a feather in her powdered hair.

“What are you doing here, Varvara Nikolayevna?” she would ask. “Why has no one brought you to me? What fool gave you this sewing to do?”

I imagined Madame Kluge’s unease, her lips stammering apologies and pleas for forgiveness. “She is my ward,” the Empress would dismiss it all in anger, “and I shall take care of her, just as I promised her father.”

Madame Kluge, the color drained from her face, her eyes cast low, would bend her head. And then her turtle’s face would flush with fear, as the Empress ordered her out of her sight.

My own fate would be assured. I would wear silk dresses with wide sleeves that made my hands look slender. I would sleep in the alcove by the Imperial Bedroom. No one, ever, would pass me by without seeing me.

Weeks went by, and in the Imperial Wardrobe I found myself more and more awkward and slow. The blisters on my fingers never got a chance to heal; my shoulders ached from constant bending. Other seamstresses were praised for their stitches, while my efforts were never noticed. Each time Madame Kluge saw me, she gave me a haughty look of scorn.

The daily bowl of kasha with a thin sauce kept the worst of hunger away, I had a roof over my head, and yet none of it mattered. I was an orphan at the mercy of strangers who kept me away from the Empress. If I was able to talk to her, remind her who I was and what she had promised my father, my luck would surely change.

One raw April day, emboldened by despair, I wrote a note to the Empress and pinned it inside the shawl wrapped over the big pandora’s dress. I reminded Her Imperial Highness of the prayer book my father had restored for her and of her promise to assure my future. I wrote, I lie awake, day and night, thinking of the day Your Majesty touched my face.

Madame Kluge brought the note back with a triumphant smirk. She made me read my own words aloud to the titters of other seamstresses. The bit about my father, especially. An artisan of true grace and imagination, I had written, a man who had always believed in the greatness of the Russian heart.

“We like big, fancy words, don’t we?” she said and sneered, before tearing my note to pieces.

I didn’t answer.

“A stray will always be a stray,” she hissed. If I persisted in my underhanded ways, she predicted a future collecting horses’ dung in the street. “Which your illustrious father would be doing now, had he not hurried out of this world.”

I did not know how to hide the hatred in my eyes.

Madame Kluge took out her horse whip and lashed it across my shins. I felt a searing flash of pain, then another. I watched the skin of my legs turn white first, then red.

I clenched my teeth and vowed never again to cry.

A month later I was still waking up long before dawn. I would slip out of the chilly room where the sewing maids slept, and wander through the corridors like one of the palace cats. The Empress, I had heard, didn’t sleep much at night. Perhaps, if I kept walking through the palace corridors, I would run into her or the Grand Duke. I heard of the liking he had taken to a Blackamoor his aunt gave him as a welcoming present. He had made the black-skinned man his adjutant. Wasn’t I as worthy? All I craved was a chance to remind the Empress of my existence.

At first I sneaked into the palace kitchens, tempted by the smells of the rich food that never made its way onto the maids’ table, but the pantries were always locked, and in the storage rooms all I ever found in abundance were cheap tallow candles. Sometimes the guards asked where I was going or coming from, but I would look them in the eye and say something saucy, like that I was not in the habit of divulging my mistress’s secrets. A few younger guards always tried to steal a kiss as I passed, but I was nimble and all they ever managed was to brush my gown with their groping hands.

I didn’t encounter the Empress, but I discovered rooms where tables were covered with carpets and where the cupboards were full of odd-looking musical instruments, rooms crammed with discarded furniture, paintings piled against walls. In such a room, I found a crate full of old books.

One by one, I took them out and wiped each clean of dust. They were mostly science books, on astronomy and medicine, books about tools and plants I had never seen. The bindings were simple, without adornments. My father would have frowned at the loosening seams and dark spots of mold on the pages.

It was on such a night that he found me—Count Bestuzhev, the Chancellor of Russia.

“Who are you?” he asked.

I hadn’t seen him enter the room, absorbed as I was by the volume I’d pulled from the crate. Above its musky odor, I could detect the scent of vodka on his breath as he towered above me. There was another smell about him, too, an acrid smell of something I had no name for yet.

I knew who he was, for I’d often seen him walk through the palace corridors as if he were the lord of creation. His velvet ensembles, I heard, came from Paris. The handles of his canes were made of silver and whalebone. The seamstresses whispered that he frequently warmed the Imperial Bed and speculated how he looked in a woman’s gown when he danced at the Empress’s masquerades.

“I’m a palace girl, a seamstress,” I replied.

“A seamstress who reads German books?”

In the room’s semidarkness, I could feel his eyes on me. His fingers pressed under my chin as he tipped my head up and examined my face.

“Do you know who I am?” he asked.

“You’re a slippery eel, a cunning fox,” I answered evenly.

He laughed.

“How do you know that, palace girl?”

“I listen when I sew.”

“And what is it that you hear?” He touched the nape of my neck, stroked the chain with the Virgin pendant my mother had given me. “Tell me.”

“Chevalier Duval is lusting after the stable boys,” I said boldly.

“Is he? How do you know?”

“Anton says so.”

“And who is Anton?”

“The Grand Duke Peter’s footman. The tall one, with crooked teeth. Anton is sweet on the Chief Seamstress and always tries to kiss her, but she thinks him a wastrel. All his talk is for nothing, she says.”

My heart pounded. The book slid from my lap and fell to the floor, but I didn’t bend to pick it up.

“The Saxon Envoy has had his mercury cure,” I continued. “That’s when the doctors make you drink lead and pray to the Greek gods.”

“Is that so? And tell me, palace girl, do your ears ever hear talk of the Empress?”

“Sometimes.”

“And what is said?”

“Madame Kluge says that the Empress shouldn’t forget that Count Razumovsky loves her. I think Madame is in love with him herself. She blushes every time anyone mentions his name. I’ve seen her hide in the service corridor to hear him sing.”

“Madame Kluge? That fat German nobody who fancies herself so important?” the Chancellor asked.

“She pinches her lips to make them look fuller. She pads her breasts with sashes.”

He laughed again, a soft, throaty laugh of amused delight.

How deceptively simple and easy are the steps that change our lives. I didn’t know the habits of the Empress then—the changing bedrooms, the eager lovers who awaited her midnight summons. Luck had brought the Chancellor of Russia here, I believed, into this forgotten part of the palace. Luck had made him talk to a clumsy seamstress of the Imperial Wardrobe. And luck would take me to the Empress’s side.

There were more such nights in the months that followed. Nights wide-eyed and hopeful, nights of easy laughter and confessions I offered the Chancellor willingly, grateful for the luxury of his attention.

Madame Kluge kept a bottle in her drawer. She said it was eau de cologne, but I saw her and the Mistress of the Wardrobe take sips from it. Many sips.

Anton, the Grand Duke’s footman, said he wished to crack the Blackamoor’s skull against the wall.

Countess Golovina kept a serf girl under her bed at night to tell her stories when she could not sleep.

It wasn’t hard to learn which of my stories pleased the Chancellor.

“Can a palace girl keep a secret?” the Chancellor asked me once.

“Yes,” I told him.

“There is more to this palace, Varvara, than the Imperial Wardrobe.”

I nodded.

“And there are more important stories. Only you must know where to look.”

The Chancellor of Russia put his hand on mine.

I lowered my eyes, fixing them on the silver buckles of his shoes. They were square, encrusted with gems.

I listened.

He told me of godless people who plotted against our Empress, who wouldn’t hesitate to raise their hands against her. Cunning and shrewd, they knew how to hide their thoughts, to bury them in false professions of friendship and loyalty.

They were everywhere, but they were hiding. The Empress had to know who they were and what evil they were trying to do.

There was no laughter in his voice. His eyes did not leave me when he spoke.

The righteous had to be rewarded, the evil punished. The wheat had to be separated from the chaff. My father had brought me here to the Imperial Palace for a reason. My father had trusted his Empress. His daughter could learn to be more important than he had ever thought possible—she could become the eyes and ears of the Empress.

Her tongue.

Her gazette.

The teller of the most important of stories.

“Someone the Empress can trust, Varvara,” the Chancellor said. “And someone I can trust, too.”

I was sixteen years old. I still believed in the common fantasy of the powerless that rulers would rule differently if only they knew what was concealed from them. I believed that eternal stuff of teary narratives in which kings or queens, sultans or emperors, change their hearts after learning the joys and sorrows of the common man.

“Look at me, Varvara,” the Chancellor said. The hand that covered mine was heavy but warm and soft on my skin.

I raised my eyes, high enough to take in his clean-shaven face, the dimples at the corners of his mouth.

He had been watching me long enough, he told me. I was clever with languages. My Russian was impeccable. He had heard me speak German to one of the Grand Duke’s footmen. I knew French, too. And Polish.

“Do you want to learn what I can teach you?”

I moved closer toward him, close enough to see tiny shapes of my own pale face reflected in his eyes.

I nodded.

Excitement rose in me like my mother’s sweet raisin dough. I thought it easy, childishly simple. All I had to do was to learn from him and my life would take a turn for the better.

I didn’t know yet how dangerous stories could be—that Chevalier Duval was already paying for the favors of stable boys with the secrets of the French king or that Anton would soon be interrogated and dismissed from the Grand Duke’s service. But even if I had known, I wouldn’t have stopped telling the tales that made the Chancellor of Russia see me.

Not then.

Not yet.

The white nights had barely ended when my lessons with the Chancellor began.

The first one was short.

The Chancellor pointed at a spying hole in the paneling.

“Stay here and watch,” he said. “When I come back, you will tell me what you’ve seen.”

Alone in the service corridor, I looked eagerly through the spyhole. I glimpsed the shadowy figure of a woman, sitting alone at her escritoire, reading by candlelight. There was nothing remarkable about her appearance or actions, and after a while I found it tedious to keep watching, but I did. An hour later, the woman put the book away, yawned, extinguished the candle, and left the room.

I thought of abandoning my hiding place to follow her, but I didn’t know my way out of the secret corridor, so I stayed where I was. The day had been hot; the corridor was stuffy. My throat felt raw from breathing in the dusty air. A rivulet of sweat was running down my spine. I kept pinching my arm to keep myself awake.

The Chancellor asked me many questions when he came to fetch me. Did the woman wear a beauty spot? On which part of her face? Did she toy with her bracelet as she read? With her chatelaine, perhaps? How many buttons were there on her sleeves? How often did she turn the pages of the book?

With each unanswered question, my hopes sank. I felt tears sting my eyes. Nothing would ever change for me, I thought, bracing myself for my dismissal.

But the Chancellor of Russia lifted the sleeve of my dress, to display the bruises my pinching had left.

“Impatience is the only flaw you cannot afford,” he said, smiling. “Everything else I can teach you.”

There had been many lessons since that first one. Soon I knew how to pick locks with a hairpin, how to tell by the grain of wood where concealed drawers were hidden. I knew how secret pockets could be sewn into belts and traveling sacks, letters hidden in secret compartments of clocks or in the lining of shoes, tucked away in chimneys, the vents of stoves, beneath windowsills, inside cushions, or in the bindings of books.

I learned how to trail someone without being seen, to tell the true smiles from those that masked treason, to sneer at the flimsy hiding places underneath loose floorboards or under the pillows, places even the least apt of thieves could find.

I learned the virtues of distraction and the blessings of routine. I learned how to make my face blank, how to fade into the background.

Being invisible, I learned, was a virtue of spies.
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A secret passage, narrow and steep, led up to the Chancellor’s rooms. When he wanted to see me, a red kerchief appeared under my pillow, but on this chilly August night the Chancellor of Russia had sent one of his own footmen for me. I shivered with anticipation. The Empress had just moved back to the Winter Palace after the summer months spent at Peterhof. Could it be that the Chancellor would finally take me to her?

Quietly, careful not to wake the sewing maids, I slipped into my best dress, of white muslin, one of my mother’s. The seamstress my father had hired before he died had to take it in, but when I caught the glimpse of myself in the mirror, the dress looked as if it was made for me. The shoes I wore were less accommodating. My mother’s feet had been smaller than mine, and my toes felt pinched.

He was waiting for me in his chambers, the Chancellor of Russia, sitting in an armchair by the window, watching with narrowed eyes as I approached. He had taken off his wig, and I thought that without it, his head looked smaller, less imposing. I took in a bald patch on top of his head, the thick golden ring on his finger. I decided that the black velvet with silver trim suited him more than red, and that the lace collar looked particularly fine.

Was he the powerful man from my mother’s dream?

“Come, palace girl.”

There was a playful note in his voice that made me feel important, marked for grand things. My timidity peeled off like onion skin. Now he will take me to the Empress, I decided, but I knew enough to hide my joy. Hadn’t he once said impatience is a flaw?

To break the chill of that August night, a birch log was burning in the fireplace, wet, for the wood hissed and smoked.

“I’ve sent the servants away,” the Chancellor said, waving toward a small table set for two. “But you will not leave hungry.”

I made a step toward it. It looked like an ordinary table, and the plates were empty.

“It’s a mechanical table.” The Chancellor laughed, seeing my bewilderment. “Just like the one the Empress has in her suite. You better learn how to use it.” He motioned for me to sit. I did.

“Lift it,” he said, pointing at a china plate. Underneath, there was a wooden lid.

“Open it,” he said.

Inside, there was a pencil and a piece of paper.

“I know what mushy gruel Madame Kluge feeds the maids, so write what you fancy most,” he told me. “Don’t be shy.”

Sturgeon soup, I wrote. Roasted pheasant.

“Anything you like. Go on.” I smelled vodka on his breath.

Oysters.

Angel cake.

He pulled the strings that made the table descend down the shaft concealed beneath the floor. The boards closed over it. When the floor opened again, the table was laid with dishes, covered with silver lids. He lifted them one by one.

“Eat,” he said. “The Empress doesn’t like skinny girls. They make her feel clumsy.”

His plate remained empty.

He watched me fumble with the oyster shells, fork up the morsels of cold, lemon-scented flesh. The fish soup was hot, and I ate too fast, scalding my tongue. Strands of smoked sturgeon lodged themselves between my teeth. I tried to loosen them with the tip of my tongue, but they wouldn’t budge.

Two glasses stood by a half-empty bottle of cherry vodka. He filled them both to the brim.

“A gift from the Empress,” he muttered. “A sign of imperial appreciation and gratitude.”

If there was bitterness in these words, I ignored it.

“Her favorite drink, Varvara. Taste it!”

I took the glass in my hands, as carefully as I could, but I did spill some on the table. There was no tablecloth to absorb it, so I wiped the wood with my sleeve.

He laughed.

“Go on,” he urged, his voice softer now. “It’s really good.”

I tasted the pink-colored liquid. It burned my throat. I put the glass down hastily.

He leaned toward me and raised his glass, emptying it in one gulp.

“Only a sip of imperial gratitude?” he mocked me. “You need to drink more of it.”

I drank more. I felt a surge of dizziness. The room swirled and wobbled. I dug my fork into a thick slice of cake, smeared in whipped cream and covered with chocolate.

The warmth in my stomach filled me with pleasure. My lips tasted of sturgeon and whipped cream.

Where does destiny end and choice begin?

He was watching me when I finished my meal, when I wiped the silky grease off my lips, when I tasted the sweetness of molten chocolate, when I drank more of the cherry vodka. When he spoke, his voice was smooth and fluid.

“You are a pretty girl, Varvara, but the Empress doesn’t care for women in that way. You don’t even know what I’m talking about, do you? You should.

“You should know that she is at heart a peasant’s daughter. She likes her men simple and strong. She likes to be flattered and desired, but she also likes novelty more than anything else.

“I can make the Empress summon you, but I cannot make her interest in you last. You’ll have to know what to tell her. And for that you’ll need me more than you think you do.”

I watched the bald patch on the top of his head. His jacket was open, his chemise loosened. Something thickened in my throat, and I closed my eyes. He rose and came up to me. I felt his warm hands sliding inside my dress, touching my breasts. I felt the stone of his ring snag the lace on my mother’s dress.

“I won’t hurt you,” he murmured.

I let him pull me toward the ottoman. I felt my skirt rise, then my petticoat. Through the thin cambric of his shirt, I felt his heart beat so hard and so fast that I was terrified he would die. What would I tell his servants when they found me in his dead arms? Would the footman have to break them to free me?

His fingers closed harder on my wrists. Something in me closed and folded.

He guided my fingers to the scar on his chest. Three white lines just above his heart, and the fourth, the deepest of them, where my whole finger could hide.

He guided my hand inside his breeches, closed my fingers on his member. My hand was all wet and sticky. Then he put his hand between my legs, and I felt something soft and sinking give in, like soot falling down the chimney.

When it was over, he asked, “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

“No,” I said. “You did not hurt me.”

I believed it then.

“Nothing happened. I didn’t take anything from you, Varvara. You are still a virgin.”

He slurred his words.

I watched his head loll on the ottoman, his red-rimmed eyes heavy with sleep.

I stood up, wobbly on my legs. My mother’s dress was wet with his seed. My shoes were lying under his desk. I bent to pick them up but did not put them on. As I walked to the door in my bare feet, I could hear the Chancellor snore. I turned toward him. My eyes avoided the opening in his breeches. In candlelight, the bald patch on his skull shone like a polished shield.

Outside the Chancellor’s room I could no longer hold off the sickness of my stomach. I vomited into a giant vase that stood in the corridor, but my head was still spinning from vodka, and the sour taste in my mouth did not go away.

By the time I got back to the room where I slept, the vodka rush had worn off. My hands were sticky, and my fingers smelled of vomit. The jug in the room was empty, so I peed into a chamber pot and washed my hands as best I could in my warm piddle. Then I took off my mother’s soiled dress and tied it into a bundle. When no one was watching, I would scrub it clean.

I fell into a shallow sleep, and when I awoke that night I saw the moon, its face veiled with luminous mist.

I do not remember my dreams. In the morning, when the chambermaid filled the water jug, I hurried to it, pushing the other girls on my way. I tried not to think of the Chancellor’s hands on my breasts, of my mother’s dress, crumpled and soiled.

Nothing happened. You are still a virgin.

I dipped my hands in the water and washed them with soap. Then I washed them again. Through the palace window I saw the Neva, the edges of the gray waves sparkling in the morning sun.

“Spying, Varvara,” the spymaster of the Russian court would tell me later, “is the art of using people who do not believe in loyalty, whose appetites are enormous and unpredictable, and whose motives are always suspect. Anyone working for us can be bought by a higher bidder. The best spies are not those who work for money or out of fear. The best spies are those whose deepest desires are fulfilled by their master.”

There were so many lessons. There were so many such nights. Nights soaked with promises, rewarded with praise. I was smart. Clever. Pretty. I was nimble and quick. I knew when to keep silent, and when to speak up. I listened and remembered all I had heard.

I was no longer a seamstress, a nameless palace girl, a stray without a soul in the world who cared if I lived or died.

My future was bright, the moment of my triumph near.

In the corridors of the Winter Palace, on my way from the Chancellor’s chambers to the Imperial Wardrobe, I warmed myself with such thoughts.

The summer was long gone, the court had settled back in the Winter Palace, but I still had lessons to learn. Nothing was quite what it seemed. Those who wouldn’t deign to look at me in the hallways had secrets dirtier than mine.

If I had any doubts that there were other, faster ways to the Empress’s good graces, the Chancellor dispelled them: “The Empress is fond of weddings,” he would say. “If she doesn’t find you irreplaceable, she will marry you off to the lowest of her lackeys and dance with the bridegroom. Anyone you fancy already?”

“No.”

A caress, a warning, a promise. And then, underneath it all, the conviction of my own importance, dulling my senses, pushing me where I would never have gone alone.

“Listen.

“Watch.

“Remember.

“Lie to anyone, but never to me and you won’t regret it.

“Come back.”

I never refused. It is like opium, the power of knowing what others believed hidden.

I didn’t know then that the Chancellor’s voice would grow louder in me and more insistent, suffocating my own thoughts, insisting it was the only voice worth hearing.

Don’t say too much. Watch out for those who ask too many questions. Follow the sweaty palms, the nervous looks. Remember that there are no safe places and no room can be entirely sealed. Do not believe the displays of kindness: All gifts and smiles are bribes.

I didn’t know then how addictive secrecy is, how impossible to escape.

On the last night of September the Chancellor took me to the Imperial Bedroom.

The heavy curtains were drawn. On a marble tabletop I saw a bottle of cherry brandy, half empty, slices of lemon gleaming in the spilled liquid. The cat that stretched by the fireplace wore no velvet jacket. The Chancellor’s cane rested against the mantel, the silver tip of its handle reflecting the flicker of the flames.

I thought the bedroom empty, until, in the semidarkness that hid the canopied bed, I heard a dance tune whistled.

“There she is, Your Majesty,” the Chancellor said. “Just as I promised. This one will not disappoint.”

“Bring her closer,” the Empress ordered, emerging from the shadows, shielding her eyes from the pale beam of light sneaking in through the crack between the curtains. I noted her scarlet lips and her nails, stained pink with rose-hip oil.

How she differed from the resplendent figure I recalled from that day, more than a year ago, when my father had brought me here to the palace. Her loose hair now seemed thin and limp, her face bloated. Her pink muslin negligee revealed the wrinkled skin of her breasts. When she settled into an armchair I saw a slipper dangle on her bare foot.

“Your father was a handsome man,” the Empress said, playing with a golden bracelet on her wrist. I caught a sour whiff of brandy on her breath. “Very handsome. What was it he did, again?”

“He was a bookbinder, Your Highness.”

She giggled. “You have his silky eyes.”

I knelt and kissed her hand, soft, fragrant with the attar of roses. She brushed my shoulder, smoothing the sleeves of my dress, and waved me away.

From the corner where I removed myself I heard her lower her voice as she spoke to the Chancellor. I knew they were deciding my fate. I heard the words Grand Duke mentioned, and maids-of-honor. Questions were followed by swift answers, which I took for assurances of my skills. Once or twice the Empress cast a glance in my direction, as if to test the truth of the Chancellor’s promises. I waited, my heart beating wildly, my hands clasped, straining my ears.

Finally the Chancellor bowed and turned toward me.

“You may thank Your Majesty, Varvara,” he said. His face was flushed with pleasure.

I turned my eyes to the Empress. I saw her nod.

This is when I rushed toward her and threw myself at her feet.

When we left the Imperial Bedroom, the Chancellor told me I would be assigned to the Grand Duke’s court. “A maid of the bedchamber,” he said. The work was not too taxing, as the Grand Duke cared little for his clothes and never allowed bedchamber maids to touch his military uniforms.

“Watch his maids-of-honor, his footmen, his valets,” the Chancellor said. “Know who is cheating him at cards and who is trying to gain his trust. Remember, you are watching a future Tsar.”

I nodded.

“The Empress will send for you at night,” the Chancellor continued, his words punctuated with the thump of his cane against the floor. “When she does, make sure you have good stories to tell her. You are not the only one of her tongues.”

I nodded again.

I felt his finger lifting my chin.

“I’ve kept my word, haven’t I?”

“Yes.”

“And you are grateful?”

“Yes.”

His hand caressed my cheek for a brief moment, and then fell limp.

“The Empress wants her stories, and I want mine, Varvara. I protect, provide. You listen and obey. You are my eyes and ears, too. Keep them open. Lie to anyone, but never to me.”

I thought it such an easy promise to give.

From the Empress’s bedroom came the sound of a man’s bold laughter followed by the plucking of guitar strings. Whoever he was, he must have come through the secret passage as soon as we had left.

I followed the Chancellor of Russia, along the empty corridors of the Winter Palace, to his rooms.

In the morning, in the Imperial Wardrobe, Madame Kluge’s face seemed even more sour than usual. Back at my seat, my eyes red and smarting from too little sleep, I began ironing the ribbons for the new gown.

Madame Kluge didn’t look at me.

Ever since the court had returned from the summer retreat in Tsarskoye Selo, the seamstresses gossiped about how the Empress frowned when she heard her Chief Maid’s name mentioned, or how she called Madame Kluge “a German blockhead who could never do anything right.” There were more and more mornings when Madame Kluge returned from the Imperial Bedroom in tears, with the pandoras smashed, the clothes torn off them and crumpled. On such occasions the Mistress of the Wardrobe ordered us to drop everything and hurry to dress another set of dolls for Madame Kluge to present.

This morning, to everyone’s relief, the pandoras came back intact, and we all busied ourselves with the hurried preparations of the Empress’s newest outfit, snipping off all loose threads, ironing the hem, feeling the fabric for a forgotten pin. When the gown was ready, swaddled in a length of silk, Madame Kluge took it to the Empress.

I watched her hurry out of the room. I watched her when she came back, to fetch one of the seamstresses for some last-minute adjustments. For a time I feared that nothing would happen, that the Empress had forgotten her promise.

But then Madame Kluge returned and I saw her say something to the Mistress of the Wardrobe, who nodded.

They were both looking at me.

I began basting ribbons to a crimson evening gown. I smoothed the ribbon in my hand, placed it on the silk, and began threading a needle as Madame Kluge approached me.

“The Empress wishes you to take care of the Grand Duke’s wardrobe.” Her voice was strained and uncertain, and I did nothing to hide my delight. “When you are done here today, pack your things.”

I heard the other seamstresses whisper.

The ribbon and silk slipped from my hands to the floor, but neither Madame Kluge nor the Chief Seamstress scolded me or told me to wipe the smile off my lips.

That evening, when I finished my work in the Imperial Wardrobe, Madame Kluge led me to a small room in the west wing of the Winter Palace, next to where the Grand Duke Peter’s maids-of-honor slept.

I was to empty my own chamber pot, she told me, but I could have as many tallow candles as I needed, as long as I brought back the melted ends. A scullery maid would fetch me a jug of water each morning for my toilette.

“You can have a shelf, too,” she said, as she walked me to my new lodgings. On the stairs, I noted, her hand was clutching the railing with more force than necessary.

“A shelf, a table, and a wooden chest for your things, Varvara Nikolayevna,” Madame Kluge said when she opened the door.

I felt a surge of pleasure at the sound of my full name.

The room was an old alcove, boarded up with thin paneling. I looked at the bare floor, the ceiling streaked brown with damp, the thick dust on the windowsill and a little table. There was no fireplace. From behind the flimsy wall came the easy laughter of the maids-of-honor, getting ready for the imperial masquerade, where all women would dress as men and all men would wear women’s gowns. In another room someone was playing the violin.

Madame Kluge took a few awkward steps, then turned toward me. Her lips were drawn in a thin, straight line.

There were two other maids of the bedchamber, she informed me, both charged with keeping the Grand Duke’s wardrobe in order. There was hardly enough for them to do, as it was. The maids-of-honor kept their own servants. “You better ask the Grand Duke himself what he wants you to do around here,” she said. “Tomorrow, scrub yourself well, and present yourself to him.”

I could hear the old haughtiness in Madame Kluge’s voice. If I wished her to fumble, lose herself in guessing, to be awed by the outrageous possibilities of my changed position, she refused to oblige me. The Empress wished a Polish stray to serve the Grand Duke. So be it. It was not the first time the Empress had puzzled the Chief Maid with her orders.

Madame Kluge gave me one last look and took her leave.

I wiped off the mouse droppings with a piece of old rag I found under the table. My new bed was as hard and narrow as the one before, the blanket as threadbare.

Squeals of fawning laughter from behind the wall told me that the Grand Duke must have come into the room. The old paneling was loose enough for me to peek through, and I saw him, tall and lanky, in a hooped dress of white silk and a woman’s wig, his lean face powdered and rouged. The maids-of-honor—all in dark-blue Holsteiner uniforms—flocked around him.

He was turning to a round of giddy applause. I saw him curtsy and cover his face with an ostrich feather. I heard him giggle and say something in Russian. His high-pitched voice, I thought, sounded squeaky and very foreign.

When they all left, I wiped the dust off the wooden chest and opened it. It did not smell of mice. I put the few things I owned into it—my mother’s dress, a pair of her shoes, a few books my father had bound. I closed the lid of the chest and looked for the key, but there was none.

In the morning, before I presented myself to Grand Duke Peter, his Blackamoor warned me to be quick; Master was tired after the masquerade and wished to get on with his day.

The Grand Duke had just finished his breakfast. I thought him thinner than he’d been in the rare moments when I had caught sight of him in the hallways. There was a white, pasty smudge on his forehead. His blond hair was heavily powdered in what I heard described as “the Spanish fashion,” and he was reciting Russian place-names, in the girlish voice I had overheard the day before. A list of fortresses, it turned out to be, along the eastern border.

Books full of plans and pictures were spread across the table among the breakfast dishes, and being my father’s child, I flinched at the damage greasy fingers would cause.

“Speak,” the Grand Duke said, lifting his eyes from the map he was studying. In German, his voice sounded less shrill than it was in Russian.

I thought it wise to speak in German, too. I said that it was Her Majesty’s wish that I would make myself useful to him.

“What can you do?”

I didn’t expect to be asked, but seeing the newspapers that lay on the side table, I saw my chance. “I could read from them, Your Highness,” I answered. “To spare your eyes.”

The Duke gave me a curious look and blinked a few times. His eyelashes, I noticed, were oddly pale. He had a milky skin, and later I would see how readily it flamed red with sunburn every time he was exposed to sunlight for too long.

“I have to ask Professor Stehlin,” he answered. “He is my new teacher. From Prussia.”

I expected to be dismissed, but the Grand Duke pointed at one of the maps on the table. His fingernails, I noticed, had been tinted with red oil.

“Do you know where Prussia is on the map?”

I nodded, and saw that it pleased him.

The Grand Duke asked me many questions that morning. He wanted me to tell him where I was born and why my parents had come to Russia. He was disappointed to hear that my father had been a bookbinder, not a soldier. “Don’t the Poles like to fight?” he asked.

When I said I didn’t know, he told me not to worry. Life carried many surprises. He’d always thought he would be the King of Sweden. “You may still marry a soldier,” he said.

This is when I noticed a hoop skirt lying on the carpet, flattened and stained.

To my relief, Professor Stehlin did not object to a reader. And so, every morning, I arrived at the Imperial Study, ready for my new duties. “Keep your eyes opened,” the Chancellor had said. “Remember, you are watching your future Tsar.”

There was a lot to read. Excerpts from foreign dispatches and newspapers, descriptions of fortresses from Sila Imperii or from Galerie Agréable du Monde. Passages about the habits of various animals, and the anatomy of plants, about the layout of St. Petersburg canals and the treasures of Kunstkamera.

Every passage I read became the theme of a lesson. A military fortress called for an explanation of a mathematical formula, a dispatch for tracing the boundaries of foreign lands and positions of various countries on the map. And—if the Grand Duke became restless or tired—Professor Stehlin ordered a walk: to the gardens, to the streets of St. Petersburg, the city his famous grandfather Peter had coaxed out of the marshes and the sea.

The future Tsar, I thought, had a wise teacher.

“Speak,” the Empress commanded the night when I was summoned into the Imperial Bedroom. On my way there I had seen a sobbing maid, her arms huddling her thin body. The door through which I entered was hidden in the carved paneling; it opened without a sound. A tongue was not to be seen.

Her Majesty was lying on her bed, poultices on her eyelids. Two cats stretched beside her, fast asleep. I seated myself beside the bed on a small embroidered footstool. “Flatter her. Tell her stories she wants to hear,” the Chancellor had urged me. “Make her wish you hadn’t stopped talking.”

“Professor Stehlin said Your Majesty looked ravishing in the Preobrazhensky uniform at the last masquerade,” I began.

“To whom?” She did not remove the poultices from her eyes.

“To Count Lestocq. It made him bite his lips.”

It seemed easy enough, the fine curl of Elizabeth’s smile urging me on.

From behind the door came the shuffling of feet. Elizabeth’s courtiers were eagerly awaiting their turn.

“Is my nephew making good progress at his lessons?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Does he fancy any of his maids-of-honor?”

“No. He never singles out any of them over another. But they imagine that he does. Especially Mademoiselle Gagarina.”

There would be no dearth of stories. From my tiny nook of a room with its flimsy wall, I had spied on the maids-of-honor and heard their foolish chatter. In the Grand Duke’s rooms, their eyes slid over me as if I were made of air, but their thoughts were already mine. This one tried to tempt the Grand Duke with the sight of her bare breast. That one sulked, for the Grand Duke complained she couldn’t sing a note. I had heard their childish confessions of first kisses and secret vows; I had carefully weighed their desires and their fears.

They were such easy prey. Too pampered to watch behind their backs, too sure of themselves to take note of anyone not like them.

The Empress sat upright, wiping the poultices off her eyes. “Light another candle, Varvara. It’s too dark in here.”

I rose from the footstool. I lit a new candle from the old one and placed it on a side table right beside the Imperial Bed. I heard a cat’s husky purr. The Empress was running her long, tapered fingers through its coppery fur.

“Mademoiselle Gagarina, Varvara?” she said, chuckling. “Tell me: What does the silly goose want?”

The Grand Duke had many visitors, I told the Chancellor.

Prince Lev Naryshkin made the Grand Duke titter with his loud farts and imitations of street whores. Count Vorontzov had presented him with a silver traveling set, encrusted with tortoiseshell and mother-of-pearl. “Fit for the best of soldiers,” he said. Madame Kluge was inventing excuses to visit. She was finding fault with chambermaids, making them scrub the grate of the fireplace over and over again. Always managing to appear when the Grand Duke was alone, speaking of Eutin to him, telling him she had been born there.

The Empress came, too. She’d watched as the Grand Duke busied himself with his maps, patted his head when he explained to her the movements of troops in some obscure battle. “Your grandfather would have been proud,” she told him. I told the Chancellor of the promised spring bear hunt, with the trackers and running hounds. And of the teasing. About Mademoiselle Gagarina, her prancing about, her mincing steps. “I’m looking for a bride for you,” the Empress had said, pinching her nephew’s cheek. “I have to, before it’s too late.”

At the word bride, the Chancellor bristled. I took note of the sharp twist of his head, the tightening of his lips. I thought of a bird, swooping.

“Has she mentioned anyone yet?”

“Princess Marianna of Saxony, a few times. But the Grand Duke doesn’t like hearing about her. Horseface, he calls her. So now the Empress mostly speaks of the Princess of Anhalt-Zerbst.”

“As if we needed another German! As if the one we have was not trouble enough. Does he still wet his bed?”

“Yes. The maids complain of washing his sheets.”

The Chancellor did not hide his irritation with Peter the Great’s grandson. The world was not a plaything of Dukes. Russia needed an alliance with Saxony or Austria. The Prussian King was getting too strong. It would be better for everyone if the heir to the throne understood that much.

There was weariness in his voice. On his desk, papers were turned facedown, arranged in clusters of two so that none could be removed unnoticed.

The Chancellor sighed. “Am I asking too much of him, Varvara?”

A spy does not need to answer such questions.

A spy needs to speak of the letter hidden in the secret drawer that opens only when the carved column on the right is pushed. A letter calling Frederick of Prussia the cleverest monarch in history. A letter complaining that Russia is a barbarian land where people worship idols and kiss their pictures hoping they would cure them from all ills. A letter in which the heir to the Russian throne writes: If I had not left Holstein, I would by now serve in Your Majesty’s army and learn what being a true soldier is all about.

A letter Madame Kluge agreed to put in the right hands.

In the first days of October, Professor Stehlin began marking passages from the history of Russia for me to read to the Grand Duke. The description of the Grand Embassy of 1697, Peter the Great’s European journey, where the Tsar learned the intricacies of shipbuilding and during which he bought his books and treasures. The Battle of Poltava of 1709, where the Russian troops defeated the King of Sweden and captured the land that gave Russia precious access to the sea.

Look at him, I read, this God-like man, now enveloped in a cloud of dust, of smoke, of flame, now bathed in sweat at the end of strenuous toil. Through God and Tsar, Russia is strong. For the Sovereign is the father of all people, like the Earth is their Mother.

“With Peter the Great,” Professor Stehlin told the Grand Duke, “nothing was ever left to chance.”

The Grand Duke did not roll his eyes.

The visit to Kunstkamera—Peter the Great’s famous museum on Vasilevsky Island—was to be like a puzzle the Grand Duke was to solve by himself. Why had his grandfather opened it? Why make people come and study his famous collections? What did Russia’s greatest Tsar wish his people to learn?

The Grand Duke jumped up and clapped his hands at Professor Stehlin’s announcement. “Will she come, too?” he asked, pointing at me.

“If this is Your Highness’s wish.”

My knees nearly buckled. My hands trembled. Even though the island was easy to spot from the palace windows, I had learned not to look past the waters of the river. It is not that I didn’t remember that I once lived there. The thread that linked me to my memories was always tugging at my heart—if I let it tug any harder, the hurt would choke me.

My father’s voice came back to me first: “The power of reason … breaking down fear and superstition … Kunstkamera is a temple of knowledge.” And then I remembered our maids calling Peter’s museum a cursed place, one that would bring bad luck on our heads. Were they right when they sneered at my father’s words?

I pushed away these thoughts. I would not cry, I vowed.

The first thing Professor Stehlin pointed out to the Grand Duke in Kunstkamera was a glass dome covering a hill made of skulls and bones. Two baby skeletons propped on iron poles looked as if they were preparing to climb it. Beside them another skeleton, bow in hand, seemed about to start playing his violin. A wreath made of dried arteries, kidneys, and hearts hung above them, with a calligraphed inscription that said: Why should I long for things of this world?

“Anatomical art,” Professor Stehlin called it. “So why should we think of death when we are still in our prime?” he asked his pupil.

The Grand Duke rubbed his hands and grinned. He remembered word for word what I had read to him days before.

To make us aware of the brevity of life. To remind us that we will have to account for our deeds well beyond the moment of death.

Professor Stehlin nodded with a smile.

They were in the next room we entered, motionless creatures with pale, leathery skin, floating in glass jars, their pensive faces suspended in clear liquid. Two heads fused into one, a face lacking eyes, legs locked into a mermaid’s tail. Fetuses with stumps for arms, babies with two faces.

The dead staring at the living, the maids in my parents’ house had whispered.

I tightened the shawl about my shoulders. Beside me, the Grand Duke shuffled his feet.

“These are deformed fetuses born in Russia from human and animal mothers. Your grandfather ordered them to be collected and brought here,” Professor Stehlin explained, his voice rising in excitement. “Look at them carefully, Your Highness. Ask yourself, Why?”

The Grand Duke was staring at the jar with twins, one reduced to a few folds of shriveled skin clinging, frog-like, to the back of its bloated brother.

He was silent.

Professor Stehlin answered his own question. Peter the Great wanted to teach his subjects. Monsters were merely damaged fetuses. “The fruit of illness and abuse,” he said. “Or mother’s fear.” And then he pointed to an inscription on the wall: For a mother can pass the imprint of her fear to the life she carries in her womb.

“Repeat these words, Your Highness,” he said.

The Grand Duke turned his eyes away from the jar he had been staring at all this time. I saw his lips move, but no words came. And then I heard his scream, piercing, thick and dark, followed by the sounds of his footsteps fading away.

I looked at the Grand Duke’s tutor. He was blinking, bewildered at the effect his words had.

“Don’t just stand there, Varvara,” he ordered. “Go after him.”

I made my way to the bottom of the stairs, where the Grand Duke crouched and shivered. He hid his face in the palms of his hands when he saw me. “They’ll kill me here,” he sobbed. “I know they will.”

I tried to put my hand on his shoulder, but he shook it off.

“There have been omens,” I heard him whimper. “Just like when Mama died. They don’t want me to know, but I do.” A rivulet of vomit leaked through his fingers, dripping to the floor.

I thought of a nestling, its wings flapping aimlessly, too paralyzed with terror for flight.

“Get a footman, Varvara,” Professor Stehlin’s voice commanded behind me. “Hurry up, girl.”

I hadn’t even heard him come down, but he was now at the bottom of the stairs, helping the Grand Duke stand.

“You’ve seen the monsters, Your Highness. You’ve seen what fear can do. Don’t let it rule your thoughts. We cannot know the future,” I heard him say as I rushed outside. “But with the help of reason, we can prepare for what might happen.”

In the silence that shrouded the rest of that day, I turned those words in my head, examined them for stains of doubts, the way my father examined the leather for the bindings of his books.

We cannot know the future.

Reason can conquer fear.

But that night, alone in my bed, I could not shut my ears to the Grand Duke’s muffled sobs in the room next to mine.

A hundred times I almost rose, almost went to him. But every time I came up with excuses. He would just send me away. He would soon stop. The future Tsar has to learn his lessons like everyone else.

Lessons hurt.

There is no other way.

The sobs quieted down in the end, and I, too, drifted into sleep. Look, the Kunstkamera monsters urged me in my dreams. Look at our webbed fingers, our fused legs, our eyes squeezed shut.

Why are you not looking?

Are you afraid that you can see too much?

People like to think they can hide behind their faces, mold them like masks for a costume ball. They hope that their eager smiles or haughty looks do not betray thoughts they prefer to keep hidden. A courtier’s corrosive envy. A lady’s contempt. A child’s piercing longing.

I was not the only one of the Empress’s tongues, but I could read her face better than others could. Her pupils widened when a man’s bold look pleased her. A slight frown always preceded the surge of her impatience. A sweep of her arm signaled interest. If it waned, she would start playing with anything her fingers could reach.

The sins of others made the best of stories. The bowels of the palace were dark and deep, like the waters of the Neva. Something was always moving there. Something was always washed ashore. Secrets were like cast-up corpses, warped coins, polished shards of glass covered in mud. Useless to those who didn’t know where they came from. Treasures to those who did. All I had to do was watch and remember. All I had to do was listen to those who thought themselves alone.

Princess Golubeva kept her serf hairdresser locked in a cage in her bedroom alcove, so that he would not betray her baldness. In Count Sheremetev’s library, in a locked cabinet, books had titles like: Venus in the Cloister or The Nun in Her Chemise. There were pictures there, too, with secret levers hidden in their frames. Once pulled, they revealed their hidden doubles: shepherds and shepherdesses frolicking naked in a meadow. A stern court lady lifting her dress to show a little dog licking the spot between her legs.

It didn’t take me long to become the most popular of imperial tongues.

That night a bracelet on the Empress’s wrist captivated her, the glow of gold glittering in candlelight, the clinking of the jeweled pendants attached to it.

“There is something about Madame Kluge that Your Highness should know,” I said.

“Madame Kluge?” the Empress said idly. “What about her?”

“An old Baba came to her.”

The bracelet stopped moving. The Empress sat mute when I said it all: the old Baba’s toothless mouth muttering her incantations, a candle that sputtered and smoked even though there was no draft.

How swiftly my words flew, how easily.

Rubles changed hands. Charms were given. Foul. Unspeakable. Take this bottle.… Fill it with your piddle.… Smear it on the four legs of your mistress’s bed. That will stop her affection from slipping away.

Hairs, nail clippings, flakes of skin were to be gathered. Mixed with charms and potent herbs. Bundled up in old paper. Tied with a black ribbon freshly ironed. Placed in secret so the charms could work their way.

The Empress drew a sharp breath. I didn’t know then how much she feared witchcraft, but I wouldn’t have stopped talking if I’d known. Her eyes widened, her hand gripped mine, pulling me closer. No one has ever listened to me like that before.

“Where is it?” she demanded.

I pointed at her bed, hoping I had heard it right. Hoping Madame Kluge had done what she was told to do.

“Show me,” the Empress said.

I walked to the bed and lifted the mattress. I should not have doubted the force of desperation. It was there, a small bundle of paper, tied with a black ribbon.

The Empress ordered me to open it.

I did. It smelled of dust and herbs. Inside, beside nail clippings stained pink, there was a bone, a ball of hair, a wilted carrot, and a bunch of dried flowers.

The Empress crossed herself, again and again.

“Put that thing there,” she commanded. I could hear the tremor of fear in her voice. “Careful. Don’t drop it.”

I placed my finding on a table by the window.

“Cover it.”

I placed a silk kerchief over the package.

“Now go,” she said.

I made a step toward the secret door. But to my surprise, she stopped me and motioned for me to approach.

“You did well, Varvara. The Chancellor was right about you. You did very well.”

I felt her fingers touch my hair.

I didn’t think much of the Chancellor or Madame Kluge that night, when I reached my spartan room. I didn’t ask myself what would happen. I fell asleep with the memory of that touch.

A sable pelisse covered Her Majesty’s shining gown, the edge of her green velvet hood revealing a black feather in her hair. From the balcony where she stood, the Empress watched as two guards brought Madame Kluge to the palace yard, freshly cleared from the first November snowfall.

The Grand Duke was absent. The Empress forbade her nephew to leave his room, for he had awakened with a sore throat. When I came to ask if he wished me to read to him, he was straddling his dog, teasing it with a bone. “Leave me alone,” he snapped gruffly.

The crowd had been gathering since dawn. People huddled by the walls of the Winter Palace, stomping their feet, pounding their chests to make the blood flow faster.

Madame Kluge’s fat face was pale and clenched, her eyes downcast. German traitor … I heard the shouts … wishing misfortune on our heads.

Feet shuffled on the frozen ground. Rumors flew, dark and menacing. Worshipping the Dark One … biting the merciful hand that fed her.

Someone threw a rotten cabbage. It splashed into a slimy puddle on the snow. Madame Kluge’s eyes shrank with fear.

Caught red-handed, I heard. Exposed when she least expected. Serves her right. Spying for the Prussians. Her hands greased with German gold.

Wasn’t she always sneaky and underhanded? Always asking questions when she should’ve been quiet?

A dog snarled. I heard a single beat of the drum.

All eyes turned to the balcony, its railings covered with a flag on which the double-headed Russian eagle was spreading its wings. The Empress did not move.

When the drum sounded again, the Empress turned toward the Captain of the Guards. Her gloved hand rose and, for an instant, I thought that the plea in Madame Kluge’s eyes would soften my mistress’s heart. But the Empress of All the Russias nodded and lowered her hand.

The guards pushed Madame Kluge onto the makeshift scaffold, hastily assembled from a few pieces of timber and a plank. I felt drops of falling snow melt on my cheeks and lips. Behind me a man complained that he could not see anything.

How meager the trifles one clings to, to keep guilt at bay: the memories of an unkind word, a face distorted with anger, the lash of a whip. How welcoming the thought of punishment deserved, of justice meted out. How easy the contempt for those who fall from grace.

“No one will be put to death under my rule,” the Empress had vowed on the day of the coup that gave her the throne, two years before. Madame Kluge would not die, I told myself, knowing that death was not all a soul could fear. Under the strokes of the knout, skin turns to meaty straps. Muscles tear. Backs break. It didn’t take much to turn a woman into a cripple.

Someone behind me tittered. I heard Madame Kluge scream. Before I could turn my eyes away from the scaffold, I saw her body go limp.

The Empress nodded again. The guard who held the knout raised his hand and the first blow broke the silence. Nine more followed before the verdict was announced—dismissal from court and exile.

Since that day, no one in the Winter Palace was allowed to mention Madame Kluge’s name.

“You play the palace game. You lose or you win,” the Chancellor would tell me that night, caressing my breast. “You, too, can find yourself back where you came from.”

The scar on his chest, he said with a chuckle, was a mark left by a dying hand. He didn’t even recall the man’s name.

“Keep watching what lurks in the shadows, Varvara. The moment you stop, someone else will take your place.”

I made myself believe that there was no other way.
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In the small, forgotten rooms at the far ends of the old Winter Palace—dim oak-paneled chambers that still remembered her father’s giant footsteps—beds were kept ready for the Empress at all times. The room she chose was never the same from night to night. No one was to know where the Empress of Russia would sleep.

She, too, was afraid of an assassin’s dagger.

I had seen many an imperial secret by then. I had seen my mistress in tears; I had seen her sick from lust. I had seen her ripped clothes in a heap on the floor, slashed to free her when she had been too drunk to undress. In the months that had passed since my first summons, I had brought her many stories of foolishness and pride, of hopes and deceits.

It was the measure of the Empress’s confidence in me that she told me of the letter her secretary had dispatched to the Prince of Anhalt-Zerbst.

The letter made no promises but asked for his daughter’s company. The Empress had every reason to believe the Princess would arrive before February 10, in time to celebrate the Grand Duke’s sixteenth birthday.

“We would all be in Moscow by then,” she told me, pleased at the thought of the court’s approaching journey. Staying in one place for too long made Elizabeth restless. Days were always brighter elsewhere, nights more starry. Besides, she disliked the thought of any of her palaces left to the servants for too long. This is when walls began to peel, silks faded, and carpets grew threadbare.

Master’s eye fattened the horse.

There was no reading of reports that night. Instead, I was to write down a list of questions for the steward. Did the furniture the Empress had ordered shipped to Moscow in advance of her trip arrive? Was there any damage from dampness or mice? Had the sculptor been hired to check the condition of the statues and do the necessary repairs? Even away from the capital, her visitors would not be given an excuse to doubt the splendor of the Russian court.

“The grand ballroom of the Annenhof palace would do very well for their first dance,” Elizabeth said. Her hand was stroking a purring cat curled on her lap.

The cats were never fooled by the charade of changing bedrooms. They always knew where to find her.

In the Imperial Wardrobe the seamstresses were busy laying out the traveling clothes. In the hallways footmen were stacking up trunks and chests before loading them onto carriages. Crates lined up with braids of straw were still piling up in the main hall. In the stables, the grooms were fitting harnesses and traces for the horses.

From now on I was also to make sure Grand Duke Peter’s reading contained suitable passages. “Not so many battles, Varvara,” the Empress said. “Some French novels, perhaps. But make sure they are not too frivolous. My nephew is too impressionable. And find him some love poems to learn by heart.”

In January of 1744, in the Moscow Annenhof palace, the Empress of All the Russias wanted to hear of nothing but the journey of Princess Sophie of Anhalt-Zerbst.

“What have you heard about our travelers, Varvara?” the Empress demanded as I entered her bedroom that night. It was past midnight, in the darkest of hours. She was lying on the bed, her feet bare, her head propped on pillows. Pushok, one of the cats that came with her from St. Petersburg, the fluffy white one, had settled down beside her, licking its paws.

I seated myself at her feet, the slim, shapely feet of a dancer. Pouring lavender oil on the palms of my hands, I warmed them first, rubbing the skin.

“Prince Naryshkin says that the Princess is not too pretty.”

“And what does the Chancellor say?”

“He says that the Princess is very clever.”

“Cunning, he means,” the Empress said, rolling her eyes. “Meddling. And how does he know that?”

“He has received another letter from Berlin.”

The Berlin spies had been busy, and so I could paint for the Empress a picture of the young Princess from Stettin, a grim, black dot at the mouth of the Oder River, far away from anywhere important. I hinted at a dark-haired girl left to her own devices, playing with merchants’ children on the slippery cobbled streets, the daughter of a scatterbrained mother who had been disappointed that her firstborn was not a boy.

“Her father, Your Highness, is good at dispensing advice but lacks the means to act upon it. And her mother’s temper grows worse with each year.”

I told the Empress of the shabby poverty of the genteel, of threadbare carpets that underpaid servants washed with sauerkraut to coax back the color, chairs from which grayish filling always threatened to slip out, silverplated dishes revealing copper or tin at the edges, dresses that had to be mended and darned and were always out of style.

“Is that what Bestuzhev says about her? Does he think I’ll send the girl back if I hear about that?”

I could feel her feet tense. I could see the flash of anger gather in her eyes.

“The Chancellor says that poor princesses are not used to power. Elevated above her station, she will be grateful to those who put her there and will therefore be Your Highness’s most loyal subject.”

Under the pressure of my fingers, my mistress’s feet were again growing soft and warm. I rolled the toes between my thumb and forefinger, one by one.

“The Grand Duke,” I continued, “asks about the Princess every day.”

I was not surprised to feel Elizabeth’s feet stiffen again. I had already seen the twitch of her lip when her nephew mangled some Russian name. I had made note of a dismissive sneer after his awkward fall at one of her masquerades, when he tripped in his high-heel shoes.

I poured more oil on my palms. “The Grand Duke wants to know why Sophie is so slow to arrive.”

In his bedroom, Peter had spread a map on which a toy carriage moved a few inches every day. Two dolls were sitting inside, the bigger one with a chipped nose ever since one of the palace cats had knocked the carriage to the floor. I did not mention the fact that every time Professor Stehlin told him to stop rubbing his cheek and pulling on his ears, Peter seemed astonished, as if he were not aware of the wanderings of his own hands.

Elizabeth closed her eyes. I kept talking.

The Grand Duke used to worry that his fiancée would be skinny. But Professor Stehlin told him not to. The Princess would take on more flesh as soon as she started eating excellent Russian food. “Women,” Stehlin said, “should be plump and soft like our Empress.”

“Is that what the old flatterer really said?” my mistress asked, just as I knew she would.

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“And what did Peter say to this?”

“He was pleased.”

The curtains let in the first light of dawn. I was keeping my voice low and steady, hoping Elizabeth would finally drift into sleep.

The Grand Duke had wanted to know what to do with a fiancée. Would he have to kiss her, he had asked me three times already. When I said that he would have to, he blushed crimson.

There were more questions: Would he still have to take dancing and deportment lessons when he was married? Or would he be allowed to concentrate on his regiment? Would Princess Sophie like to watch him drill his troops? Wasn’t she, too, a soldier’s daughter?

The Empress closed her eyes.

Everyone in Petersburg was waiting for the arrival of the Princess of Anhalt-Zerbst, I continued. Jugglers were perfecting new acts, fortune-tellers prophesied joy.

As soon as I heard the first light snore, I made sure the silver-fox-fur blanket covered the Empress’s feet. I wiped the oil off my hands and slipped out of the room. I knew better than to snuff the candle.

The Secret Chancellery’s dispatches about Princess Sophie’s progress on her monthlong journey to Russia came in hand-bound folders tied with green ribbons, their ends sealed with wax. They contained unflattering stories of darned stockings and chemises of coarse linen. The Anhalt-Zerbsts lived in a palace no one in St. Petersburg would look at twice.

When the invitation from Russia had arrived on New Year’s Day, it was reported, Sophie’s father hesitated for three full days before giving his consent for the trip. He objected to the change of religion that a marriage to the Russian Crown Prince would bring. “How can we risk our daughter’s salvation for earthly glory? Allow the worship of idols?” he had asked. “If I listened to you, we would still be in Stettin,” his wife replied, but even she attempted to hide the news of Elizabeth’s summons from her daughter. “So as not to excite her too much when nothing is certain yet,” she told her husband. There had been talk of Sophie’s secret engagement to her own uncle, but the Anhalt-Zerbsts were no fools. They knew a better match when they saw one. The Princess may have been too fond of sitting on her uncle’s lap, but she was still a virgin.

“They come in four carriages, and even that expense has to be paid out of the imperial coffers,” the Chancellor had scoffed, as he thrust the dispatches from his spies at me.

The spies reported on petty squabbles over lost combs and bedbugs. A German maid confirmed that Sophie had worn a corset to straighten her spine until she was seven. But there was no sign of dislocations now, the spies confirmed.

The Princess and her mother were traveling in unmarked carriages under the names of Countess Reinbeck and her daughter, Figchen—little fig—plump and sweet and filled with tiny seeds, Sophie’s childhood nickname. Her mother, Princess Johanna, complained ceaselessly that winter was a bad season for traveling.

The ruts in the roads were frozen solid. The bedchambers at post houses were often unheated. Figchen suffered from swollen legs and had to be carried during their stops. More than once, the travelers had to sleep in the postmaster’s room, with his children, dogs, and chickens. So much for the famed comfort of the Prussian inns, Princess Johanna grumbled.

For the spies watching them day and night, no detail seemed too trivial to report. Each tidbit made the Empress chortle with delight.

By the time the travelers reached Riga, the charade of incognito had been abandoned. The family’s unmarked carriages were sent back to Prussia, replaced with a Russian gift of an imperial sleigh. “Isn’t it like a big bed, Maman?” Sophie reportedly exclaimed. “Have you ever seen anything like it?” She learned fast how to get in and out of it and declared that for the first time in weeks she was warm right down to her toes. She kissed the sable furs, touched featherbeds and fur blankets and declared “our dearest Empress Elizabeth” the most generous of all people on earth.

“Clever flatterers, the Anhalt-Zerbsts. This much I grant them,” the Chancellor told me, his hand sliding inside my chemise. “But still, our little Figchen with her pointy chin won’t last longer here than a few weeks.”

Chancellor Bestuzhev was not pleased with the steady stream of dispatches about Princess Sophie’s gushing adoration for Her Benefactress and with the Grand Duke’s growing impatience to meet his intended bride. In the Empress’s presence, like everyone else, the Chancellor praised the Princess of Anhalt-Zerbst with all the flattery he could muster, but from me he did not hide his anger.

What the spies were sending him were pitchers of warm spittle. What was he to do? Drink it and smack his lips?

I watched his black eyes, gleaming with indignation and stifled fury. I listened when he complained that reports took forever to arrive. His spies were repeating themselves, sending accounts of the same incidents with insignificant variations, most of them useless. Rulers can be blind and deaf to what is the most important, but the best courtiers cannot be.

“See if there is anything in those the Empress might need to hear,” he said, throwing a bunch of papers on my lap. This, too, was a skill he had taught me—fishing for the important detail buried in the trivial.

I glanced at yet another account of the solemn morning prayers for the health of the Empress and the Grand Duke, of stockings worn three days in a row, one darned at the toe but not too skillfully, of a loose stool and a regular one, of a birthmark on Sophie’s thigh. Using the pretext of having to treat her swollen legs, I examined the Princess, Elizabeth’s surgeon wrote. She has already had her menses. With full authority I can state that she has good bones and will have no trouble giving birth.

Only Princess Johanna could always be counted on to brighten the Chancellor’s mood. I reached most eagerly for the copies of her letters home and the daily scribbles in her journal.

I was received by Prince Vladimir Dolgoruky.

It never occurred to me that all this was for poor little me, for whom in some other places they hardly beat the drum and in others sound nothing at all, Johanna wrote about her reception at Riga.

“Poor Figchen might have fallen out of the carriage,” the Chancellor muttered. “And no one would have even noticed her absence!”

I giggled.

I braced myself for his usual tirade about apples and the apple tree, vain mothers and their daughters, but it didn’t come. I had found a letter that had pleased him more than the sound of his own voice.


Being one of the generals entrusted with the task of welcoming Princess Sophie of Anhalt-Zerbst to Russia, I feel it my duty to inform Your Excellency of a conversation I had with our illustrious visitor.

It was the following demand that I hasten to inform Your Excellency about. Princess Sophie asked if I could supply her with details on the characters and habits of key courtiers. Her questions were: Does the Empress like them? Are they rich enough? Do they have wives and children? Who are their closest friends?

“If you make notes on them,” the Princess added, “and give them to me, I will remember you well, General.”

Knowing that if I refused this unusual request the Princess would find someone else to do it for her, I prepared the notes. An exact copy of them is attached to this deposition. As Your Excellency may be so kind as to observe, they include only the most obvious and easily obtainable facts. If, as in two instances, I included the name of a favorite dog, it was at the Princess’s specific request.

The Princess is very fond of dogs.



This was the letter I read to the Empress that night when the maids had been sent away. I read it slowly, the way the Chancellor instructed me to. “Planting a seed of imperial doubt,” he had called it.

The Empress was seated at her dressing table, staring at the coils of her golden bracelet glittering on her wrist.

“Where is Sophie now?” she asked, as if she did not hear a word of what I had just read.

“In St. Petersburg, Your Majesty. For a quick rest before hurrying on to Moscow.”

“Does she like it there?”

“She says it is so much bigger and grander than Berlin. She clapped twenty-five times when Prince Repnin took her to see Your Majesty’s elephants. She could not believe such giant beasts could dance so gracefully.”

“She will make it here in time for Peter’s birthday, won’t she?”

“Yes.”

I saw the Empress bend closer to the silver-framed dressing mirror, lick her finger, and run it along her brow. She was waiting for a night visitor, I realized, someone for whom she was now dabbing perfume behind her ears and on her wrists, someone who would come through the secret passage that led all the way to the courtyard.

“Go now,” she told me.

I set the folder on the small side table by the Empress’s bed. But before I opened the door, she called me back.

“How long have you been at the palace, Varvara?”

“Almost a year, Your Highness.”

“How old are you now?”

“Sixteen, Your Highness.”

“You could be her friend. An older friend she could trust.”

“If this is what Your Highness wishes,” I replied, and paused, waiting for her to say more, but she waved me to hurry out.

The travelers were taking their time. By February 6 the Empress no longer cared to hide her impatience, not even in the Chancellor’s presence. She had hoped that Sophie and Peter would spend a day or two together before the birthday feast. How long could “a quick rest in St. Petersburg” last? Didn’t they know she was waiting?

On February 9 a sleigh passed through the grand entrance of the Annenhof palace and stopped in front to the jingling of harness bells. A sliver of a girl untangled herself from the furs and quickly followed her mother inside the grand entrance, past a throng of chamberlains and Guards officers waiting to greet them.

“How warm it is here, Maman!” she gasped, clapping her hands. “Warmer than the Zerbst palace is in the summer!”

In the grand hall it was Marshal Brummer and not Chancellor Bestuzhev who welcomed the imperial guests.

“An honor,” Princess Johanna said, her voice loud enough for all to hear. “And a source of our greatest joy.”

They were whisked to their rooms to freshen up before meeting the Empress. In the palace corridors, courtiers and chambermaids, cooks, valets, and stove stokers hovered on tiptoes, craning their necks. Having pushed my way forward right behind the guards, all I could see was a disappointing glimpse of a sable pelisse and a brown headdress.

I hurried to the Empress’s side. She was seated in the Throne Room surrounded by her ladies of the court. The Grand Duke Peter stood by his aunt, shuffling his feet, eyes fixed on the door. Chancellor Bestuzhev was there, too, behind them. The expression of stifled amusement on his thin lips could be mistaken for joy. “You should’ve been more blunt,” he’d snapped when I’d told him the Empress paid no heed to the letter he’d ordered me to read to her. “We cannot let this little Hausfrau play her little games.”

“They’ve arrived, Your Majesty,” I said, breathless from running, which earned me the Chancellor’s annoyed glance.

“So you’ve seen her, Varvara?”

I nodded.

“Does Princess Sophie look tired?”

“She looks tired,” I said. “But she is anxious to meet Your Highness.”

“Not as tired as her mother, I presume.”

Was there a mean note in her voice? Did I hear a touch of jealousy already, before she had even seen Johanna?

The newcomers arrived a few moments after I had been waved aside, having merely discarded their outerwear. Both were visibly moved and gasped at the sight of their hostess. Princess Sophie wore a tight-fitting pleated dress adorned with plain yellow ribbon; her mother had chosen a modest and bulky outfit, which made her look awkward and dumpy.

A clever touch, I thought.

Resplendent in her hooped gown of silver moiré embroidered with triple gold braid and clusters of glittering diamonds, a single black feather in her hair, the Empress stood patiently while Princess Johanna recited her obviously rehearsed speech. She mentioned her profound gratitude, sacred bonds between their two families, and her joy at finally being able to express it. She asked for continued protection for the Anhalt-Zerbsts, but most of all “for the child whom Your Majesty has deigned to allow to accompany me to your court.”

Pleasure glimmered in Empress Elizabeth’s eyes. She kissed Princess Johanna on both cheeks and embraced her. There came promises of favors, gasps and praises, a frenzy of protestations followed by more assurances and pledges.

“Now, let me take a good look at her,” I heard Elizabeth say.

Sophie stood behind her mother, her hands folded. No, she is not pretty, I decided, noting how long and pale her face was, how pointed her chin. It was not a face that would attract, although she had a beautiful complexion, milky white and translucent. The Princess was very slim, too slim. Her bony shoulders stuck out awkwardly in spite of the double thickness of her shawl. And yet there was something appealing about her, something I could not yet define.

Sophie smiled, a timid, girlish smile, and lowered her eyes.

“I’ve never been so happy, Your Highness,” she began softly, in French. “You are even more beautiful than I’ve been told.”

“Oh, but she is charmante!” the Empress exclaimed as she embraced the Princess again and again, kissing her on both cheeks.

Chancellor Bestuzhev stirred. I saw him brush invisible specks from the front of his velvet waistcoat.

“And my nephew?” Elizabeth asked, pointing to Peter. “Is he as handsome as he was when you saw him last? Or are you too shy to say it?”

I saw a touch of pink on Sophie’s cheeks.

“Enough of this ceremony,” the Empress announced, pleased with Sophie’s silence. “Come, join me in my suite, where we can be alone.”

The Princesses and the Grand Duke followed her out of the Throne Room. The door leading to the Imperial Suite closed with a thump, and soon the courtiers—including the Chancellor—began to leave.

There was a small antechamber outside the Imperial Suite, where, in a garlanded niche, a white-marble bust of Peter the Great stood. Beside it, a tapestry showed fountains of light illuminating the entwined initials of the Empress. I lingered there. I do not know what I was waiting for—a chance opening of the door, perhaps? An order I could offer to fulfill? A piece of knowledge I could carry to the Chancellor?

Sometimes I heard the Empress laugh or Princess Johanna speak, sometimes the Grand Duke. Only Sophie seemed to be silent.

After an hour or so, the door did open and the Empress stepped out, alone. She took no notice of me but stood by the window and parted the curtains. In the long, silent moment that followed, I saw her wipe a tear from her eye.

After the official greetings, the imperial guests were left to themselves. Lent had already begun, the time of confessions, of asking forgiveness of those wronged. For six weeks Orthodox believers would touch no meat, no fish, no butter or cream, not even with tea or coffee.

Yes, it was the time of Lent, but the guests were Lutheran and thus free from Orthodox observances. No fast for them, no morning prayers. They were told to rest after their monthlong journey, to regain their strength.

By then, I had been to Princess Sophie’s room.

Her toilet kit was covered in rare French shagreen. Inside, there were porcelain jars and bottles decorated with cameos. Some contained water smelling of barley, some milk of sweet almonds, one was full of poudre de violette for her hair, and one had three different shades of rouge. The perfume bottles were most elaborate. There was the one with a carved cupid aiming an arrow into the distance, another with a nymph standing by a tree—the gifts of the Empress, all. I heard the chambermaids say that the German princess came with four chemises only and a dozen pairs of thick stockings.

I had opened the little silver box. Some of the black taffeta beauty spots within were round, some shaped like a heart or a crescent. I placed one of them on my cheek, but it wouldn’t stick.

A green notebook with a flimsy lock easily gave in to a hairpin. Too easily, perhaps.


The Grand Duke’s eyes are brown and shiny, just like his grandfather’s.

The Empress of Russia is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. And the kindest. She cares little for ceremony.



She was clever, I thought. There was nothing in this room—no evidence of doubt, no fear of loneliness at this foreign court where a newcomer has no friends.

The Chancellor would not like these dutiful displays of her virtue, I decided, anticipating his sour look, his fingers tapping the table with annoyance. There would be more complaints about drafts, more shots of vodka emptied in one gulp.

The thought gave me an unexpected jolt of pleasure.

Princess or not, Sophie was just a girl. There was nothing she could do to stop the Chancellor from sending her back where she came from. He might let her take the gifts, mementos of her futile dreams but nothing more. Until the end of her days, she would mourn what she had lost, this brief glimpse of a life that could have been hers.

You could be her friend, the Empress had told me in January as we all waited for the Princess to arrive. It was the first week of March and I was still peeking through the spying hole of this Moscow palace, watching Sophie and her new maids-of-honor, four Russian girls from the provinces, daughters of low-ranking nobles.

I saw how the maids-of-honor clustered around Sophie, asking her how she liked Russia and what she thought of their dresses and hairdos. I saw how gracious the Princess was with these trivial questions, how eagerly she praised their taste, their choice of trinkets.

Even for a petty German princess, they were better company than a bookbinder’s daughter.

A few days later, from the murky dusk of a walled-up service room, I watched Princess Sophie of Anhalt-Zerbst, sitting on her bed, alone, in a silvery muslin dress, too light for the Russian winter, a shawl around her narrow shoulders, rocking her body to and fro.

I watched her pick up a book and begin to read. I made a note to check for letters between its pages as soon as I got a chance.

The dead air in the service room was making my head spin. From between the cracked boards of the floor seeped the smell of cooked cabbage and dried mushrooms. I tugged at the tight collar of my court dress, thinking of the elephant parade in St. Petersburg I would miss this year.

When I peeked again, Sophie stood in front of an opened door, not into the main hallway but to the corridor used by her servants. Footmen and maids rushed every which way with breakfast trays, coffeepots, baskets. One of the maids was trying to tell her in Russian that she was not supposed to open that door, that this was not the right passageway for her.

“Please, please, Your Highness,” the maid pleaded, her cheeks rosy with excitement. I could imagine the stories she would tell in the servants’ hall that evening.

“Spasiba. Thank you,” Sophie kept repeating, but she did not move.

The main door opened, and I saw Princess Johanna come into the room. Or rather whirl inside, with the nervous energy of a storm. She had bruised shadows under her eyes, not yet masked with powder. “What are you doing, foolish girl?” she screamed at her daughter. “Close that door at once!”

Princess Johanna accused her daughter of indifference, lack of charm, absence of feminine lightness. The Grand Duke had not been pleased lately, and she could see why.

“Why don’t you show more interest in what he has to tell you?”

“But all he wants to talk about is Holstein, Maman.”

“Then talk about Holstein, stupid girl.”

More accusations followed. Her daughter was not walking with enough grace. She was neglecting her duties to her father, though what duties these were it was impossible to tell. Sophie stood, head bowed, her fingers fondling the small pendant around her neck.

The main door opened again, and Bairta came in, crying loudly. She was a little Kalmyk girl the Empress had given Princess Sophie as a welcoming gift, after hearing the child singing in the street. Her voice, the Empress declared, was like the purest of chimes. Bairta’s father had asked only for a good horse in exchange for his daughter.

Seeing her, Princess Johanna snapped, “Why can’t you keep this wretch in your own room, Sophie? She is giving me a headache with her constant wailing.”

Bairta scurried into a corner and made herself invisible.

Luckily, Princess Johanna got exhausted by her own tirade. Stretching her lips in a forced grin, she took a close look at herself in her daughter’s mirror, adjusting her hair and a beauty spot on her chin. For a moment she stood motionless, listening to something I could not hear. “Don’t tell me that I didn’t warn you,” she said to Sophie before leaving.

As soon as her mother was gone, Sophie wiped her eyes and shook her head like a wet dog. She made a few hesitant steps around the room, practiced curtsying in front of a mirror.

You could be her friend, the Empress had told me. An older friend she could trust.

In the corner of the room, Bairta began to sob. This is my chance, I decided.

I slipped out of the service room and knocked on the door.

“Come in,” I heard. I entered.

Princess Sophie smiled at the sight of me, a smile of recognition I did not expect.

“You read to the Grand Duke, don’t you?” she asked me. “What is your name?”

“Varvara Nikolayevna.”

“Varvara Nikolayevna,” she repeated. On her lips, my Russian name seemed oddly harsh. “Has the Duke sent you?”

“I was just passing by, Your Highness,” I lied. Disappointment flickered across the Princess’s face but quickly vanished. “I thought I heard someone crying,” I added.

She pointed to Bairta. The poor child was squatting, her face hidden between her knees. “She cries all the time. I try to ask her what’s wrong, but she doesn’t understand me.”

Bairta made a sound that was half sigh, half sob, her shoulders hunching.

I knelt beside her.

“Why are you crying?” I asked in Russian.

Reluctantly, the weeping girl lifted her eyes. “I want to go to my Mama,” she sobbed.

There was little comfort in the silent look Sophie and I exchanged then. How do you tell a child that not even a princess can oppose the wishes of an empress?

“Tell her I’ll show her something if she stops crying,” the Princess said.

I did.

Bairta watched, curious but still teary, as the Princess puffed up her cheeks and narrowed her eyes. She growled, meowed, and hissed like angry cats readying for a fight. Then came the screech of the battle, so real that if I closed my own eyes I would think two of the Empress’s cats had crept into the room unobserved. Sophie’s face flushed with the effort, but she didn’t stop until the tears on Bairta’s face stopped flowing.

I still remember that first sweet warming of my heart, lingering like perfume.

“How did you learn to do it?” I asked in amazement.

When Sophie laughed, her whole face lit up. Her blue eyes brightened. She didn’t look like a little Hausfrau, I decided, and her chin was not that pointed.

“My father taught me,” she answered.

And then she added, “But I won’t tell you about him, for it will make me sad. And it would be pretty useless if I began to cry now, wouldn’t it?”
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Professor Stehlin had been ordered to shorten the time the Grand Duke spent on his lessons. The two children, the Empress said, were to be given time alone, before the court returned to St. Petersburg.

She told me to watch them.

The Grand Duke visited his fiancée every day, in her rooms, for two full hours, just as the Empress wished, but there was little to report.

Sophie asked him if he would take her for a sleigh ride, but he said it would only bore her.

“Would you teach me a Russian dance, then?” she asked.

“I don’t like dancing.”

“Why not?”

“I just don’t.”

The only time the conversations lasted for a while was when Sophie asked Peter about Holstein, just as her mother had told her to.

The best news I had to report was when the Grand Duke placed an awkward kiss on his fiancée’s cheek, a kiss followed by a race down the corridor to see if they could make a Palace Guard on duty laugh.

I was on my way to the Grand Duke’s study when Bairta stopped me.

“Come,” she lisped, taking hold of my hand. “Mistress wants to see you.”

I followed Bairta in silence. The day before I had heard her play the harp in the antechamber to Sophie’s bedroom. I didn’t ask the child if she still missed her mother.

Sophie was waiting for me, alone, sitting by the window, a book on her lap. I recognized the foot warmer she rested her feet on; the Empress did not think fur blankets enough for Russian winter chills.

I was cautious at first, for I half expected her to start asking me questions about the Grand Duke or the Empress. I wondered what I could tell her without revealing my own secrets. From the adjoining room, I heard Princess Johanna’s chirping voice, echoed by a man’s laughter.

“Is Varvara the same name as Barbara?” Sophie asked me.

“Yes,” I replied.

“Does it mean anything?”

I told her that in Greek my name meant “a stranger, a foreigner,” but that St. Barbara, my patron saint, was a learned woman who converted to Christianity in spite of her father’s objections. She could protect those who prayed to her from lightning and storms.

“How do you know that?” the Princess asked.

“I read it in one of my father’s books.

“He died,” I added, before she managed to ask.

She raised her blue eyes. I fixed my gaze on the tapestry behind her. It was of a nymph turning into a tree, twigs entangled in her hair, legs fusing into a trunk, already half covered by bark. Behind her, a man tried to grasp her before she escaped.

“I, too, like to read,” the Princess said.

The only book she didn’t like was the Bible, because her teacher at home, a Lutheran pastor, required her to learn passages from it by heart. When she made the tiniest of mistakes in her recitations he slapped her, saying, “The joys of the world are not worth its pains.”

I studied her face as she spoke, the dark smudges under her eyes, the black hair pinned too tight, unpowdered, bare. For a moment I let myself fall into a memory of the cats’ concert and Bairta’s childish joy.

“Will you help me?” I heard, unexpectedly. I made a step back. The heels of my new shoes sank into the thick Turkish carpet that covered the floor.

“With my Russian,” the Princess added hastily, and handed me a sheet of paper. It was a letter. A draft, rather. She had copied sentences from the exercises her Russian tutor gave her to study, but she was sure they still needed correcting.

She was a foreigner and therefore she couldn’t afford errors, she told me. Not in Russian.

Any foreigner who succeeded in Russia, she said, had to be of the highest caliber. The Russians never forgave the slightest transgression by those not of their blood. She had been warned already.

Her voice wavered and hardened.

I didn’t ask who had warned her. I didn’t want to know.

“We are both foreigners here, aren’t we, Varvara Nikolayevna?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

It was a short letter, a note of thanks to someone yet unnamed for a gift of French wine, a whole case of burgundy from the last shipment before the Baltic shores froze. A thoughtful gift I will find most useful once Lent is over, Sophie had written.

The errors she made were slight—a few spelling mistakes, a “soft znak” omitted here and there. She handed me her own quill, and I made the necessary corrections in the margins.

Every time I pointed out an error, Sophie made a comic groan. “How silly of me not to notice,” she would exclaim. “How foolish!” When I finished and curtsied, ready to leave, she stopped me.

“I’m sorry to be such a bother,” she said.

I looked at her face, the tensing of her lips. “It’s nothing,” I muttered.

I watched her turn to the mantel for a small package wrapped in yellow cloth. “I hope you’ll accept a gift—a trifle, really.”

“There is no need,” I protested immediately, but she shook her head. I felt her fingers on my arm; I saw her eyes look into mine.

“Please, Varvara Nikolayevna,” she said, handing me the package. “But don’t open it now.” She stopped me from removing the purple ribbon with which it was tied.

Later, alone in my room, I untied the purple ribbon. The yellow cloth slid off, revealing a piece of amber cradled in white satin.

I took it out and raised it to the light. It was a superb piece of amber that must have cost Sophie far more than she could afford. In honey-colored resin, two large bees were entangled in an embrace.

I admired the bent, stick-like legs, the folded wings, the abdomens with invisible stings, curled and bare.

I wondered how the bees had died. Was it duty or hunger that had lured them to the same sticky grave? Or a curious need to explore what was not meant for them at all? The courage of wanting more? A longing to stand by each other even if it meant death?

We are both foreigners here.

Is that why I did it? My first reckless act of transgression? To hold on to this sweet warmth I had so very nearly forgotten? To make it last for a few more moments, before caution and fear crept back? Or was it mercy, another name for the sin of hubris? A lesson in survival, my gift to her?

For she had been terribly foolish with her writing.

Not with the maxims or ambitious plans for self-improvement, not with her own written portrait in which she called herself a “Philosophe at fifteen,” even though her fifteenth birthday would come only in May. But with the page I retrieved from the bottom of her drawer.


MEMOIR OF AN ELEPHANT

You come in your finery, you see me and you gasp: “How big he is, how strong and yet how docile.” You think me reconciled with my captive state; you think yourselves grand, for you have enslaved a giant.

You talk of bringing me a wife, you make plans for my unborn children, foolish plans, for a captured elephant will never reproduce for the profit of the tyrant who has taken away his liberty.

You watch me, but I watch you, too, and I find you small and fearful, a pitiable race I offer this warning:

Accept the virtues of a simple life, of modest and natural customs. Bow to reason and not to fear. Bend your knees before kings but not before tyrants.

Such is the wisdom of elephants.

I held the paper in my hands for a long time, studied the elegant, even loops of Sophie’s handwriting, the elongated f and l. I imagined the Chancellor’s glee, his praise for my skills.

I imagined Elizabeth’s wrath.

On the silver tray where Sophie kept her bottles with barley and lavender water, I lit a candle.

I let the page burn, watching the fire eat the words she should not have written. Then I doused the flame, leaving the remnants of the blackened sheet on the tray.

I hoped Sophie would know what it meant.

I prayed no one was watching me.



“The little Hausfrau must be doing something wrong, Varvara,” the Chancellor snapped when I reported how Sophie kept herself awake long into the night to study her Russian vocabulary and Orthodox prayers. “Surely the Princess of Anhalt-Zerbst is not a saint.”

I tried not to think how slight and pale she had looked that day when her mother came to scold her, how beseeching her eyes were when she asked me for help. Soon she would make another mistake, write something careless, reveal her disappointment with the Grand Duke or even the Empress herself. And then, bruised and hurting, she would be gone.

I had helped her once, but I could not keep acting against the Chancellor’s wishes. One word of his would crush me, and what could she do to stop him?

I had no illusions. I was like a sea creature clinging to a rock. Over me, storms raged while I held on, hoping that the currents and waves would not sweep me off. If I perished, who would notice?

Once it is all over, I thought, she has her father to go to, but I have no one. The spymaster’s voice in my head warned me to remain indifferent, not to go too far.

Princess Johanna, the Empress declared, had let her daughter grow too thin, too bony. What Sophie needed was the simple goodness of Russian food, the dishes Elizabeth’s own mother fed her when she was a girl, the dark rye bread, shchi—the sauerkraut soup thickened with oatmeal—kasha with stewed mushrooms. At mealtimes, the Empress took to summoning Princess Sophie to her side, delighted when, after emptying plate after plate, her young guest called this or that dish her favorite until yet another delicacy was urged upon her.

That, I thought, was a good sign.

At the end of February, the Empress began her preparations for her annual pilgrimage to the monastery of Holy Trinity–St. Sergius. There was no reporting of secrets at this time of year. In these days, Elizabeth preferred stories of noble sons living in poverty, striving for holiness.

At the monastery, the Empress, her head covered in black lace, her stomach racked with hunger pains, would beg the Virgin of Smolensk for forgiveness. For each night of drinking, for every guard she took to her bed, she would kiss the Virgin’s painted hand and offer a prayer. There had been many such nights in a year. There would have to be many such prayers. All matters of this earth must wait for her return.

We all welcomed this time, not only because of her absence.

The days of fasting and praying forced Elizabeth to think of eternity. For the first two days after her return, the Empress of Russia would speak of nothing but mercy and forgiveness. It was the best time for confessions and pleas for clemency, petitions and requests. The servant lucky enough to be in charge of her appointments would double his salary in bribes.

This year, however, the Chancellor of Russia was not considering the benefits of the imperial remorse.

On the day that the Empress left Moscow for the Monastery of St. Sergius, Princess Sophie was allowed to begin her instruction in the Orthodox faith.
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The Grand Duke continued his daily visits to his fiancée, but with the Empress’s absence a note of discord appeared between them. Slight, perhaps, easy to ignore, but not to my ear.

It all started when the Princess asked for the Holy Icon to be placed in the corner of her room, the Virgin of Vladimir, which she greeted with a bow every time she entered.

“You didn’t have to do that,” Peter said, giving her a sour look. “You haven’t converted yet.”

There was more he disliked. With the Empress away, Sophie didn’t have to ask for rye bread and bliny for breakfast. She didn’t have to drink kvass, either. Or try to speak Russian so often.

“Like some simpleton,” he had said.

I often saw tears in her eyes, but she had quickly learned to keep silent. She didn’t complain when Peter taught her to march and present her musket. She never repeated a request for a green Preobrazhensky uniform instead of the blue Holstein one Peter had ordered her to wear as he marched her through the hallways with great vigor. “Higher,” I’d heard the Duke command. “Lift your legs higher, Sophie. Tempo. Tempo.”

She was trying. She stayed up until nearly dawn to study her Russian vocabulary, copy passages from Russian books, pages and pages of them. If there was any time left after her daily lessons, she practiced the loud reading of the Orthodox Creed. I could hear her voice late each night, stumbling over phrases.

On a piece of vellum paper she kept on her escritoire she had written, Three things are essential. To please the Empress, to please the Grand Duke, and to please the Russian people.

The Empress had been gone for a week when I heard Princess Johanna screaming at Sophie. “Acting out,” Johanna had called Sophie’s bouts of nausea and the fainting spells. “Stop behaving like a spoiled child,” she scolded when the Princess begged to be excused from her public appearances.

That morning Princess Sophie got out of bed and vomited dark slime into a bowl the maids carried out quickly, covered with white cloth. Her eyes were glassy with fever.

I saw Princess Johanna shake her daughter’s thin body and urge her to sit up in her bed, to stop pampering herself. “Make the Grand Duke see that a daughter of a Prussian officer is not a weakling,” she snapped.

The vomiting went away after a purging and a day of fasting, but the fever was more persistent. The court doctor who examined the Princess was not alarmed at first. Clear skin meant that it was not smallpox. He, too, was sure that a few days of bed rest was all Sophie needed.

My daughter’ll receive Your Highness tomorrow, Princess Johanna wrote in answer to the Grand Duke’s inquiry. She has been touched to hear of Your Highness’s concern for her but begs Your Highness not to worry.

But the bouts of fever continued in spite of ice-cold compresses that the maids changed every hour. On the third day, the Princess did not recognize her mother. “I want to go out,” she insisted. And then she fainted. The best of Moscow doctors summoned for a consultation agreed that bleeding was the only cure.

Princess Johanna called them barbarians, ignorant fools used to treating thick-skinned peasants. Russian doctors had killed her brother, she ranted, pushing them out of Sophie’s room. She would not let them touch her child.

Nothing would change her mind. No pleading, no arguments that bleeding would purify the blood. Her daughter’s constitution had been upset with too much excitement, she insisted, and unfamiliar food. All Sophie needed were a few more days of fasting. She was already feeling better.
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Through the spying hole in the service room, I saw little beyond the drawn curtains of the sickbed and the bent figure of the German chambermaid, picking at her fingernails.

The Princess was lucid enough in the mornings, but by the afternoon, the fever returned. The maids whispered that she was too weak to stand on her own. I heard the surgeon declare that soon even a bleeding might be of little use. On the marble floor of the entrance hall, little Bairta was jumping from one square to the next, for hours, trying not to step on a line, for that would bring bad luck.

Days were still frigid, the air brittle with frost. The invitations for the ducal pair to winter sleigh rides had all been politely refused. From its small box I took the amber with the pair of bees imprisoned inside. I turned it in my hands for a long time before returning it to its hiding place.

“What would you want with her?” Princess Johanna had shrilled at me when I asked to see Princess Sophie. “You’ve bothered her enough already!”

“What can we, mere mortals, do to change the will of the Lord?” Chancellor Bestuzhev said and sighed as I reported on Princess Johanna’s obstinacy. “The Lord is my witness this is not how I wished the girl to go.”

“The Grand Duke’ll miss her visits,” I said, wishing to believe my own words.

“The Grand Duke will forget her as soon as she is gone,” the Chancellor replied. I must have winced, for the look he gave me was sharp. “You are not sorry for her, are you?”

“No,” I answered. Too quickly, perhaps.

I had seen enough to know that nothing changed with more swiftness than one’s position at court. There were others as eager as I once was to move up in the world. Girls who smiled like cats in the pantry, lingered when ordered to hurry, growing sloppy and careless with their chores.

I saw them enter the Chancellor’s room; I heard their stifled laughter. I saw them leave, smoothing the folds of their skirts. I saw them married off so that the Empress—dressed in a peasant costume—could dance at their weddings.

Another day passed with Princess Johanna still refusing to listen to the surgeons’ pleas and rejecting the slightest suggestion to send word of Sophie’s illness to the Empress. Her daughter was strong. She was young. It was nothing.

In her own chamber, adjacent to her daughter’s sickroom, Sophie’s mother, her face paint smeared on her cheeks, rubbed herself against a certain Valet de Chambre. Through a spying hole I could see his lips nuzzling her neck. I could hear the Princess giggle.

I waited until they had their fill. I waited for the words that followed.

“That peasant’s daughter, happiest in the company of servants … fat, vain, jealous … must be on her knees praying now … asking the Virgin which regiment to choose her new lover from: the Kalmyks or the Cossacks … both, I would say … to make up for the lost time.”

The floor squeaked; the door opened and closed.

In the dusty darkness of my hiding place I watched when, her lover gone, Princess Johanna sat at her escritoire and began writing, hastily, without a pause, filling one page, then another. I watched her when she paused, wiped her forehead, and yawned before she folded her letter and hid it.

A smile stuck to her lips when she rose and left the room. Moments later, I heard her voice next door, scolding the maids. The air was too stuffy. Sophie’s pillows were flat and stained. Why was the chamber pot still not emptied?

The flimsy escritoire yielded its secret to me without much fuss. This is a barbarian land, the Princess wrote, assuring the King of Prussia, not the Empire it makes itself to be.

I recalled how Monsieur Mardefeld, the Prussian Ambassador, his belly quaking, kissed Princess Johanna’s hand with far too much ardor. Was he passing these missives to the Prussian King? Soon, the letter promised, very soon, I should be able to inform Your Majesty of many auspicious decisions taken as the result of my direct intervention.

Who did foolish Johanna fancy herself to be?

I see indolence and chaos, a country weak and petulant, demanding constant praise, she had written.

I slid the letter back into its hiding place. In the corridor, I could hear someone sobbing.

I shivered.

Her child might die at any moment, but all Princess Johanna would ever mourn would be her own deluded dreams.

“So our illustrious Princess fancies herself to be a Prussian spy?” the Chancellor said, laughing at what I had just told him.

He had taken to wearing shorter wigs that revealed the nape of his neck as he walked. His eyes were set in livid rings and his cheeks sagged.

“You’ve done well, Varvara.” The Chancellor clapped his hands and leaned back in his armchair.

I thought of Sophie, rigid, waxy-faced with pain, gulping air through parched lips. I thought of the surgeon’s warning, “Only bleeding can break the fever.”

I went to see the Grand Duke.

He was building a wooden fortress, one of the models from his Cabinet of Fortification, his aunt’s gift.

He had spread out the directions for putting the model together and was gluing two pieces of wood, concentrating on making them fit perfectly. The tip of his tongue was sticking out as he contemplated his next move.

“Your Highness. May I speak bluntly, like a soldier?” I asked.

“Speak.”

“If Princess Sophie dies, the Empress will not forgive Your Highness for not telling her.”

“She won’t die,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “She is stronger than you think. She will outlive me, and she will outlive you.”

“What if the Empress asks why you did nothing to save her?”

He hesitated. He, too, lived in fear of Elizabeth’s fury.

I had brought paper, quills, and ink.

I had brought a sander to dry the ink.

He sat down with a loud sigh and wrote a letter to the Empress. He sealed it with red wax, carefully, right in the very center.

I thought of the Empress, in a simple black dress, her head covered with a kerchief, looking up at the gilded face of the Virgin. I thought of the messenger’s journey along the Yaroslavl’ road, to the gold-and-blue onion domes of the monastery.

I’m convinced that Princess Johanna’s obstinacy is preventing her daughter’s recovery, the Grand Duke agreed to write. That Sophie needs a true mother at her side.

A lone horse left the stable, its rider a messenger who would reach the monastery before dawn. The Empress could be back in Moscow by evening the day after.

Hurry, I muttered into the night.

Hurry.

If anyone can still save her, it will be you.

The Empress did arrive, in the dark of midnight, jaws wobbling with mad fury, a sharp foxy smell trailing her as she swept toward Sophie’s room.

“Out of my sight, you slut,” she hissed at Princess Johanna, who wisely retreated into her room. The maids ordered to bring her meals from the kitchen and empty her chamber pot would later laugh at how she jumped every time they knocked on the door.

Selfishness and greed surrounded her, the Empress kept screaming. Fear and ignorance. If it weren’t for the Grand Duke’s presence of mind, she would have come home to a funeral.

The palace surgeon pleaded that Princess Johanna had refused to let him examine the patient, forbade him to bleed her. “And that was enough to stop you?” the Empress snarled, before dismissing him from her service.

Count Lestocq removed the coverlet from Sophie’s bed. The Empress’s old lover, once a surgeon at the court of Empress Anne, had been one of the conspirators in Elizabeth’s bid for power. On the eve of the coup, Lestocq had shown the hesitant Elizabeth two cards, one with a crown and another with the gallows. “You can choose only one,” he had told her.

Count Lestocq took out his lancet with an ivory handle, first sharpened on a whetstone and then honed on a leather strap, like a razor. As soon as the blade released a stream of blood, the Princess stirred and opened her eyes.

For the next hour Elizabeth sat by Sophie’s side. She wiped her moist forehead. “I’m here,” she murmured. “I’ll take care of you now.”

When the footman announced the arrival of a Lutheran pastor, the Princess rose on her elbows and murmured something, her voice soft and pleading.

We all watched the Empress bend over Sophie to hear her words.

And then we saw her turn back to us, tears rolling down her cheeks.

“This child … this blessed child,” she said, her voice quivering, “has just asked me to send the Lutheran pastor away. She wants me to call for an Orthodox priest.”

On June 28, 1744, in Moscow, the whole court watched the Princess of Anhalt-Zerbst walk into the chapel of the Golovin Palace to be admitted to the Orthodox faith. In her scarlet gown trimmed with silver braid, with a simple white ribbon in her unpowdered hair, she looked both resplendent and girlish. The Empress herself had put a thick layer of rouge on her face and vermilion on her lips.

The Princess was still weakened by her illness, but her steps were resolute as she walked behind the Empress, behind her mother and the Grand Duke.

She recited the Creed from memory and made no mistakes. When the time came to say the words Simvola very—symbols of faith—she said them almost without a trace of an accent.

I heard sobs from the crowd when the Archbishop placed salt on her tongue and anointed her forehead, eyes, neck, throat, and hands with holy oil. She kissed his hand and waited for the Liturgy to be sung, for the body of Christ to be placed on her tongue in the Holy Communion.

When she turned back to face us, she was no longer Sophie, a petty German princess with darned stockings and threadbare linen in her trunks. She had become Catherine Alexeyevna, an Orthodox believer. The following day, in the Uspensky Cathedral, she would be officially betrothed to the Grand Duke.

I watched the Empress clasp Catherine to her chest, call her her own darling, the solace of her days, her precious girl, her own little doll.

Catherine Alexeyevna. Ekaterina. Katia. Katinka.

The Empress had renamed her after her own mother. Not even an echo of her Prussian father’s name was to weaken Elizabeth’s claim on this girl whom she had taken as her own, whose life she had saved.

I noted Princess Johanna’s bitter face.

The bells were ringing; the flares were lit. On the day of betrothal, there was dancing in the streets. On the imperial orders, oxen were roasted on giant spits and beer flowed from the fountains. When the night fell, fireworks exploded in giant wheels and cascades of falling stars. Russia abandoned herself to pleasure.

In the streets of Moscow, I saw fire-eaters with yellowed tongues and singed fingers. I saw a dancing bear with a bleeding bald patch on its nose. I saw a parrot pluck at its feathers, twittering and squawking when its master ground the hurdy-gurdy. I saw a girl not older than ten balance her lithe body on a rope stretching between two houses. The crowd below gasped when she teetered. There were shouts of joy in the streets. Long live Peter, the Grand Duke of All the Russias! Long live Catherine, our Grand Duchess!

I bought a wooden bird that clapped its wings when it was pushed. I would leave it by Bairta’s bed, I thought, so that she wouldn’t even know where it came from, her going-away present. Catherine had asked the Empress to send the child home to her mother, and the Empress had agreed.

Chancellor Bestuzhev was one of the first to kiss the Grand Duchess’s hand and to congratulate the Grand Duke. “Your Majesty was right,” he said to the Empress. “She is charmante. There cannot be a better choice.”

Once, in the midst of the celebration, I saw Catherine slip out into the corridor lined with mirrored panels. Briefly she leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. When I reached her a few moments later, she was fogging the mirrored panel with her breath and tracing a letter S. Then she wiped it clean and breathed on the mirror again. She wrote a C in its place.

She is alive, I thought. She is safe. The Empress will see to that.

This was all I could do for her, and I hoped it would be enough.

“Curious how willingly some people dig their own graves,” the Chancellor told me, lifting his eyes from the pile of papers. The Empress listens to me, Princess Johanna wrote in one of her silly letters. The Empress agrees on my assessment of the country’s vital interests.

I knew that the messenger of the Prussian Ambassador had been intercepted on his way to Berlin and that an offer of a few hundred rubles for his silence proved far more attractive than the frozen expanses of Siberia.

“Let her write.” The gilded chair creaked under the Chancellor’s growing bulk. “Let her think no one is watching. I want to know who visits her and where she goes.”

I felt his hand trace the line of my neck, linger on the collarbone, before sliding down toward my nipples.

My eyes were still the best, I thought. My ears could still hear what others would have missed. Had I not been at court for almost two years, surviving when others had perished?
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