
  
  
      
        
          The Romanov Heiress 

          The Lost Romanov Women Book One

		      
          Jennifer Laam

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2023 by Jennifer Laam 

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.



This is a work of fiction. All characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously.







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Author’s Note
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Romanov Impostor
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Afterword
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
Author’s Note




The Romanov Heiress is a work of fiction inspired by Olga, Tatiana, Maria, and Anastasia, the daughters of Russia’s last tsar. The novel presents an alternate future in which they embrace new opportunities open to women in the years following World War I. 










  
  

Prologue


August 1918





The fugitive lay on her back, bruised limbs pressed flat, hidden alongside her sisters underneath a mound of coarse blankets. As the ambulance rumbled to a halt, gasoline fumes flooded the rear compartment, masking the heavy odor of their unwashed bodies. Her breathing grew labored. She didn’t know where they were or who had stopped them. She only knew they must not make a sound. 

Over the past weeks, they moved slowly through land held by the Bolsheviks. Every evening at dusk, they ate carefully rationed portions of tinned meat and dry wafers while their two saviors—agents from England with forged papers identifying them as officers of the Red Guard—checked the radio transmitter for word of Allied progress toward the northern ports along the White Sea. Then, during the scant hours of darkness afforded by the short summer nights, they traveled a tortuous course to avoid military checkpoints.

Bundled in tattered sweaters, Olga and her three sisters were gaunt. Their neglected hair hung limp about their shoulders. But their faces once adorned postcards, calendars, and boxes of fancy chocolates. If detained, they would be recognized at once.

The missing daughters of the tsar.

Anastasia’s warm body pressed closer, trembling as she tensed her jaw and tried to stifle a cough.

A terrifying scenario unfolded in Olga’s mind. Thick boots pounded on the roadway before soldiers with red stars tacked to their lapels tossed the blankets aside and dragged Olga and her sisters back into the hellish world they’d been so desperate to escape. What if this journey had been for nothing? Worse than nothing because they had left their parents and sick little brother, Alexei, behind.

Olga was twenty-two years old and the eldest. It fell on her to get them through this nightmare, no matter the outcome.

She felt around until she located her youngest sister’s hand. She held it tight, flinching at the hard calluses and pus leaking from an erupted blister on the pad of Anastasia’s thumb.

Deep masculine voices, muddled and indistinct, rumbled outside. The fingers of Olga’s free hand balled into fists, rage displacing fear. The Bolsheviks may have stolen everything she held dear, but Olga would confront them as a true Romanov. Unbroken. When they raised their revolvers, she would hold her head high and ensure her face haunted these traitors for the rest of their lives.

The back door of the old field ambulance creaked open. Tentatively, Olga drew the blanket down. After hours of near-darkness, sunlight momentarily blurred her vision. When Olga released Anastasia’s hand and sat upright, a cool breeze caressed her forehead.

Before her stood a broad-shouldered gentleman of about fifty, with black brows, a full beard flecked with gray, and brown eyes behind wire-framed spectacles. The man wore a khaki tunic, as Papa had during the war. The coat’s golden buttons and belt buckle gleamed in the morning sun.

“Your imperial highness.” The gentleman removed his hat and bowed his head. He had spoken in English. She assumed he was the commanding officer. A half-dozen other men stood behind him, each dressed in the same khaki uniform. Some rose on tip-toe to get a closer look at Olga.

None bore a red star on his lapel.

Her sisters emerged from under the blankets. They pressed her shoulders, exhalations warm on the back of her neck.

“I think he’s in charge.” Tatiana, the second eldest, whispered in Olga’s ear. “And waiting for you to speak first.”

A spark of hope ignited in her heart, yet Olga didn’t trust these strangers. It had been far too long since anyone outside her family had shown her kindness or respect. For months, they had been kept under constant watch: shoved about, subjected to barking orders and humiliating whims, and made to feel they clung to life by the thinnest of threads. Olga remembered the defeated expression on her little brother’s face when she’d said goodbye for the last time. Even her once proud father bent under the weight of captivity.

Their saviors, the two men who had rescued them from that nightmare, rounded the vehicle and walked toward the soldiers, broad smiles brightening their ruddy faces.

And then the words fell from Olga’s tongue easily, as Mama had always preferred to speak English with her family. “We are here then? We’ve made it to British soil?”

“We have delivered you to Arkhangelsk. From here, you will be transported to your new home.”

“We are in your debt, sir.”

Olga waited because she knew he would say more. There had to be more. While they had been rescued, their parents and brother remained imprisoned in Ekaterinburg, along with a handful of loyal servants.

“You will return for the others, won’t you?” she said, heart thumping. “My family. Our doctor. My mother’s maid. You must promise.”

The officer held her gaze. “The Bolsheviks fortified their defenses around the city’s perimeter. We can’t send our agents back to the house.”          

Faced with those terrible words, Olga couldn’t bring herself to ask anything else. Couldn’t bear to hear it was too late. Her stomach churned, but she must not break. Not here. Not yet. As the eldest, she needed to stay strong. For her sisters.

When Olga said nothing more, the officer turned back to his men. Three soldiers joined him, lining up before her sisters to help them out of the ambulance.

“I know you are in pain,” the officer told her. “Remember that you and your sisters are safe. You survived. And we have done everything in our power to find a secure place for you. I promise.”


      [image: ]Almost to the end, Mama and Papa refused to believe our lives were in jeopardy. Distressing messages arrived while we were under house arrest. Friends of our family buried notes under linens covering loaves of bread and fresh butter from a local convent. The same plea over and over. We might escape, but Papa needed to act quickly.

Papa was a kind man and a good father, but never decisive. First, our enemies moved us from Petrograd to Siberia. Missives continued to arrive in secret, and Papa still did nothing, even after the Bolsheviks seized power. 

When they brought us to our ultimate destination, Ekaterinburg, the guards said we were now in a “House of Special Purpose.” Our charmed lives had vanished. We might vanish as well, seven more victims of the Revolution.

During our last summer in Russia, a miracle occurred. We could no longer attend church, but were granted an evening service inside the house. Mama prepared a modest altar using her fanciest lace handkerchief and two of our precious candles. 

When a young priest in black vestments arrived to lead the prayers, he handed me a cloth-bound prayer book, his thin brows pinched. 

Inside, I found a fragment of paper tucked between the last pages: a note dashed off in English. Though banned from speaking the language in that terrible place, we were all fluent. My heart thundered. Had the King of England finally come to our rescue? I waited until Tatiana and Maria were chanting a canticle—and the guards distracted, leering at my pretty sisters—to slide the note under my sleeve. We’d all sewn special pouches inside our cuffs for just this purpose.

After the service, the priest collected the prayer books once more. I excused myself to use the communal lavatory, the one room in the house where we had some measure of privacy. 

The guards had defiled the walls with vulgar drawings and lewd jokes. Sadly, I’d grown accustomed to such filth. When I entered the latrine that night, I saw fresh graffiti. A woman meant to be our mother lolled naked in bed. A German Black Iron Cross, the hated symbol of our country’s wartime enemy, hung from a chain around her throat. The man depicted next to her had a black beard and grubby hands. Our family’s so-called friend. Rasputin. Father Grigori, as we knew him.

Bitter tears stung my eyes. My mother may have been born a German princess, but she was no traitor. Hand trembling, I slipped the note from my cuff and read:

We come at midnight. But only for the girls.



Private Diary of Olga Romanova

December 1921










  
  











PART ONE 

~ 

FOUR ENGLISH GIRLS



November—December 1919











  
  
Chapter One




Anastasia had always been a handful, so much so that the last time their mother spoke to Olga, she mentioned her specifically. Take care of your sisters. Moisture glistened on Mama’s cheeks as she pressed Olga close. Keep an eye on Anastasia. You know how good she is at finding trouble.

Her sister only found trouble when she set out looking for it—as she had today. Newsprint stained Olga’s hands as she re-read the message scrawled across the back page of the previous night’s Evening News.

I’m sorry, especially to you, Olga. I know you think you’re Mother now. But we spent too long in homes that were prisons, even before the Revolution. I won’t spend another minute in captivity. I’m going to America to start a new life.

(Former) Grand Duchess Anastasia Nikolaevna

Olga clenched the paper until the words bled into one another. The shabbiness of it all was so typical. Anastasia’s recklessness might have been tolerable years ago, when the worst consequence was a half-hearted reprimand from Papa or a split lip from a tumble off a downhill sled. But that world had crumbled to dust at their feet.

And it wasn’t as though Olga wanted to assume their mother’s role, nor did she wish to keep her sisters under lock and key. Only they had no choice. Olga saved the others from their own worst impulses, particularly Anastasia.

Over a year had passed since their rescue, and they remained trapped. Not as prisoners. Not quite. Olga and her sisters shared a four-room cottage in England, not far from the City of Nottingham. Though sparsely furnished, it was comfortable enough. But Olga made sure the heavy damask curtains stayed drawn over the bay windows facing the street. Willingness to hide preserved their safety. This was a tacit agreement, no less sacred because they never stated it aloud.

To the rest of the world, they must not exist.

Rain battered the windows and wind rattled the panes. As the storm gathered strength, a familiar chill prickled the back of Olga’s neck. She fancied her mother stood behind her, forever looking over her shoulder, fingers pinching her skin. Her soul had departed from this earth, and yet Empress Alexandra remained disappointed with her eldest child.

Olga had failed to save Alexei and her parents. Now she’d failed Anastasia as well.

That wasn’t fair. Her sister was restless. They all were. Anastasia might have moped about, and she clearly detested the gloomy weather, but Olga had no reason to think she would run away.

Or did she?

Once a week, never on the same day, Olga woke to the chug-chug of an idling motorcar engine. Unmarked cardboard boxes appeared on the doorstep. They contained groceries, toiletries, clothes, magazines, sweets, and some mad money. With the help of her sisters, she unloaded everything and wrote requests for new items on a slip of paper that was then deposited in the empty box and left on the doorstep.

Last Wednesday, Olga had caught Anastasia at the front window, pulling the drapes back to stare at the sleek motorcar outside. That should have been a clue. She could never lower her guard. Not with Anastasia. 

“I’m a grown woman! Let go!”

For the first time in months, Olga crossed herself. Praise the Lord. Tatiana had found her. 

Olga peeked around the tri-paneled room divider separating the dining nook from the foyer. The front door swung open, blasting cold air and a shower of drizzle into the cottage. Tatiana strode inside. She held their youngest sister by the crook of her elbow.

Anastasia wore a newsboy cap drawn low over her face and a trench coat two sizes too big and spattered with mud. She was soaking wet, rain dripping from the hat’s bill to the threadbare rug they’d placed over the wood flooring in the entranceway. Like Olga, she kept her hair short. Bedraggled locks hung limply at her shoulders. 

Shaking loose from Tatiana’s grip, Anastasia jabbed a finger in her sister’s grim face. “I know you think you think you’re our governess, but you’ve no right to force me back here. Not you, nor Olga. I’m an adult.”

“You can’t leave yet,” Tatiana replied. Of all the sisters, she most resembled their mother: high cheekbones, delicate features, and tireless devotion to family. “Gran will let us know when the time is suitable.”

“I don’t care what Gran decides. She has no say in my life anymore.”

Olga drew a sharp breath. It was one thing to criticize Olga and Tatiana, but now their grandmother? 

Gran protected them by doing everything in her power to ensure the true enemies of Russia—the Bolsheviks—never found them. Meanwhile, her sister had nearly ruined everything. At eighteen, Anastasia remained a stubborn girl who refused to face unpleasant truths. 

Tatiana folded her thin arms over her chest and glared down at Anastasia, whose forehead came just to Tatiana’s pert nose. “Even if you’ve a right to leave or whatever it is you were fussing about, you ran away without telling us. Like a spoiled child. Shame on you.”

“M will understand.” Anastasia searched the room for their other sister. She had always been closest to Maria, who was nearest to her in age. “Did you lock her in a closet?”

Olga stepped around the paneled divider and into the foyer.

“Maria is looking for you in the garden, heartbroken. She couldn’t believe you would leave without saying goodbye and thought you were only pulling one of your cruel pranks.”

Anastasia twirled to face Olga. Her bangs had grown so long they nearly covered her eyes.

“I found her taking the back road to the train station. As I suspected she would.” Tatiana shook out her umbrella and plopped it into the brass stand by the front door. “She claims she could have made it if she hadn’t stumbled on brambles and twisted her ankle.”

Olga’s gaze fixed on her sister’s left foot. Anastasia’s leather boot laces were untied, and her ankle looked puffy under a thick sock. She hopped on her good leg to maintain balance.

“I’m fine.” Anastasia pushed her bangs back before placing her hands defiantly on her hips. 

Olga held up the newspaper with Anastasia’s hastily scribbled note. “What do we read about every day?”

Anastasia stared down repentantly, but Olga knew her too well to fall for this act. Her sister would perform regret one moment and do whatever she pleased the next.

“The Bolsheviks have agents in Paris and Berlin. They could cross the channel at any time. For all we know, they’re already in England.” Olga shivered. The Bolsheviks’ secret police used unspeakable methods of torture on so-called enemies of the state. Chief among their enemies were those born into the House of Romanov. “If one of them recognized you, they’d snatch you off the street. If they captured you, do you think you could hold out? That you wouldn’t tell them where we live and how to find us?”

“You’re overreacting,” Anastasia said. “Both of you. Like mother hens.”

The back door creaked open. Maria slipped through the kitchen and joined them in the foyer, pulling her cloak closer around her broad shoulders. She’d clipped her wavy brunette curls with a felt bow now soaked through from the rain. While Tatiana headed to the train station, Maria had looked for Anastasia outside. She expected to find her sister sulking behind the cottage, where Anastasia had pouted and grumbled amidst fragrant sweet peas, violets, and honeysuckle many days that past summer.

“So it’s true. You ran away.” Maria’s gentle tone made the words a statement rather than an accusation.

Anastasia poked the rug with the toe of her left boot. Now, she sounded genuinely contrite. “I’m sorry, M. I shouldn’t have caused you to worry.”

A flicker of sympathy softened Olga’s anger. Her sister wanted more from life. Who could blame her? “Where were you going, anyway? You mentioned the United States.”

“California. Los Angeles.”

She may as well have said the moon. “What on earth were you thinking?” 

“I was thinking I want to make something of my life.”

“And how did you propose to get there?”

“With the pearls Mother gave us,” Anastasia said. “I kept a few of mine. I sold them to the delivery driver.”

Under house arrest in Ekaterinburg the summer before last, they’d sewn jewels inside their corsets. Their grandmother had arranged for those gemstones to be assessed and sold. That money paid for the boxes of food and other necessities delivered to their door. But they had not parted with their pearls because those were Mama’s favorites. Olga recalled their cool silkiness against her bare skin.

“It was only a matter of getting a transfer in London to Southampton,” Anastasia continued, “where I’d buy a steerage ticket on the Aquitania.”

Olga scratched the back of her neck, trying to imagine Anastasia on the same type of ocean liner as the Titanic. At least these days such ships carried enough lifeboats to carry everyone to safety. “That ship docks in New York. Los Angeles is on the other side of the continent.”

“I know.” Anastasia was getting flustered. Perhaps she saw the folly of her scheme now that she had to explain it aloud.

“And what did you plan to do there?” Tatiana asked dryly.

“Rent a room and work in New York City for a few months. As a secretary. Once I had enough money socked away, I’d move along.”

Tatiana snorted. Maria repeated “secretary” breathlessly, as though her sister had said something vulgar.

The downpour continued, hammering against the roof and filling the silence between them. If only she had the right words to make Anastasia understand. Olga hated the idea that they might remain trapped here forever, their lives getting smaller by the day. 

The longer they stayed in isolation, the more often Olga caught herself mindlessly staring out the window facing the back garden. A web of branches extended from a slender birch tree, and a gray squirrel liked to scamper up the silvery trunk. Olga missed the dogs and kittens who roamed their palaces and the dashing courtiers who’d spun her around polished dance floors. She mourned the constant absence of Papa’s smiles, Mama’s quiet humming, and Alexei’s laughter.

She still held Anastasia’s note. On the other side of the newspaper, a bold headline declared New Decade Means New Prospects for Ladies. Below was a photograph of a young clerical worker, hair pulled under a jaunty hat, wearing a matching cardigan and skirt set with the hemline brushing her knees. Olga pictured her sister in a similar hat, taking notes for a man chomping on a cigar and barking orders in a brash American accent.

As of late, Olga sensed a greater connection between herself and Anastasia, which she didn’t think Tatiana or Maria would understand. Olga and Ana longed to get out of this cottage, regardless of whether Gran gave permission. They longed for more from life than perpetual chores and needlework. While Tatiana and Maria couldn’t bear their isolation forever, they wouldn’t break as quickly as Anastasia. Or Olga.

“Why not stay in New York, then?” Tatiana said. 

Maria answered for Anastasia: “Los Angeles is where moving pictures are produced.”

“How outlandish!” Tatiana cried.

Actually, it made more sense now. Growing up, Anastasia could not remain still for more than a few minutes at a time unless she was tinkering with one of the family’s box cameras. She would stand in front of a mirror with the lens pointed at her reflection, experimenting with angles for hours on end.

Moving pictures had always fascinated her sister as well. When they were children, Papa filmed his daughters while they played on the imperial yacht during summer vacations to the islands off the coast of Finland. The four sisters held hands and spun around in circles, the ribbons on their straw hats flying behind them. Papa laughed and caught it all on film.  

“You’re a grand duchess,” Tatiana told Anastasia. “You’ll get married and have children.”

“She’s not a grand duchess,” Olga said quietly. “None of us are.”

Tatiana stared at Olga as though a Bolshevik spy had snatched her and replaced her with someone who looked and sounded like Olga, but couldn’t possibly be her sister. “Of course we are. Anastasia must own that responsibility. When we return to Russia—”

“What if we never return?”

Maria made a watery, gulping sound, and Anastasia was stunned into silence.

“We belong in Russia,” Tatiana said firmly. “We must only remain patient.”

Patience wasn’t what kept them going. Fear isolated them from the rest of the world. Fear prompted Tatiana’s stern admonishments and Maria’s refusal, for once, to side with her little sister. They were all haunted by their memories of captivity. The sharp prod of a bayonet on the small of the back. A growling order to move faster or to get away from a window lest anyone see them. A letter from a friend torn to pieces before their eyes.

Fear kept them alive, but what a miserable way to live.

“I shouldn’t have said we aren’t grand duchesses,” Olga amended. They were the tsar’s daughters, deposed or not. “One day, we shall help restore the House of Romanov. For Mama and Papa and Alexei. Only we don’t know when that day will come.”

Anastasia’s long bangs fluttered as she exhaled loudly, wobbling on her good foot. A part of Olga, small but insistent, wished her sister had made it across the ocean. Anastasia deserved better than a life in forced seclusion. They all did.

Olga squeezed her sister’s damp shoulder. “You must express your feelings and consider how your actions impact the rest of us. We must stick together.”

“I know,” Anastasia said, a catch in her throat. “For Papa and Mama. For Alexei. Except Papa wouldn’t want us trapped like animals in a cage.”

“We’re not in a cage,” Olga said. “We’ll determine the shape of our lives as soon as we’re able. Together.”

None of them looked convinced, least of all Anastasia.

“In the meantime, maybe we can venture outside a bit,” Olga said. “Why don’t we see a picture show in Nottingham? It’s a hike, but we can walk it. Let’s go. Just the two of us.”

Olga scarcely believed she’d made such a suggestion. Tatiana and Maria exchanged wary looks while Anastasia’s bright eyes sparkled. There she was. The mischievous Nastasia Olga remembered, though her sister preferred to be called Ana now. 

“It’s not safe for all of us to go out together.” Olga straightened her back and clasped her hands in front of her. Her muscles moved like an automaton’s, trained to appear regal. “We would be too easily recognized. But Tatiana and Maria can plan something as well.”

“Have you lost your senses?” Tatiana said. “You want to take her to a cinema? Someone will notice the two of you.”

Her sister made a valid point. Still, Olga pressed her case. “We will be careful. Extremely careful.”

“What about the Bolsheviks? As you said, it would be easy enough for them to cross the channel. They may already be here.”

“The first places they’ll look are train stations and the like. I can’t imagine Bolsheviks have spies lurking in every cinema, waiting for us to walk in.”

“You don’t know,” Tatiana said. “That’s the point! We will remain in hiding until we return to Russia as grand duchesses. It’s what Gran wants.”

Olga appreciated everything their grandmother had done for them, but Gran didn’t grasp the magnitude of what had happened. She clung to the hopeless belief that Papa, Mama, and Alexei were alive, somewhere, and would be restored to power soon enough. “I’m not sure Gran understands our situation.” 

Tatiana shook her head. “I’m the one who found Anastasia. I say no.”

“I wanted to go after her!” Olga cried, annoyed at Tatiana for trying to make a unilateral decision. “You insisted I stay behind in case she came crawling back.”

“Only because you were getting emotional when we needed to focus.”

“She’s right. You act like our governess. I’m the eldest and responsible for the rest of you. It’s my job to ensure we stay safe and that isolation doesn’t drive us mad.”

Tatiana opened her mouth, but before she replied, Maria said: “I don’t know about anyone else, but I could do with tea. Earl Grey? Ana, why don’t you help me put a kettle on?”

“Mary Pickford has a new picture out,” Anastasia said, following her sister to the kitchen. “Daddy-Long-Legs. And it’s playing in Nottingham! That’s what I want to see.”

When Maria and Ana slipped away, Tatiana hung back in the foyer, moving to the bay window. She fingered the fringe and tassels on the front drapes, braided through with metallic gold and black thread, decor Olga and Tatiana had made themselves. Olga wondered if her sister would draw the curtains and peek at the road. She’d been out in the open today. Perhaps she’d acquired a taste for it.

Instead, Tatiana dropped her hand and released an ominous sigh. “You’re going to reward her for running?”

Tatiana acted like a governess because she loved them. She wanted everyone to stay safe. It was only that they all needed to regain some semblance of lives. Anastasia may have gone about it in the wrong fashion, but they couldn’t stay here forever. They certainly couldn’t stop their sister from trying to run again.

“She’s not a little girl,” Olga said. “If she wants to leave, we have no power over her. Besides, she needs a break from … well, from all this ...”

She waved her arms uncertainly. She loved the painting on their room divider, a peacock with colorful feathers spanning the panels, but now she saw only the tiny perforations betraying its age. From the kitchen, scratchy clicks sounded as Maria struggled with the knob on the temperamental stove. The beaded trimmings on the lampshades were coming loose. Everything in the cottage needed work. Besides, the place was too small for four young women.

“Mama would want us to wait until Gran says it’s all right,” Tatiana insisted.

“Mama isn’t alive,” Olga blurted.

Hastily, Tatiana crossed herself and muttered a quick prayer. “How can you say that?”

Gran made sure newspapers were delivered to the cottage daily. When the time came for her granddaughters to re-enter society, she wanted them well-informed of current events so that they might chat charmingly with prospective husbands.

The papers kept them cognizant of the outside world. Not long after rescuing Olga and her sisters, the coalition fighting the Bolsheviks arrived to liberate Ekaterinburg. Soldiers had stormed the Ipatiev House—the House of Special Purpose—only to find the place abandoned. But in a basement room, they had discovered walls stained with blood and riddled with bullet holes. 

There were no bodies, but they knew. Or should know. Only Tatiana stubbornly believed that their parents and Alexei had been relocated to parts unknown, the murder scene nothing more than Bolshevik subterfuge.

“I sense Mama sometimes,” Olga whispered. “Here with us. Like a spirit.”

“That’s only your mind playing tricks. We mustn’t lose faith. Mama walks this earth alongside Papa and Alexei.” Tatiana’s eyes narrowed. “I worry about you. I think back to how you were before our rescue.”

Olga flinched. During their last weeks in captivity, she had deteriorated into a whisper of her former self. Since then, Tatiana constantly fretted over Olga’s state of mind.

As her sister spoke, the room grew colder, and her chest heavier. And then Olga didn’t just sense her mother’s presence. She watched as Mama materialized next to Tatiana like an image she might fancy in a cloud: indistinct, but there.

Mama looked much as she had when Olga and Tatiana were little girls, her figure slim in a cream-colored day dress and her reddish-blonde hair piled high on her head. Modest lace netting covered her décolletage. She opened her mouth and then shut it abruptly, as though she wanted to speak but couldn’t manage the words. She just stared at Olga, anguished.

“Olga?” Tatiana shook her shoulders. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m not imagining it,” Olga whispered. “Mama is here. And she’s trying to tell me something.”


      [image: ]Our country carried England and France through the first years of war, until revolution ripped Russia apart from the inside.

During those early years, we all did our bit. Tatiana and I trained as nurses. Every morning, we accompanied our mother to the newly established hospital ward in the Catherine Palace—sisters of mercy with crosses hanging on long chains from our necks. 

Despite our covered heads and full-length habits, the wounded men recognized us. Kak Angelie, they’d say. Practically the same in Russian as in English. Like angels.

I remember a soldier whispering that phrase as spittle drooled from his deformed mouth. Grotesque chemical burns layered his neck and chin. Later, I held his hand and listened closely to his slurred words, his breath ripe with decay as he choked out a final letter to his mother.

Afterward, I wondered how we might avoid the same deadly chaos that destroyed the lives of soldiers and their families.  

As it happened, we didn’t avoid it at all. Our family was destined to rely on the whim of an English king with the power to determine who among us would survive and who would be left to die.
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Chapter Two




Electric light streamed from crystal chandeliers above, illuminating the stairs leading to the upper level. Olga watched Anastasia sweep her hand over a faux gilded fixture atop the banister at the foot of the staircase. Though giving the illusion of grandeur, it seemed cheaply built, for the knob wobbled under her sister’s gentle touch. 

Olga walked unsteadily through the lower lobby. They had chosen an hour when the cinema shouldn’t have been crowded. Late afternoon. Tea time.

And yet there were people here. Gentlemen in slim-cut suits and elegant vests who must have left their offices early to escort the women and small children, all excited to take in a picture show. Rosy-cheeked and jolly, they chattered in clusters and accidentally bumped into them with polite “sorries” before scuttling upstairs. Anastasia, unflappable under almost any circumstance, looked about anxiously.

Olga and Ana had inherited their father’s distinctive blue eyes, the feature that made them most identifiable as daughters of the tsar. So Olga pulled her felt cloche hat low and pointed to her forehead to indicate Ana should do the same. The bell-shaped hats had arrived in their latest box and would soon be all the rage according to Maria, who’d ordered them and kept up on such things. 

After adjusting her hat, Olga ascended the stairs. She’d reached the third step when the powerful aroma of wood varnish stopped her in her tracks.

The scent summoned thoughts of the freshly scrubbed imperial box at the Mariinsky Theatre, festooned with garlands of the two-headed eagle. She and Tatiana accompanied their father to a performance of Sleeping Beauty, their expensive Coty perfumes—rose for Olga and jasmine for Tatiana—subsumed under the heavy smell of lacquer. They’d worn white court gowns with crimson sashes draped diagonally over their chests. Diamond-studded tiaras encircled the tops of their heads. Hands swathed in long satin gloves, they waved to the crowded auditorium below before taking their velvet-cushioned seats.

Not minding her feet, Ana ran into her from behind. “Are you all right?”

When the war started, Anastasia had only been thirteen. By the time she turned sixteen and should have taken her place in society, Papa had already abdicated and their family was under arrest.

“I’m fine.” Olga forced the memories from her mind. “Sorry about that.” She continued up the staircase.

“Mary Pickford has her own production company. Did I tell you?” Ana spoke English with a posh accent she’d deployed for this occasion. “She started it with Charlie Chaplin and that foxy Douglas Fairbanks. Mary wants to control the rights to her pictures. So she hires her own writers. She helps edit her films. It’s brilliant. Really.”

Olga knew her sister idolized the famous actress. Ana had cut a photograph of Mary Pickford from Picturegoer and tacked it to the wall by her bed. In the photo, ringlets framed Mary’s cheerful face and a wee kitten perched on her shoulder.

“You want to work for her one day?”

Ana gave a rollicking laugh. And then, realizing her mistake, lowered her gaze. They must never be loud and careless. They must never draw attention.

“I won’t run away again,” she said. “If that’s what you’re asking.”

“I only wish you wanted to live somewhere closer. It’s not like films aren’t made in England. The world’s best actors live in London.”

“The best actors on stage,” Ana said. “Pictures are silent. Images, not words.”

“Still, you might find work in the industry here. You needn’t go so far away.”

“Shakespeare and all that is fine for you. Not for me.”

Anastasia had her heart set on California’s glamour and sunshine. Olga understood. If they were to make their home somewhere else, she supposed they could do worse.

For now, however, a picture would have to do. Olga pushed open the heavy doors to the screening room and stepped aside so Ana could go in first.

Quivering gray and white spots dotted the screen. The projector softly hissed as a newsreel tapered off. Voices hummed in the dark. Unfamiliar perfumes, hair pomade, and body odors clung to the warm air, and peanut shells crunched underneath their leather ankle boots. 

Olga and her sisters had once been treated to picture shows in private screening rooms, usually newsreels or educational films about the far eastern regions of the Russian empire. Neither she nor Ana had stepped foot in a cinema before today. Olga wasn’t sure what she had expected, but thought it would be more dignified somehow.

Ana motioned toward a pair of seats in the last row. While Ana removed her hat and shook her hair out, Olga slouched low. Last autumn, their faces had been prominent in the papers. Grand Duchesses Feared Dead. Mystery of Russian Princesses Deepen. Young Woman Claims Escape from Family’s Massacre. The accompanying articles related lurid tales from impostors claiming to be one Romanov sister or another. For all Olga knew, her face might appear on the screen next.

What if a fellow or lady in a center seat turned around at just the right moment, recognition lighting their eyes? One random spotting of a missing grand duchess was easily dismissed. But two of them together? In a crowded cinema with other witnesses? Olga had accepted that risk, but now it was all too real.

She glanced at Anastasia. Her sister sat stone-faced, small hands clenched in her lap. Olga was supposed to protect Ana. She should never have brought her here. When the Bolsheviks found Romanovs, they kidnapped and dragged them back to Russia. What they did to prisoners there …

No. Olga squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t live in perpetual fear. They had escaped. The Bolsheviks were dangerous, but they weren’t everywhere. They couldn’t be.

From the balcony, a pipe organist began hammering a popular patriotic song. She opened her eyes once more. A title card flashed: Remembrance Day!

This calmed Olga somewhat. Last night, from the cottage, they’d heard the pop-pop of fireworks in town celebrating the first anniversary of the armistice. Today, at least, the missing grand duchesses weren’t news.

Flickering images appeared on the screen. The camera panned across people swarming the London streets to watch the procession, flags and hats waving and feet stomping as a carriage bearing the royal insignia passed. Soldiers raised their bayonets. Olga tensed. These soldiers may have been English, but their bayonets were identical to those of the Bolsheviks.

Another title card: Banquet with the French President at Buckingham Palace!

A sentry in a stiff hat helped Queen Mary alight from her carriage. King George followed. The king wore a field marshal’s uniform with braided epaulets atop his shoulders and medals shining on his chest.

Papa.

The word echoed in Olga’s head. Long ago, her family vacationed with the English royals on the Isle of Wight when King George was still the Prince of Wales. He and Papa had posed for photographs together. The King of England and her father were first cousins but looked like twin brothers. Same trim beards, gentle smiles, and bright eyes.

In the end, however, not the same at all. King George survived the war with his crown, palaces, and power intact. He even had a handsome playboy for a son. Once upon a time, Olga’s mother thought the king’s eldest son would make a suitable bridegroom. In another world, Olga could have lived in England as the Princess of Wales.

Instead, she was an impoverished ex-grand duchess. Forever in hiding. Forever afraid the Bolsheviks might find her.

Ana’s fingers squeezed hers. When she turned to look at her sister, Ana was pale and her eyes looked haunted. She’d also seen Papa, the ghost of his face, in the king. Despite her confident exterior, Ana was damaged, as they all were.

Do you want to go? Ana mouthed, careful not to say the words aloud.

It felt strange enough to be out in public again. Overwhelming, really. Now, to see this simple reminder of Papa in a newsreel and know she could never escape the past, Olga wanted to leave. She was about to tell Ana as much.

Except a more powerful impulse took hold. She was tired of living in fear and allowing it to take things away from them. If they left the cinema early, it was as good as granting the Bolsheviks yet another victory, if only a small one in the grand scheme.

“I want to see Mary Pickford,” Olga whispered. “We’re not going anywhere.”


      [image: ]Olga dumped a few small logs in the fireplace. Then, she opened the damper, ensuring air flowed up and out through the chimney, and struck a long match from the box on the mantel. 

During their winter in captivity, Papa had taught his daughters how to chop wood for the fire. He ensured they practiced proper form: circling the ax over their shoulder, steadying their legs, and then swinging it down hard. They had all taken turns at this task, for the house in Siberia where they stayed during that harsh winter hadn’t been well insulated. Those fires brought little relief from the bitter cold. Still, the process made Olga feel self-reliant in a way few other jobs could.

When they returned from the cinema, Anastasia had retired to the bedroom she shared with Maria. Her voice carried as she described the climactic scene of Daddy-Long-Legs when Mary Pickford’s handsome benefactor reveals himself and they fall in love.

Olga had made her sister happy this afternoon. That should have been enough.

Why wasn’t it enough?

As she watched the flames flicker, her thoughts wandered back to the newsreel of King George. She remembered their saviors—special agents of His Majesty’s Secret Service, as Olga would later learn—who rescued them from their final imprisonment. The men had tunneled under the high wooden posts surrounding the Ipatiev House, which were meant to keep the family out of view of curious and potentially sympathetic neighbors.

Once on the grounds, the men slipped sleeping pills into the vodka the Bolshevik guards drank profusely at night. When all was silent but for rumbling snores, the agents helped the girls climb down a rope from the one window that remained unsealed. They then crept under the rear gate to a stolen motorcar that spirited them away.

Olga grabbed an iron poker and stoked the fire. She should be grateful to King George for their rescue, but she couldn’t shake the sense that he should have done more. Why did he abandon her parents and Alexei? She shoved the poker deeper until embers shot back and forth.

“You’ve got it going well enough, don’t you think?”

Olga turned to the entryway between the parlor and the hall that led to the two bedrooms, where Tatiana now stood. Her sister had changed into a dove-gray nightgown. It was too short, exposing her thin calves almost to the knee.

“I was thinking about Remembrance Day.” Olga leaned the poker against the hearth and flopped into an overstuffed armchair to read the papers. She had already scanned the front page of the Times, comprised primarily of photographs of parades, poppies, and wreaths brought to gravesites.

Tatiana looked down at her narrow feet and wiggled her toes.

“The papers report the king’s speeches in full,” Olga said. “Do you suppose he had anything kind to say about Papa?”

“I read the paper already,” Tatiana said quickly. “The king gave a speech about the war. That’s all.”

Olga’s anger rose suddenly, like boiling water in a pot about to spill over. “After everything we suffered? Nothing?”

“It’s the past,” Tatiana said. “No one can change the past, not even a king. What more is there to discuss?”

“Papa helped England win the war!”

“Until the people welcome us back to Russia—”

“If the people want us,” Olga said. “They got rid of us, after all.”

Tatiana pressed her lips tight. More than anything, she wanted to return to Russia. Olga wanted it almost as badly. To set the record straight. To tell everyone the truth about what her parents had sacrificed for Russia, and the indignities they’d suffered at the hands of the Bolsheviks: the same beasts in charge of their country now. They might claim to rule on behalf of the people, but Olga didn’t believe them for a second.

“I doubt the people had any say in the matter in the first place,” Olga added. “They were hungry. They wanted peace, land, and bread. Isn’t that what the Revolution was all about? Other than that, we don’t know what they wanted. Everyone kept us at a distance from the people. That was always the problem.”

Tatiana allowed a small smile to play on her lips. “Not so distant. Or have you forgotten about your dear Mitya? Your favorite soldier.”

Olga felt her cheeks warm. “You know I haven’t. No more than you’ve forgotten any of your favorites, I’m sure.”

Years had passed since she last saw Mitya, but she still blushed at the memory of his earnest brown eyes and quick smiles. Even when the pain of his wounded leg afflicted him, he’d always made time for Olga.

“But flirting with soldiers at the hospital is hardly the same as understanding what our people require,” she told her sister.

Tatiana grew pensive. She rarely strayed from her severe nature and never for more than a minute or two.

“Papa and Mama tried to understand and to help. Mama worked herself to exhaustion at the hospital. Don’t you remember? And during the war, Papa only left Petrograd because he was needed at the front. What more could they have done?”

Mama could have stopped listening to Grigori Rasputin. Papa could have ordered him removed from the palace.

Olga didn’t dare say those words aloud, even now that her parents and Grigori Rasputin were gone. The subject still upset Tatiana, so she allowed her sister’s remark to pass without comment. As she had allowed Mama’s starry-eyed admiration for Father Grigori to stand unquestioned.

She returned to the newspaper, scrunching the corners irritably between her fingers. “Not a word about Russia’s contribution to the war? Did anyone deign to mention Papa?”

“Not Papa.” Tatiana gnawed on her thumbnail and shifted her weight from foot to foot. She’d never been able to lie. She had read something.

“Mama then?” Olga flicked through the pages until she reached the back of the front section. There, she found the headline etched in bold ink. 

Former Empress of Russia Denounced as Traitor


“I’m sorry,” Tatiana whispered, but her voice seemed distant. The words swimming before her eyes, Olga continued to read. 

Edward Pike, 6th Earl of Hammond, has set the stage for Parliament to posthumously censure the ex-empress of Russia. Lord Hammond claims possession of letters proving Empress Alexandra, Hessian by birth, deliberately weakened the position of the formidable Russian Army. 

In collusion with her much-despised personal mystic, Grigori Rasputin, she stands accused of passing military secrets to Berlin to force a separate peace with the Germans.  Hammond will include these missives in a forthcoming book detailing his lordship’s diplomatic experiences in Russia before the war. He intends to spend Parliament’s Christmas recess at his family’s country estate, Marlingham, to complete the final draft of the manuscript. 

Olga looked up from the paper, seeing not Tatiana but their mother as she had been during the war in her plain nursing habit. Olga remembered the creases wrinkling Mama’s forehead as she handed metal instruments to a surgeon or helped stitch a wound. Their mother worked endless hours because she loved Russia, especially Russian soldiers. She would never betray those men. 

Some view an official condemnation of the late empress—presumed to have died alongside her family at the hands of the Bolsheviks—as a bid to end British intervention in the Russian Civil War, ongoing in Siberia. Such a declaration might also ease the establishment of diplomatic and trade relations with the new government.

“How can they publish this libelous filth?” Olga cried.

Tatiana pulled up an armchair, its wooden legs tearing fibers loose from the parlor’s faded Tabriz rug. “You mustn’t let yourself get upset.”

“This man could destroy Mama’s reputation!”

Tatiana chewed at her thumbnail again. It was a bad childhood habit she had long abandoned. Until their imprisonment. “Gran probably knows more. We could ask her.”

“We can’t risk it. Gran disliked Mama. She might believe these lies.”

Olga crumpled the newspaper. The flames in the hearth twisted and crackled. She wanted to throw the pages in the fire, to let them be consumed and burnt to ashes. Only that wouldn’t make this situation any better, for the words were already seared into her mind.

“Someday we will share our side of the story,” Tatiana said. “We must be patient.”

“I know it’s dangerous to tell our story if the Bolsheviks remain in power. This man wants to help make that so. But maybe we can set things right.”

“What do you mean?”

“We tell the papers we’re alive and explain how we got to England. We may not know the names of the gentlemen who helped us, but we remember important things, don’t we?”

The face of the officer at Arkhangelsk remained hazy in her memory, but Olga recalled his deep voice and gentle words. You and your sisters are safe. You survived. 

“Do you remember what it felt like to be respected after months of abuse?”

“I remember that the most,” Tatiana said.

Moonlight streamed through the side window, casting a soft light on her sister’s face. Kak angelie, just like the soldiers in the hospital said. Tatiana and Olga might now become angels of truth. Perhaps they would never need to live in hiding again.

“But that doesn’t mean we can react to this,” Tatiana said. “Going to the cinema is one thing. What you’re suggesting? We can’t risk it. Not while the Bolsheviks are still out there looking for us.”

“We won’t let anyone know where the information came from.” Olga glanced over her shoulder to see if Ana or Maria had heard. Then, whispering, she continued. “We could compose a letter in the guise of a servant.” She bit her lip. They’d never learned what became of the few members of their staff who’d remained in Ekaterinburg. Mama’s devoted maid, Anna Demidova. Dr. Botkin, who was so tender with Alexei. “And not provide a name.”

“What about the postmark?” Tatiana asked.

“I’ll mail it from somewhere far away. If Anastasia can figure out how to sell her pearls to book passage on the Aquitania, I can figure this out.”

“Everyone will assume it’s a hoax.” Tatiana worked her ragged cuticles between her lips. “Another charlatan making trouble.”

Outlandish stories had made the papers. When a young Russian émigré left her English husband a large inheritance upon her untimely death, neighbors referred to her as “Princess Tatiana.” They spread rumors that she was one of the missing daughters of the tsar. In a similar case, the disgraced kaiser recognized “Grand Duchess Olga,” and arranged a monthly stipend for the impostor. Olga had laughed off such tales, but they’d invariably bothered Tatiana.

“If we allow this lie to stand unchallenged, we will forever be under suspicion,” Olga said. “And assumed to have been complicit.”

“Mama will forgive this and let it go.” Tatiana refused to speak of their mother in anything but the present tense. Her gray eyes widened, just as Mama’s always had when making a point. “That’s what she will want us to do.”

“You do not speak for her. You don’t know what she would want.”

“I know Mama is loyal to Russia. That is enough.”

It was enough for Tatiana. She had inherited their mother’s penchant for forbearance. As a result, Tatiana understood how to keep her mouth shut when the situation so demanded. In contrast, Olga had always been more like Papa, calm under most circumstances but quick to anger when challenged. Tatiana might preach patience and forgiveness, but they’d suffered long enough. They had been forced to abandon their parents and brother to a horrendous fate.

Their parents could have died in peace if only they had known the Englishmen had saved all of their children. But Alexei was so sick he couldn’t walk. And so they left him behind. Olga had left him behind. We will come at midnight. But only for the girls. Perhaps she’d hadn’t a choice in the matter, but that didn’t diminish the sickening guilt.

And now the only remaining earthly part of her mother, her reputation, was about to be ruined. If the English Parliament branded Mama a traitor, it would haunt Olga and her sisters when they stepped back into the world. They’d have no future.

Olga had failed her brother. She vowed not to fail her sisters as well.


      [image: ]The Great War was an unending stand-off that resulted in mass casualties. Supply lines into the Russian cities, particularly Petrograd, were diverted to provide for troops at the front while workers grew hungrier and hungrier. 

We were supposed to have been sheltered from it all. The privileged grand duchesses. Elite Romanovs oblivious to the suffering of their people.

As Petrograd starved and the city fell into chaos, agonizing fevers struck each member of our family. Desperately ill from measles, we couldn’t leave our beds. Our mother cared for us while gunshots and cannon fire bellowed in the distance. And yet close enough, for our palace was easy to reach from Petrograd. Especially easy for desperate workers maddened by starvation.

If it weren’t for the measles, we might have escaped before the Bolsheviks rose to power. We could have left the palace together, met Papa at the front, and abandoned Russia. Except Papa would never have entertained the thought. 

But had we left then, I would never have left my little brother behind later. 
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