
  
  
      
        
          The Lost Season of Love and Snow

          A Novel of Natalya Pushkina

		      
          Jennifer Laam

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2017 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 of the characters, organization, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author's imagination or used fictitiously.



First published by Griffin in January 2018. 







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Twenty One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Afterword
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also By Jennifer Laam
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  

Chapter One


Moscow ~ December 1828





Ididn’t want to attend the winter ball that night. If my sisters hadn’t insisted, I never would have met the greatest poet in Russia. And my life might have taken a different course altogether. 

Admission to the ball cost five rubles each. Mother made a grand show of dispensing the needed coin. While my sisters spritzed one another with the lavender-scented perfume our aunt procured on a recent trip to France, I cast a longing look at the mahogany writing table in the opposite corner of our sitting room. There, I kept my leather-bound notebook, feather quill, and an embossed inkwell, all atop red linen embroidered with curving black arabesques. 

This table was my favorite spot in the house—certainly preferable to the bedroom I shared with my sisters. Over the winter holidays, I reviewed my French translations and an essay I had penned on the history of poetry. I wished to spend the evening engrossed in that work. 

Instead, Mother expected me to make myself pretty and amicable for the benefit of strangers, gentlemen I would not even truly see. My vision compromised by shortsightedness, I could hope to gain no more than fuzzy impressions of their faces from a distance, and would need to wait until they drew near to determine whether they were handsome. 

So tonight, my spectacles remained safely encased in their fabric cover on the writing table. Mother might allow for a discreet lorgnette at the ballet, but the last time I tried to wear spectacles outside the house, she threatened to grind the lenses under the heel of her boot.

Ekaterina and Azya pushed in front of me, leaned closer to our looking glass, and pinched their cheeks to make them glow. Meanwhile my mother sat before the dying fire in the hearth, perched in her favorite armchair, a generously proportioned rosewood with worn floral cushions frayed at the edges. The quivering shadows made her high cheekbones appear even more severe than usual. 

Though busy mending a pair of stockings, she caught me gazing at my writing table. I turned away quickly, embarrassed, as if she had caught me staring at a clandestine lover.

Slowly, Mother set her yarn back in her wicker sewing basket and rose to her full height. Dressed in gloomy black from head to foot, she towered over us. When she wasn’t speaking, she appeared more like a statue than a living being. She approached the looking glass where my sisters and I had gathered.

“I trust you will be on your best behavior.” Mother reached out to adjust my cream-colored cambric gown, revealing more of my décolletage. I was hardly a spinster, but the pressure to marry well began three years earlier when I experienced my first monthly cycle. “And display every courtesy to the gentlemen present.”

I caught Mother’s judgmental eye in the mirror before realizing I’d been biting my lower lip: a habit I had tried and failed to break. I forced a smile.

“Natalya still looks grim as a constipated granny.” Ekaterina’s rectangular face had an honest, salt-of-the-earth quality that might have been appealing had she a more pleasant manner.

“This will cheer Natalya and attract an eligible gentleman!” Giggling, Azya waved a tiara crafted of faux gold in the air. Her merry pink cheeks flushed with pride, she placed it over my hair and centered it on my forehead. Her light brown eyes were tender as she worked. “Like Venus herself.”

I moved closer to the looking glass, squinting to better see my reflection—the pale contours of my features and the glint of gold against my dark auburn hair, which I had pulled back into a loose bun with curls framing my face.

“Quite suitable,” Mother said in her husky voice. “You should thank your sister for her generosity. She could have kept the bauble for herself.”

“Or given it to me.” I couldn’t see Ekaterina’s expression, but her tone sounded surly enough.

“Jealousy is hardly becoming,” Mother warned my sister. “Now off with you.”

We headed to the foyer, where our pelisses hung neatly on hooks. Outside, it was snowing, and I would have preferred an overcoat, as men wore. We might freeze, but this small sacrifice was well worth the charming picture we would create in our snug, fur-lined garments. At least, this is how my mother would frame the situation.

Our three brothers, aged thirteen to twenty, waited by the door pretending to be footmen. As we moved to the gabled entranceway, their ruddy features took on garishly pompous expressions. The eldest, Dmitry, played the charade best, but God had granted him a handsome face and the ability to do almost everything best. Our middle brother, Ivan, had a pale forehead that loomed too prominently, even in the dull lamplight. Little Sergey, deemed the runt of the litter, was sweet, so long as you tolerated his habit of holding one hand to his mouth and blowing hard into it to imitate the sound of passing wind. 

As I stepped around him, Sergey’s eyes crossed, and I stuck out my tongue. Unfortunately, I neglected to lift my gown above my ankles and tripped over the long skirts.

“You must be more careful, Natalya,” Mother intoned. “And stop squinting, or you’ll wrinkle before your time. All of you, take care to be home by midnight. You wouldn’t want to upset your father.”

Ekaterina and I exchanged looks. For all our disagreements, we shared a poor opinion of our father. How I wished Mother would stop talking about him as though he were still an active presence in our home. Earlier that winter, one of Ekaterina’s supposed friends had made a catty remark about seeing my father stumble from a tavern in the Arbat and vomit on the street. To Ekaterina’s credit, she had lunged at the girl, and I held her back. When our brothers got into scuffles, Mother’s anger was the raw material of legend. I could only imagine how she might react if the girls came home with a blackened eye.

Azya glanced nervously in our direction, her face clouded with worry. “We will, Mother.”

“Your behavior in public reflects on our family, and your success in society is an important step toward securing your future. Be kind to the gentlemen. After all, one of them might wish to make you his wife.”

Sergey sputtered. I tried to kick him, but he was out of reach.

Mother returned to her armchair. Her lazy brown tabby had sprawled on the faded Persian rug before the hearth, hind feet twitching in a dream. 

“I shall expect a full report in the morning,” Mother told me. “Take advantage of this moment and your beauty. Make your family proud.”

She bent down to stroke the cat’s fat stomach, and I considered the once proud animal’s willingness to submit to such degradation. As terrified as I felt about going to this ball—to be evaluated like fresh fruit at a market—staying here, under her control, would be far worse.


      [image: ]I’ve heard it said the Christmas season is a magical time in the countryside, with all manner of opportunities for fortune-telling and mischief with comely boys. Living in the city, I had not yet experienced such pleasures. Despite the flutters in my stomach, I hoped this ball would mark a change in the direction of what often felt like a dull and hopelessly domesticated life.        

When my sisters and I entered the mansion’s ballroom, I remembered to hitch my dress to make it easier to walk across the smoothly polished floor. I tried to picture myself as a ballerina gracefully taking the stage. “Your face is your fortune, Natalya,” Mother once told me. “That and your figure. Perhaps you have not been blessed with the ability to determine this for yourself, so you must trust me on the matter.”

Gilt candelabras lined long tables laden with iced sherbets, jewel-toned sugar plums, and delicate Viennese pastries dolloped with frothy cream. I drew in the woodland scent of pine boughs and holly mingled with the heavy aromas of melting wax, French perfume, and hair pomade. A banner emblazoned with the imperial double-headed eagle hung across the back wall. On the dance floor, gentlemen lifted and turned ladies.

I tapped the modest heels of my satin slippers to the lively tune of a mazurka and  felt alive with the possibility of the night. 

A row of men stood to the side of the floor, turning their heads this way and that, trying to look fashionably blasé as they evaluated potential partners. As we made our way past them, several heads swiveled. My face grew warm, and yet, I confess, I enjoyed the attention.

Azya looped her arm around mine and stood taller so she could whisper in my ear. 

“The men are all dressed in elegant brocade evening coats and have the shapeliest legs in their breeches. The women’s dresses are wonderful confections as well, so colorful they make us seem like simple country maids.” She covered her mouth as she emitted a nervous snicker. “We must convince Mother to spend more on our gowns. Oh, but the mansion is decorated so beautifully for Christmas, Natalya! Do you see the tree on the other end of the ballroom?”

I squinted and made out a green pine. As we walked closer to the tree, I spotted glowing candles in copper holders fastened to their branches, dangling silver trinkets, beaded garlands, and fragile glass balls.

“A tree like the Protestants have in the Prussian lands?” Ekaterina’s head bobbed in distress. “Inappropriate for an Orthodox celebration, if you ask me.”

“Oh, hush,” I told her, irritated. “Since when do you care what Protestants do in their lands? I think the tree looks pretty.”

Ekaterina’s cheeks turned pink. Too pink. I wondered if she hadn’t taken some rouge from an apothecary.

“And you need to stop acting like her crutch.” Ekaterina turned to Azya. “What would Mother say if she heard you whispering to Natalya like some foreign trickster begging for kopeks? Do you want everyone to know our sister is blind as a mole?”

“I only want her to enjoy the night,” Azya whispered fiercely.

“She’ll enjoy it.” Ekaterina jutted her prominent chin at the tiara. “With that bauble on her head, the gentlemen will mistake her for some countess. And what does that make us? Ladies-in-waiting?”

“Still preoccupied with the tiara?” I touched the gold circlet on my forehead. Even I had seen in the looking glass that it flattered my hair, whereas it would have been lost in Ekaterina’s mousy curls. “How would you like it if I threw it at you?” 

“You couldn’t if you tried, you blind bat.” 

“I can see well enough to hit your giant jaw.”

“You try throwing that thing at me, and I’ll pop you in the nose.”

“Ladies, I trust you are behaving? Your mother asked me to serve as your chaperone, and I want to tell her how admirably you conducted yourselves this evening.”

At the sound of the refined female voice, we pivoted in unison and curtsied to Mother’s half-sister and Ekaterina’s namesake, Aunt Katya. Nearly fifty years of age, her features retained a softness our mothers lacked. Her hair was still jet black, and her lips so full and rosy that a gentleman young enough to be her son stopped to give her a bold wink. 

Over the years, Aunt Katya’s looks had served her well. She maintained a seemingly endless supply of dramatic gowns and expensive jewels to show for her success at court. This evening she wore a peacock-blue ball gown with puffed sleeves and richly embroidered gold floral designs at the hem of her voluminous skirt.

“Now, enough of that. Mind your manners.” Aunt Katya tapped the base of her lace-and-gauze fan against Azya’s bare shoulder, thin and vulnerable in her slim frock. My sister winced. “I’m sure the gentlemen want the favor of seeing your lovely faces. In the meantime, no kitten fights.”

Azya and Ekaterina quickly righted themselves and searched the room for potential dance partners. I wished I could convince Azya to walk with me to the tree. I wanted to see the decorations up close and gave not one whit if the tradition came from the Protestants. Even without my spectacles, I could tell the tree was divine.

Aunt Katya must have noticed my wistful gaze because she inclined her head toward mine. I caught the scent of fresh powder on her face and the rosewater she dabbed behind her ears.

“I don’t wish to alarm you, niece, but a gentleman is advancing. I know you will attend to him with the dignity and generosity your mother expects.”

I opened my mouth and then shut it abruptly, unsure how to respond to my aunt. With as much grace as I could manage, I turned.

A heavyset gentleman with a mop of thick hair and side whiskers approached. His movements had a clumsy charm about them, like a trained circus bear. Though he was a grown man in his early forties, he would likely make a fine dance partner. I doubted my conversation was sufficiently sophisticated to hold his attention. 

Besides, when I looked at him, my heart did not skip a beat, jump in my chest, or come to a standstill . . . all of which were reactions I had read about in novels. If this gentleman was destined to be my first suitor, I felt disappointed at my heart’s weak response.

“Mademoiselle,” he said with a gallant, if inelegantly executed, bow. “We haven’t formally met. My name is Fyodor Tolstoy. I have the honor of friendship with your older brothers, Ivan and Dmitry. They mentioned their sisters might attend. Based on your brothers’ description, I am guessing you are ‘little’ Natalya.”

“Not quite so little anymore, I suppose.” I was nearly as tall as this Tolstoy fellow.

“May I have the pleasure of this dance?” he asked, offering his hand.

We took our place among the couples already on the dance floor, and my aunt would watch our every step for impropriety. I felt Ekaterina’s contemptuous glare. The audacity of her younger sister, attracting a partner before she did. I expected she would spend the rest of the evening complaining.

No matter what happened next, vexing Ekaterina made the entire night worthwhile. I placed my hand on Tolstoy’s shoulder and waited for him to lead.

Deftly, he steered me around the circle of waltzing dancers. Despite his size, he was light on his feet, easy to follow, and conversed freely as the orchestra played. “I don’t believe I have seen you at a public ball before.” He spoke in French, like many Russian men with ambitions regarding the imperial court.

“This is my first ball, monsieur,” I replied, not yet comfortable enough with my spoken French to attempt anything beyond the simple monsieur. My mouth felt as though Ekaterina had stuffed it with cotton to make me hush.

He returned to our native tongue. “I thought not. I would have remembered you.” 

At that, he gave a wolfish grin, but his words seemed practiced, and I sensed it was the sort of compliment he might pay to any young woman. I wasn’t flattered, but remained intrigued. His voice had a flat cadence, as though he had traveled and picked up some remnant of a foreign accent.

Desperate for something to say, I ventured: “I detect a hint of an accent.”

“Oh, you noticed? I spent some time abroad in Russian North America.”

“America!” I knew nothing of the United States except snippets in poorly written textbooks, which focused on the unruliness of government by the people. “Is America as wild as one would expect?”

Tolstoy let out a boisterous laugh, but no one turned to look. Men could laugh as loudly as they pleased, while Mother would flay me alive for such a display. 

“Oh, I daresay more so. I spent my time there on the Aleutian Islands. Dumped by my fellow sailors after traveling with them all along the western coast, the heartless bastards.” 

He seemed to remember he was talking to a lady. His back stiffened, and the tone of his voice formalized. 

“Do you know where these islands are located, mademoiselle? The Alaskan Peninsula? Have you heard of this place?”

“I have,” I informed him, grateful it was the truth. Why did men assume women had nothing better to occupy their thoughts than gowns, balls, and future husbands? Of course, we considered such matters closely, but only because our futures depended on them. Our interests often extended beyond such practical affairs. “Do you intend to return one day?”

“I’ve seen enough of the place for a lifetime, thank you very much. After that, I had to find my way across the sea and through Siberia to get home. But make it back, I did. Since then, my chums have called me the American.” 

“I would like to hear more of your travels, Monsieur Tolstoy. Or perhaps I should say Mr. Tolstoy since you are the American.” I smiled, pleased with my sudden wit.

“But that wouldn’t be fair to my friend.”

I slanted my head, confused. “Friend?”

“You see, I had an ulterior motive for asking you to dance. I am here with a fellow quite taken with you at first sight. Truth be told, I have never seen him in such a state. He wanted to approach you himself, but nerves got the better of him. He called you Venus and Madonna, wrapped in one enchanting package.”

The reality of my presence could not possibly compare favorably to such a majestic fantasy. Still, after such a compliment, I already deemed Tolstoy’s shy friend a clever fellow. “Why will he not speak to me then?”

“He asked that I seek your acquaintance first and then ask your opinion of him. He fears you will not feel as taken with him as he is with you, which would only break his most tender heart. As his friend, it is my duty to protect his ego.”

This was the sort of romantic game-playing that occurred in novels, and I intended to make the most of it. “So, who is this mysterious chap?” I cast a furtive glance around the room. “Might I at least know his name? Or is the strategy that you will show him to me first?”

As the music stopped, Tolstoy the American slowed his steps and steered me toward the beautiful tree. Closer now, I saw fruit-shaped marzipan and robins spun from sugar affixed to the branches. 

Glancing down, I glimpsed the tips of polished boots behind the tree, beneath the lowest bough. Tolstoy’s friend. I felt as though I might burst from the agony of anticipation, but had no wish to ruin this moment of revelation.

“Your friend is shy. I shall slow my steps so I don’t startle him and cause him to take to the sky like a skittish bird.”

“Oh, ordinarily, he’s not shy at all. On the contrary, he adores being the center of attention. But when he saw you this evening, he asked me to speak on his behalf and then ran to hide.” Tolstoy raised his voice. “Why, he’s hidden so well he can’t possibly expect you to get a good look at him. I have never seen a fellow behave so foolishly over a woman.”

I managed a laugh and did not mention that to see his friend without the aid of my spectacles, I would need to get very close indeed. “He adores attention? In what sense? Does he tell humorous tales at parties?”

“He enjoys reading his works aloud.”

“Works?” Intrigued, I thought of my writing table at home and my notebooks. I devoted one to Russian poets, a small but talented group. I had felt keenly patriotic when I started this modest history. “Is your friend a poet, then?”

“Actually, yes. It is even possible you have heard of him.”

At that moment, Tolstoy’s friend stepped out from behind the tree, and I drew a swift breath when I saw the black curls and intense, searching eyes. Thinking of what Azya said earlier about men’s legs—how shapely they looked in breeches—I glanced down. His muscular calves were swathed in tight black boots. 

In my mind, I saw him as he appeared in his author’s portrait: a loose blouse unbuttoned at the neck and his chin thoughtfully posed in one hand with a quill raised high in the other, as though he were about to be endowed with divine inspiration.

Tolstoy leaned in close to me. “Perhaps you have heard of Alexander Pushkin?”

And then, the world shifted beneath my feet. And my heart skipped a beat, just as the novelists promised.








  
  
Chapter Two




Everyone knew Alexander Pushkin: the author of Evgeny Onegin, the tale of a St. Petersburg dandy, as well as adored poems in our Russian tongue and many other works. Tolstoy gently smirked while I regained my composure, a task complicated by my heart’s brisk pace.

“May I present my new friend, Natalya Nikolaevna,” Tolstoy continued, addressing the poet. “I know her brothers, and she was kind enough to accept an invitation to dance.”

Alexander Pushkin shifted his weight from one foot to the other while his fists tapped his sides in a rhythmic motion. His face appeared much as it did in portraiture. He was not exceptionally handsome, but his light eyes complemented his olive complexion. And for all he might have lacked in conventional good looks, Alexander Pushkin was lavishly gifted with intensity. His gaze focused so attentively on mine that I did not dare turn away.

Tolstoy raised his voice a notch once more. “I said this is my new friend, Natalya.”

“Mademoiselle!” Pushkin snapped to attention and lowered into a graceful bow before righting himself and extending a hand. My heart thundered as I realized what I was supposed to do next. 

Pretending the role of a cultured princess, I offered my hand for a kiss. His lips pressed a moment longer than proper, and I should have considered it a liberty, except all I could think was that this remarkable poet had asked a friend for an introduction because he was too nervous to approach me.

Since this was my first opportunity to make a good impression, I was determined to comment intelligently on his work. I had read the published chapters of Evgeny Onegin to myself aloud so that I might bask in the musicality of the words and the flow of rhyme. In the latest, the pretty but useless coxcomb Onegin killed his best friend, Lensky, in a duel. 

I had thrown the pages against a wall, frustrated that I would have to wait until the next installment to learn what happened next. When it was delayed, rumors spread that the entire project had been a lark, and any reader expecting a satisfying resolution would be sorely disappointed. 

“Is it true you don’t know what will become of your protagonist, Evgeny Onegin?” The words flew out before I could stop them.

His broad brow furrowed. I panicked, thinking I had unwittingly insulted him. 

“I mean, is it true that you don’t yet know? I am sure you will think of something. Or have thought of something . . .”

Tolstoy had moved behind his friend but remained in the vicinity, probably to rescue the poet if needed. He started to titter. 

The orchestra struck up the tinkling notes of another waltz, and I wondered if the poet would ask me to dance. Perhaps not. Perhaps I had forever ruined the chance of forming a friendship—or more—with Pushkin. 

Perhaps I needed to hush.

Were Mother here, she would claim I had been rude, but then I didn’t think a poet the sort of gentleman she wanted me to spend time with tonight anyway, even a poet as famed as Alexander Pushkin. Despite his popularity, his income couldn’t have been overly lavish; his dark blue evening coat and bright red cravat, though rich in color,  were shabby. Nevertheless, when he turned his soulful gaze to mine, his attention was like lightning, and I felt he could read my every thought.

“I am riveted,” I added, “and long to read more.”

The poet bent closer to my ear so that I could hear him over the music. “I require inspiration to continue Onegin’s saga.”

His voice was like a gentle caress. I held back a gasp of delight, instinctively understanding that to hold the attention of such a man, I couldn’t submit to his charms so easily. I kept my tone steady and formal, with only a hint of playfulness. 

“Is Tatiana not inspiration enough?” Like many girls, I was quite taken with the heroine, who had been brave enough to declare her love for Onegin plainly, even in the face of rejection.

“Tatiana is an angel, and yet the best muses are flesh and bone, those you can see and touch. Those who whisper in your ear and allow you to press your lips against theirs.”

We had just met, and the creator of Tatiana was already trying to claim me as his muse. It began to seem less like a flight of fancy and more natural than this man before me in his frayed coat and loose cravat, with the beguiling eyes and wild black curls, should say something so bold. 

Still, I knew well enough what happened to women who allowed such attention to go to their heads. I lowered my face and tried to will a blush to appear on my cheeks, though I was likely already flushed from dancing. In truth, I didn’t feel embarrassed in the slightest. I only wanted Alexander Pushkin to speak more.

“Natalya is a skilled dance partner,” Tolstoy interjected. “And if I’m not mistaken, that is the sound of another waltz.”

Pushkin offered his hand. “I would be honored.”

“The honor is mine.” His fingers pressed against my bare wrist, and I felt a jolt as though I had been sleeping for years and only now sensed the full scope of the world.

As he led me to the floor, I took in his scent: sandalwood and citrus cologne, sweet tobacco, oil and horses, and a tantalizing saltiness. Coming from a home with three boys, I knew masculine aromas well enough, but there was something seductive about this particular combination. 

Pushkin placed his hand on my back and pulled me closer, the velvety fabric of his coat against my naked arms. I glanced over his shoulder and saw Aunt Katya, flanked by my sisters, staring at me as  I danced. When we glided past them, I saw Azya’s expression—placid but for a dreamy, faraway look in her pale brown eyes—and I knew she was happy for me.

But Ekaterina glowered, and Aunt Katya raised her delicate black eyebrows. I had heard  Mother mutter often enough about the licentiousness of the waltz. Still, I believed my aunt was sophisticated enough to understand the honor of waltzing with Alexander Pushkin.

I tried not to make too much of this moment, but then his whiskers skimmed my cheek, and a thrilling wave of panic descended. I wondered what might happen should we find ourselves isolated. Would he move his lips to mine? Or would he tease me first, tucking curls behind my ear as the tips of his fingers brushed the sensitive skin of my neck?

“Do you not care for attention?”

I realized I hadn’t been looking at the poet but straight past him. The thought of being alone with him had simultaneously made my insides melt and my shoulders tense. “I am not accustomed to it.”

“You must learn to adore the spotlight! How will you avoid it? Every man in this room noticed you. I’m sure they are all madly in love.”

“You flatter me, Monsieur Pushkin.”

“Please, call me Alexander, at the very least. Sasha, if you are so inclined.”

“Perhaps Alexander for now.”

“Will your chaperone be scandalized if we disappear?”

Scandalized. Pushkin let the word linger on his tongue, imparting it with delicious drama. My cheeks burned, and I looked down momentarily to keep time with his nimble steps. 

“My aunt would be concerned, Monsieur Push . . . Alexander. She serves in the tsar’s court, and her sense of propriety is impeccable.”

“A shame.” He skillfully guided me around the circle of dancers once more. “I have my own connections to our good tsar. He claims to enjoy my work, though he keeps a close eye on it for words of sedition.” Alexander clicked his tongue as though scolding himself. “However, Mademoiselle Natalie, I believe young women are allowed some freedom of movement. Might I call you Natalie? I feel it suits you.”

“You make me sound as though I belong in Paris or some other exciting city in the West.”

“Perhaps you do. Who knows where life might take you? An enchanting face can motivate great adventures. You’ve heard of Helen of Troy, have you not?”

“I doubt my face will launch a thousand ships.”

Alexander beamed with pleasure, and I wondered if he’d referenced Helen to test my knowledge of antiquity. That struck me as not entirely fair, and yet if this were a test, I wished to pass with high marks.

“Please know I would do nothing to tarnish your reputation. It would be a crime to do anything to prevent you from attending future balls. You were born to be admired.”

I glanced again at Aunt Katya, whose eyebrow now seemed perpetually cocked, and then at the poet before me, who curled the fingers of his right hand and pressed them lightly against his mouth, trying to contain the grin now brightening his face. As though allowing himself the unadulterated happiness of a smile would only lead to disappointment.

It was a habit I would grow to know well and worry over more and more in the years to come. At that time, however, that happy Christmas when I first came to know him, it only seemed one of Alexander Pushkin’s charms.

“Perhaps we could take a few moments outside in the courtyard for fresh air,” I told him. “What’s the harm?”


      [image: ]I remember everything about that night and my first moments alone with Alexander. The glow of the crescent moon scarcely penetrated the clouds, and birch branches drooped under the silvery weight of new snowfall. In the center of the mansion’s courtyard, a marble fountain, dry for the winter, housed a statue of a voluptuous nymph in a toga with outstretched hands. Two gentlemen stood near the fountain, bundled deep into overcoats and leering at the nymph.

“Your patience with my dancing is much appreciated, mademoiselle.” Alexander tightened his coat against the sharp wind and tapped his walking stick against the ice-flecked cobblestones of the mansion’s square courtyard, keeping time to the quick tempo of a mazurka playing inside the ballroom. Upon closer inspection, I saw his stick was topped by a cunning figurine of a bear cub ascending a tree stump. “I never did develop a talent for it. I fear dancing lessons were a trial in my youth.” 

“I thought you were marvelous,” I said. 

His breath misted in the air. The men in bulky overcoats pitched curious looks in our direction. One of them poked the other and pointed at Alexander. 

“Your talent for the waltz far surpasses mine," he said. “How many balls have you attended? If it’s not too presumptuous.”

I had no experience determining if the question was presumptuous, so I answered: “This is my first.”

“And already you wear a charming tiara, as though crowned the most beautiful woman in Moscow. A title well deserved. As you can see, I am no beauty. So I admire the quality in others.”

He stopped tapping his walking stick and rubbed his hands together as he said this. I knew he was trying to be funny, but I didn’t think it kind to laugh. Though Alexander’s features were not traditionally handsome, even I knew of his popularity with the ladies in St. Petersburg, Moscow, and all other points of the empire if rumors were to be believed. Lacking that which made some men fetching had not hindered Alexander’s power to attract. Surely he knew this.

Still, I did not laugh.

Despite its thick lining, my pelisse was no match for the stubborn chill of the night. I shivered and drew it tighter around my chest, still trying to appear sophisticated and nonchalant, as though accustomed to spending evenings out in the cold wind with a famous poet. 

“You create great beauty with your words, sir. To the devil with everything else.” 

Mother would have slapped me for the cheek of that comment, but Alexander let out a hearty laugh.

“I suppose I have my moments,” he said. “I was granted the opportunity to hone such skills at the Impérial Lycée. I had my own room. My own writing table on which to place a sheet of paper and scribble my thoughts. Can you imagine the thrill of such a space?” 

He flashed a roguish smile that made my heart pump faster, and I longed to keep him out here to myself as long as possible. 

When I attempted creative work at home, I was continually interrupted by one of Mother’s endless needlework projects or Ekaterina’s complaints about a rude shopkeeper. I longed for the luxury of privacy. “It sounds wondrous.” 

“My imagination soared.”

“I’ve heard it said you read for Derzhavin as a schoolboy.”

Derzhavin was the most celebrated poet of Catherine the Great’s time. As a child, before misfortune diminished our family’s finances, I lived briefly with my grandfather on his estate near Kaluga. In the basement, he kept an enormous bronze statue of Catherine that I always found an excuse to visit, trying to imagine a world where a woman might rule men. Ever since, I had taken a particular interest in Catherine’s reign and knew Derzhavin’s epic ‘The Waterfall’ practically by heart.

“I did!” Alexander declared, clearly pleased. “My chum Delvig was keen to meet Derzhavin and declared he would ‘shake the hand that had written ‘The Waterfall.’ He made me wait in the school’s foyer. When the front door finally creaked open, we heard his cane tap against the marble floor.”

Alexander pounded his walking stick on the cobblestone again, startling the men in the courtyard, who slowly backed closer to the mansion’s thick, lemon-yellow walls. My teeth chattered, but I endeavored to extend my time alone with Alexander. “Were you two humble students allowed to meet the great man?”

“He had more pressing matters. A footman asked if he needed anything. Derzhavin responded with equal gravity.” Alexander’s voice rumbled as he impersonated the poet. “‘My good man,’ said he, ‘where is the privy in this place? I need to piss like a workhorse.’”

Alexander stifled a laugh, punching his fist into his mouth. A few sputters escaped, and then he doubled over, and his laughter was so infectious I started to giggle as well. 

“I suppose you were all quite disappointed your hero was given to such base human needs,” I said.

“Never, my dear lady! I found him all the more appealing for it. However, I can’t say the footman felt the same. The fellow’s cheeks reddened until he looked like an apple. Once they had shuffled away, Delvig turned to me, said, ‘Great man, my arse!’ and stormed off.”

My corset stays tore into my stomach as I laughed. I still felt amazed I was even speaking to a man like Alexander Pushkin, let alone that he was comfortable enough to say “arse” in my presence. Without thinking, I grasped his wrist.

Alexander stared at the patch of exposed skin above his gloves, where my flesh pressed his. Suddenly shy, I withdrew my hand and took a deep breath. The cold air roughened my nostrils and throat. I averted my gaze, poking the cobblestone under my satin slipper. 

“Was this the last you saw of the famed Derzhavin?”

“Certainly not.” Alexander still stared at the spot where I had touched him. A few droplets of snow speckled his black whiskers, and he withdrew a handkerchief from his front pocket to pat his face. “We were all scheduled to recite poems for him as part of our final exams. I confess I was nervous waiting for the other poor devils to deliver their lines. Watching the old man’s head slip to his shoulder as he nodded in and out of sleep.”

“He fell asleep during the exams! The boys must have been mortified.”

“Indeed, they were. I was mortified as well. What if the great  Derzhavin should snore in the middle of my recitation? And then, I decided to view his somnolence not as a problem but a challenge. Someone needed to rouse the poor man from his torpor, and it might as well be me. I strode to the center of the room, surrounded by my instructors and their pretty wives all dressed to the nines, stepped onto one of the diamond-shaped tiles, and gave the best reading of my life. At least, I thought so. Then I saw it happen: the old man awoke and cupped his hand to his ear so he might better hear my words.”

I could picture the scene. Alexander as a brash young man, his intense eyes and mass of wild black curls, and his hand flung high in the air as he read a particularly dramatic line. 

“Did you ever shake the hand that wrote ‘The Waterfall’?”

“After my recitation, I fled the room. The pressure grew too immense. That he adored my poem felt overwhelming.” Alexander fingered the little cub atop his walking stick, shook his head, and screwed his eyelids shut. Faint creases appeared at the corners of his eyes. “Success alarmed me. I feel a fool saying that aloud.”

“It’s not foolish at all! You dreamed of success. Once attained, well, what then?”

Alexander opened his eyes, and his gaze fell squarely on my mouth. I understood him. Perhaps he was unaccustomed to feeling understood. 

Then, I felt confident he would try to steal a kiss. Without thinking, I closed my eyes, wanting to feel his lips on mine, choosing not to worry about who might see. I was ready.

I waited but felt nothing. I opened my eyes once more to find Alexander grinning. My lips were still foolishly pursed, but he had not taken advantage. He tossed his walking stick into the air and caught it deftly in one hand as though celebrating this small victory.

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the gentlemen by the fountain re-enter the mansion. The cold now felt like painful pinpricks of ice, reality sinking in once more.

“We should return before we are missed,” Alexander said. “I trust Tolstoy to keep your aunt occupied, but the poor chap can ramble, and I  don’t want her to suffer too long.”

I nodded, trying not to betray my disappointment. We needed to return to the ball, but the night was not yet over, and already it seemed an eternity until I might again see Alexander.


      [image: ]“Aren’t we fancy?” Ekaterina declared as the three of us alighted from our carriage and navigated the slippery walkway to our house just before midnight.

“What do you mean?” I spoke against my better judgment, for I knew Ekaterina was trying to provoke me. Azya shook her head in warning, but too late. I should have refrained from snapping at the bait.

“You were on the dance floor all night! With the same partner for the most part. That odd-looking fellow?”

After our initial waltz, Alexander had asked me to dance again, but by no stretch of the imagination had he monopolized me. “I danced with him a few times, no more than was appropriate. And that ‘odd-looking fellow’ is the author of Evgeny Onegin.”

“Oh, everyone knows Alexander Pushkin,” Ekaterina said slyly. “He has been involved with a number of elegant ladies, from what I understand.”

“How would you know?”

Ekaterina shrugged. “I’m only repeating what Aunt Katya said.”

As we crossed the threshold into our dim and silent home, I tried to compose myself. Ekaterina wanted to embarrass me. I would not allow guilt to sully my expression when we spoke to Mother.

The fire in the hearth had already been put out, and the front room was chilly. I thought Sergey would have remained near the door to harass us when we arrived home, but Mother must have shooed the boys off to bed. She sat alone in her armchair with the tabby prostrate on her lap. I did not understand how either could tolerate the cold or the dank scent of mildew. I wanted nothing more than to sink under the blankets on my bed.

“I trust you had a fine time,” Mother said. “Your father would be here to ask himself; only he worked himself to the point of exhaustion today and has taken to bed.”

I tried not to flinch at Mother’s blatant lie. Father likely lingered still at one of the taverns along the Arbat. For all I knew, he was sleeping on the street these days. He had chosen alcohol and misery and despair over his family, and I could no longer find room in my heart for him.

“Natalya had a grand time,” Ekaterina announced.

The harsh lines of Mother’s face shadowed in the dull light from the dying fire. “Oh?”

The tiara felt tight on my forehead. “There was a Christmas tree. I found it lovely.”

“She spent the night dancing with Alexander Pushkin,” Ekaterina said. “The writer? You have heard of him, haven’t you? Didn’t he get in trouble over some rebellious nonsense in a poem?”

“That was years ago, and besides, Natalya only danced with him a few times.” Azya could always be counted on to defend me. “No more than was proper.”

Mother rose to her feet, dislodging the tabby, who emitted a screech of complaint and glared at Ekaterina before darting out of the room. “Girls, you get straight to your beds and tell me the rest in the morning. You need your beauty sleep, after all.”

We nodded and curtsied, and I prepared to follow my sisters upstairs.

“Natalya, why don’t you wait a moment while your sisters go first? We should have a few words.”

As I watched my sisters scurry off, the stairs creaking under their heeled slippers, my heart dropped.

“Alexander Pushkin. I believe I have heard this name before.”  Mother stroked a tarnished silver crucifix on a beaded chain around her neck. “The poet?”

“The one.” I was tired and did not know what Mother expected of me.

“He lived in exile under our previous tsar, this poet of yours. It seems such a man will always be under the crown’s scrutiny, along with his family and associates.”

Mother drew closer to the table where I kept my notes, inkwell, and oval-shaped spectacles. I chewed my lower lip as she removed the spectacles from their fabric case and turned the thin, fragile frames over in her hands.

“Your great-great-grandfather was a practical man. A man of this world. He lived in the time of Tsar Peter and thought to himself: what might this powerful man need? Then he looked at the majestic ships in the harbor and knew the answer. Such ships would sail through the wind with what? Cloth.”

I bowed my head, bracing for the all-too-familiar family history lesson that was to follow.

“So he began to manufacture cotton and linens and expanded to paper products. He made a fortune that brought honor to this family. The Goncharovs remained respectable, and retained their fortune. Until your grandfather brought the French laundress home with him after the war.”

I was born in 1812, so I knew of the war with Napoleon only from hearsay. But Mother had told this story so many times I felt I had borne witness to it. 

My grandfather, Afansy Goncharov, spent the war abroad. After Napoleon’s armies had been driven from Moscow and Grandfather finally returned home, we learned he had left his wife and replaced her with a clever Frenchwoman named Babette. As far as Mother was concerned, Babette was to blame for all the family’s financial problems since. How exactly this was so had never been made clear. It seemed more a coincidence of timing to me, and yet the legend endured.

Mother would never admit the truth. It was not some random Frenchwoman, but my father’s drinking—his bouts of crying, his sudden screaming fits on those rare occasions when he did come home—that accounted for our troubles. Ever since he was thrown from a horse, and decided to soothe the pain of his injuries with drink, my father had been useless. 

I had been a small girl at the time of his accident and could only now comprehend the extent of the damage he’d wrought.

“I appreciate the appeal of poetry, but it is nothing more than fantasy,”  Mother said. “In reality, a husband must support his wife and her family as best he can manage. In this world, poets are not capable of such generosity. Better to turn your favor to a more practical man who sees a need in this world, fills it, and is compensated handsomely for his trouble. One who steers clear of politics and the petty intrigues of the tsar’s court. Do you understand?”

I could barely look at her but nodded.

Mother handed me my spectacles. I took them with one hand, removed my tiara with the other, and then positioned them on my face. 

As though a spell had been cast, the world came into sharp focus around me: the pointed corners of the writing table, the needlework unicorns, and maidens on the fading, old-fashioned tapestries hanging from the walls, products of my family’s once lucrative mills and the last glowing embers of the fire in the hearth.

“You are young and gifted with great beauty. You can attract a practical man. You’re a good girl, Natalya. You understand our family’s precarious situation. Now, off to bed with you. I know at your next ball, you will make a wise choice and do that which is right for us all.”

My mother spoke of wise choices as though such matters were clear as day and night, and life provides only one true path to security and satisfaction. I have since learned that the choices we make in this life are a complex, nuanced array leading to both joy and despair. A comfortable partnership might have granted me contentment, but I would have spent that life forever looking over my shoulder, wondering what might have been had I chosen the poet instead.








  
  
Chapter Three




Over breakfast the following morning, Azya spoke of nothing but the ball. As we waited for the chilly room to warm, Ivan and Sergey scarfed down hot buttered buns and slurped cinnamon-flavored cocoa while my sister told them of the dancing and decorations. “They had a pine tree with candles on every branch!” 

Mother took a  silent sip of her plain black tea. “As in the Protestant lands? I  didn’t realize society was so taken with Prussian custom.”

Ekaterina gave a triumphant snort.

“Yes, but it was beautiful!” Azya insisted. “And one of the girls told me at this time of year, there are all sorts of spells you can cast to learn the identity of your husband. They say you will see his face if you look in a mirror at midnight on Christmas Eve.” 

“Sounds like a foreign trick,” Ekaterina huffed.

I looked steadily at a pat of butter on my chipped Sèvres plate, a bun warming my mouth. At the word “husband,” Alexander’s face appeared in my mind. That was no trick.

“Not foreign at all,” Ivan cut in authoritatively, his perpetually worried forehead creasing. “It’s an ancient tradition.”

“Either way, it seems like nonsense to me,” Ekaterina said.

“They played mazurkas until the dancers were exhausted, and the waltz at least five times by my count,” Azya continued. “Natalya danced  every one of them.”

“Yes,” Ekaterina said slyly. “First with some man you all know. Tolstoy or some such?”

“The American!” Ivan declared. “Nice fellow. Arrogant, but Natalya could do worse. He said he might visit soon. I wonder if we should expect him.”

I thought Mother would frown again. So, apparently, did Ekaterina, who stopped primly tasting her cocoa for long enough to give me a knowing smirk.

“It is a credit to us all that your sister is so popular,” Mother said.

Under the table, Sergey kicked my shin. I scowled at him, but he kept his plump features maddeningly neutral. So I kicked him right back, and he cried out in pain.

“Her partner for the next few dances was a fellow with the most unusual eyes,” Ekaterina droned on, oblivious to Sergey’s yowling. “If you know this Tolstoy the American, perhaps you have met his friend too. Alexander Pushkin?”

“The poet? With our Natalya?” Ivan eyed me suspiciously as though it was beyond his ability to ascertain why I might be of interest to someone like Alexander Pushkin.

Mother pressed her lips into a thin line, and I was sure she was about to say something to Ivan or perhaps even to Sergey for kicking me. But at that moment, the one footman who remained in our household entered the dining area. Over the past few months, he had assumed various duties, despite an unavoidable decline in his pay. 

Now, he hovered patiently at the threshold, waiting to be summoned. Mother nodded, and he approached bearing a small visiting card printed in elaborate lettering I did not recognize.

“A visitor this early?” Mother dabbed her mouth with a linen napkin and carefully took the card, dipping her nose closer to it.

Though I couldn’t make out the visitor’s name, I caught the rich scent of sandalwood and citrus emanating from the card stock, the same cologne Alexander had worn the previous night. I recalled the jolt of excitement when his hand touched mine, and my heart fluttered, the descriptions in French novels proven correct once more.

My eldest brother, Dmitry, bounded down the stairs, late to breakfast as usual. He gave  Mother a peck on the cheek and prepared to take his customary seat. Before lowering himself onto the chair, he leaned over her shoulder to view the calling card.

“Alexander Pushkin!” Dmitry had always been hard of hearing and spoke as though everyone else also suffered from the affliction. “Who in this house knows the poet?” He laughed heartily and stabbed one of the sausages on a platter in the center of the table. “Sergey can hardly scribble his own name.” 

Dmitry then looked over at Ivan, who was fussing with his hair, trying to push it forward to cover his high forehead better. “Was it you? Are you trying your hand at poetry? Trying to get a damsel to roll in the hay with a choice word or two?”

Ekaterina gasped loudly while I felt vexed. It never even occurred to Dmitry that a man like Alexander Pushkin might be here to visit me. 

“That’s enough,” Mother said, but handsome Dmitry had always been her favorite and could say whatever he liked in her presence. She was still frowning at the card, apparently saving her disapproval for someone more deserving of it. Namely, me.

“Natalya, breakfast is nearly over. I believe you will be more comfortable upstairs. You are far too young to receive a gentleman so early in the morning.”

My gaze shifted to the calling card. Last night before falling asleep, I had thought of more questions I wanted to ask Alexander about Evgeny Onegin, questions I hadn’t the presence of mind to ask during our private conversation at the ball. I had hoped, somehow, the fates would conspire to bring him to me again.

They had done so, and yet I was still denied control of my destiny.

I remembered what  Mother had said about the importance of finding a practical man—someone like our Goncharov ancestor who provided the sails that set Peter the Great’s naval forces to sea. And then I thought of my grandfather, Afansy, still responsible for our family factories in the countryside south of Moscow. I wondered what he might make of a poet calling on his granddaughter.

These thoughts occurred to me in quick succession, but I did not yet possess the strength to oppose the person who denied me what I wanted: my mother.

She gave our footman a stiff smile,  rose to her feet, and returned the card to his gloved hand. “After waiting up for the girls last night, I feel fatigued. I believe I made a  mistake in rising so early. Please tell Alexander Pushkin that if he wishes to call, he needs to make his way to my home at a more appropriate hour.” 

Mother followed the footman out of the dining room. I listened to the heavy trod of her footfall on the squeaky stairs and then the meow and tapping paws of her tabby cat as he followed her to her room.

She wanted me to leave of my own accord; she was testing my loyalty.

Ekaterina gave me a sideways glance. “Aren’t you supposed to go upstairs as well?”

I stared at the sausages and took another sip of the sweet cocoa. Perhaps I should have excused myself, but I was not about to do so at my sister’s behest.

If I had been quicker to heed my sister’s nagging or follow Mother’s lead, everything might have been easier for myself and my family. The memory of Alexander Pushkin would have been condensed to one magical night, a charming encounter but with no more impact on my future than the decorative tree procured for the ball.

Instead, I remained firmly fixed to my chair. Then I heard his voice, the silky tone I recalled from the previous night sending a delicious shiver across my shoulders. 

“Surely, if they are breaking their fasts, I might keep them company.”

“The lady of the house is in bed. It’s not appropriate—”

Alexander appeared in the doorway, scanning the faces around the table and quickly finding mine. In an instant, the room lost its chill. 

He wore a dark frock coat with long tails that flared out at his hips, a matching waistcoat, and a loose green cravat about his neck. Snow had flecked his unkempt black curls. In one hand, he held his silver-topped walking stick with the little bear cub and, in the other, his floppy top hat. I remembered how badly I wished to kiss him last night. He gifted me a lavish smile and winked as though he could read my mind.

Every sensible thought fled from my brain. I couldn’t even find it in me to say hello but only stared at his face, which now seemed the most blissful sight in this world.

Thankfully, Ivan spoke first. “Alexander Pushkin! My mother isn’t here to greet you in person, but you’re considered a friend of this family. We are both acquainted with Tolstoy, that rascal.”

I had not realized Ivan fashioned himself a dandy. His tone had the rakish offhandedness favored by that set, and Alexander responded well enough. “Indeed! Why the American can be long-winded but a good sort all around, wouldn’t you say?”

“A daredevil!” Ivan declared. “But it seems you also have a bit of the revolutionary in your soul. Are you a supporter of Simón Bolívar?” Ivan indicated the hat in Alexander’s hand, which I remembered now had been dubbed chapeau Bolívar and was said to be all the rage in Paris. I thought it bold of Ivan to ask Alexander about politics, but I was curious to hear Alexander’s answer.

Alexander tossed his top hat and snatched it back in his hand. His relaxed air put me at ease, and I giggled at this show of dexterity. Our footman pressed his lips together and straightened his back. Perhaps in Mother’s absence, he felt someone needed to play the role of disapproving adult.

“I believe in the sovereignty of independent states. Why shouldn’t these republics follow the lead of their neighbor? Surely North Americans have no monopoly on personal liberty.”

“A poet and a politician. This is an honor.” Dmitry stood and introduced us all, except when my turn came, he said, “I believe you had the pleasure of meeting our little Natalya.”

Alexander clicked his heels together in a raffish manner. “Mademoiselle Natalie.” His gaze intensified when his eyes met mine, and a pleasant giddiness stirred in my chest.

“You shared many dances with my sister last night. I wish you had found time to chat with Azya and me.” Honestly, Ekaterina could not let any moment pass without commentary. She gestured toward Azya, who appeared embarrassed to be included in the complaint.

“An oversight I hope to remedy this morning,” Alexander said.

My sister tilted her chin. “You favor sovereignty for the New World? I understand you take an interest in such matters in our land as well. For example, the Decembrist traitors who attempted to overthrow our tsar? Those men were your friends, were they not?”

Sergey chose that moment to loudly slurp the last of his cocoa, but the rest of us remained silent. Ekaterina had been unspeakably rude. I would have kicked her shin, except she sat out of my foot’s reach. 
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