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To the two loves of my life:

To Garance

To Frank





Where she loved, there was her world, and her philosophy of life had made her mistress of all the consequences. She was an aristocrat. She could have been a Communist. She could never have been a bourgeoise.

R. H. BRUCE LOCKHART, British consul general and unofficial ambassador to the Bolsheviks in 1918

Moura was the most intelligent woman of her time.

HAROLD NICOLSON, politician and husband of Vita Sackville-West

She… has become somehow even sweeter. As ever, she knows everything and is interested in everything. A superlative person! She wants to marry some baron, but we’re protesting vociferously. Let the baron pick himself another fantasy!

This one is ours!

MAXIM GORKY, author of Mother and The Lower Depths

And Moura is Moura, as ever. Human, faulty, wise, silly, and I love her.…

When all is said and done, she is the woman I really love. I love her voice, her presence, her strength and her weaknesses.

H. G. WELLS, author of The Invisible Man and The War of the Worlds





Note to Readers

A list of characters, an acknowledgments section, and a bibliography can be found at the end of the book.


    
PRELUDE Invicta Unconquered


Throughout Europe’s torments, from one war to the next, she accompanied them all: Stalin, Churchill, de Gaulle. And Maxim Gorky. And H. G. Wells. And many others who were less prominent, less known.

She was the woman of a thousand lives. The woman of a thousand names. She was Maria Ignatyevna Zakrevskaya for some, Mrs. Benckendorff for others, Baroness Budberg for most. As for the nicknames her nearest and dearest bestowed upon her, she amassed a multitude: she was Marydear to her Irish governess; Mourushka to her mother, of Polish heritage; Marie to her two Baltic husbands; Baby to her British lover; Tyotka or Chubanka to her Russian lover; Moura to her friends, Moura with no last name but always prefaced by a possessive or an adjective: my Moura, my wonderful Moura.

As time went by, in Russia, in Germany, in Estonia, in Italy, in England, in France, each of them had—or was convinced they had—a privileged relationship, an intimate and unique bond, with her.

She was a seductress at heart.

All the same, nobody in the myriad relationships she sustained had the same image of her. Of her close friends, her husbands, her lovers, her children, no two shared the same vision, no two deciphered her nature in the same way… And not one could take pride in having been privy to her secrets.

Mysterious, secret Moura.

Welcoming, voluble Moura.

The woman of a thousand faces, the woman of a thousand facets: some sang of her tenderness, her unfailing affection, her fidelity unto death. Others denounced her constant lies.

She was the personification of loyalty.

She was the personification of deceit.

She was adored by those she loved. She was hated by those who considered her far from straightforward: as destructive as she was elusive.

Her admirers and her detractors all agreed on one point, however: Moura Zakrevskaya-Benckendorff-Budberg symbolized Life.

Life in all forms. Life at all costs. Life against all odds.

She was a survivor. This sentence recurs everywhere in the accounts and interviews, the word survivor encapsulating the imagery of battle and the idea of an ultimate triumph.

She was determined to survive the upheaval of the October Revolution, which eradicated her social class and her peers. This is what Moura strived to be for her entire existence. She was determined to survive—and survive unscathed—amid the rubble of a destroyed world.

But not only that.

I, for one, would not choose her survival instinct as the most unique part of her temperament. There are other traits, more obscure or more prominent ones, that better illustrate her character.

Her freedom of body, her freedom of mind, her freedom of heart and soul, her absolute freedom allowed her to love herself, to love her traveling companions, and, most unexpectedly, to reconcile the irreconcilable by finding an internal unity.

It was this courage, of living in limitless freedom and loving limitlessly, that inspired me to bear witness to her incredible adventures.



What adventures did she go on? The texts devoted to her ever since her death in 1974 have consistently described her as a formidable spy. In the service of the USSR, or Great Britain, or even Germany, according to these authors. Some go so far as to call her a double agent, working for Russia and England at the same time.

To stick to the facts, I should say that in the counterintelligence archives of the three nations she is supposed to have served or betrayed over half a century, I have found no evidence of her activities. The specialists I interrogated on this topic responded that this lack of any trace is exactly the proof I had been looking for: the greatest spies leave behind no fingerprints.

Yet I do have to concur with this employee of the Deuxième Bureau, which investigated informants’ reports during the 1930s in Paris: in the margins of the reports discussing “la femme Budberg” he drew a long vertical line, then wrote at the bottom of the file with a red pencil, Maigre! Very little!



Too little: that is all her folders amount to. Or perhaps too much. Too much theatricality, too much emotion, too much playacting. And too many gray areas. The British historians who dreamed of forcing her to write her memoirs or, short of that, interrogating her about her past ended up, like the French police, throwing in the towel: she’s too much like a Russian novel! And rightly so… She embodied the novelistic form so thoroughly that she came to belong wholly to legend, myth, and fantasy. Facts and objective reality barely counted for her. She never owed anything to Truth. Except to her own truth.



All the same, the archives’ documents underscore that this woman belongs to History.

My quest to retrace her footsteps has led me, over three years, through the libraries of Russia, Estonia, France, England, Italy, and America: all the lands where Moura left behind written traces.

My story relies upon this immense corpus of letters, reports, and accounts, the entirety of which has fed my imagination.

Her letters in English to H. G. Wells have been reproduced here. And her Russian correspondence with Gorky has been translated for the first time in these pages. I hope with all my heart that the tone and the spirit of these two great writers shine all the more brilliantly within their context.



The greatest irony is that after all this extensive academic research, I ultimately came back to the form of fiction, the form Moura herself had always instinctively lived through. In my eyes, it is the most suitable tone for slipping into the contradictions of her soul, for striving to bring her back to life.

But readers can presume that all the protagonists, all the places, all the dates, all the words, and all Moura’s acts of which I am aware have been rendered with as much accuracy as I can provide within this novel. Any reader keen to learn more may turn to the end of the book to find a brief bibliography covering the Russian Revolution, the works of the writers with whom she spent portions of her life, and the details of international espionage between the two wars.

There is no risk of exhausting the multitude of topics touching on the life she lived and the fate she met.



With her strength and her weaknesses, Moura personifies all the audacities of the twentieth century, as well as its sufferings and paradoxes.

With her strength and her weaknesses, in my eyes she tragically, magnificently embodies the human condition.




BOOK I The First Life of Marydear


A Silver Spoon in Her Mouth: Love with a Thousand Faces

March 1893–April 1918






CHAPTER ONE Ducky


1892

The attachment governesses feel for the children they rear may bear some relationship to their past personal disasters. Those of the Zakrevsky children’s Irish nanny were the result of a succession of tragedies that nobody in Russia would ever learn about.

Her name was Mrs. Margaret Wilson, or Ducky.

Moura owed everything to her nurse’s love: her calmness, her kindness, and her thorough willingness to indulge—which would come to charm so many men.



Ducky had kept her maiden name, Wilson, even though she was married. She wasn’t Irish by origin but British. She was descended from a middle-class Protestant family in Liverpool, where her parents owned a grocery shop. They had instilled in their only daughter a grasp of proper conduct, a sense of good manners, and an understanding of upright morals. In all other domains, Margaret Wilson’s education was thoroughly abbreviated. She knew how to write, of course, and even how to count. To read, certainly. But she had little acquaintance with general ideas, much less knowledge itself; she never found herself absorbed in novels, much less the poetry that filled ladies’ magazines. Still, she was preternaturally gifted with intuition and shrewd common sense. Tall, svelte, instinctively elegant, Margaret garnered the admiration of everyone in the area. Her reserve and her dignity pleased them. Nothing in her childhood dreams had prepared her for falling in love with an Irish rebel—a Catholic, at that—nor for the heartbreak of her father’s opposition, the aspersions cast on her honesty, their elopement, and least of all life in absolute penury in Dublin. She had nothing but her passion and her will to live.

Her husband’s alcoholism, his frequent disappearances into unsavory bars, and the birth of a child swiftly sounded the death knell for their marriage. One night he did not come back home, and he never showed his face again.

Abandoned, indigent, bereft of any information about her husband—who could just as easily be dead as alive, for all she knew—the young woman fought against catastrophe. After several jobs, and ensuring the education of her little boy, Sean, as best she could, she struck out on her own. She was eighteen years old.

The austerity this “Mother Courage” underwent would have lasted the rest of her time on earth if she had not met the second man of her life: Colonel Thomas Gonne, a soldier of the British army. He had lived in the Indies and in Russia, and he was now living in Dublin. A widower and a father of two girls of marriageable age, as well as a rich man, the colonel was, like Margaret, in love with the land where he had been posted. This last attribute—his passion for Ireland—seemed to be the only commonality he had with Mrs. Wilson. On all other fronts, they seemed to be not of the same world.

Still, Colonel Gonne courted her properly, inundating her with flowers and attention, waiting respectfully and patiently for her to give in. Mrs. Wilson’s innate dignity had seduced him. Even if he never had any intention of doing more with her than he might do with a mistress, he saw in her a charming companion with whom he might while away a small portion of his life. And maybe, who knew, even the rest of his time on earth.

Margaret was twenty-two years old at the time. The colonel was thirty years her elder. Unstinting in his affection, generous, courteous, he succeeded in reassuring her. She glimpsed a promise of happiness, and ended up acceding.

Which was a mistake, because this fall reduced her to nothing more than a loose woman. Their relationship quickly grew complicated: immediately after their first tryst, she learned that she was expecting a baby. He promised to support the mother and the child. But Colonel Gonne’s swift death from typhoid fever meant that their adventure took a tragic turn.

Margaret only learned of her lover’s death and funeral the day after she gave birth, when, standing in the street with their little girl in her arms, she saw the shuttered windows of the empty house. The servants had already returned to England.

She tried to fight again. But in vain. This time, she couldn’t recover from the blow. She collapsed.

Her job, her respectability, her love: she had lost them all. In one last attempt, she mustered the energy to head to London. The colonel had a brother there whom he had once mentioned to her, a brother he had designated as his daughters’ guardian. She made the trip to gain some money, some time, so the baby could survive until she was able to find work again.

The shame this journey left her with would stay lodged in her soul forever. The humiliation of hearing others say she was just a liar, a rogue who deserved to be thrown out the door, the shrieks, the threats…

Only by sheer luck did the colonel’s legitimate daughter, Miss Maud, twenty years old, hear the insults her uncle was hurling at the young woman sobbing in the parlor. Maud had adored her father. She herself had taken the responsibility of sending the envelope he had entrusted to her on his deathbed: a letter and a check meant for a certain “Mrs. Wilson.” She knew without a doubt that the newborn being discussed was her half sister.

And so a sympathy of sorts, bound to their memory of the deceased, was established between Maud and Margaret. As they were now both in their twenties, the two young women met again. One had inherited a fortune and offered to care for Eileen, her father’s child. The other was fighting against starvation and obstinately refused to hand her child over to anyone.

Margaret dug in her heels for six years. Free, but in the bowels of misery.

When her first child, Sean, had no choice but to start working as a ship’s boy at ten years old and she saw that her pride and egotism were ruining any chance her daughter had of a decent life, she came to her senses. Her temporary surrender consisted of accepting employment with a very wealthy Russian family. One year abroad would earn her a sum that would have taken a hundred years to make in Dublin. Her compensation would allow her to reestablish herself and, upon her return, to guarantee Eileen’s and Sean’s educations. The potential employer was a Ukrainian aristocrat who had known Colonel Gonne quite well when the Brit had come to work in Saint Petersburg. An Anglophile, he wanted his children, who were now living at his estate in the oblast of Poltava, to speak the language of Shakespeare fluently. When he visited Maud, the daughter of his old friend, in London, she suggested an Irish widow she knew. She presented Margaret to him as a deserving person, presently in need, who had been her tutor and lady’s companion in Dublin. A perfect nanny. Mrs. Wilson’s charm and dignity did the rest. He hired her.

The scope of suffering Margaret endured in being so far away from her six-year-old daughter, the scale of her sacrifice, was immeasurable.



Margaret Wilson’s fate seemed to have been banal to the point that making a story of it would have made a melodrama of it, would have framed the personalities of all its protagonists as larger, each in his or her own way, stronger, more enduring than Life itself… like all those who were close to Moura.

And so this Miss Maud, who mothered Mrs. Wilson’s child, would go on to be the muse of Ireland’s best poet, William Butler Yeats—the famous Maud Gonne, to whom Yeats would dedicate many of his works, who fought alongside him for Ireland’s independence.

As for His Excellency Ignaty Platonovich Zakrevsky, who had brought back a practically illiterate governess, during one of his subsequent trips to Paris he would become a friend and accomplice of Émile Zola in his battle to rehabilitate Captain Dreyfus. Senator Zakrevsky, a legal expert at the tsar’s court, even took up Dreyfus’s defense against the entirety of Félix Faure’s government. In all the foreign papers that accepted his articles—most notably the Times of London—he attacked France’s monstrous treatment of an innocent man.

This act would cost him his career. But it would earn him the respect of the woman educating his children.



The night before Zakrevsky’s departure for Ukraine, in those dark hours of December 1892, Mrs. Wilson sobbed to herself… She was going to the end of the world. A year’s separation from her children, a year in the farthest reaches of the globe—she presumed.

She was wrong. Her adventure would last nearly half a century. Until 1938, the year she died.



During their interminable journey, His Excellency’s manservant had the opportunity to teach her about the history of the family she would be serving. His Excellency’s family tree led back to a Cossack chief who had been the great-nephew of Peter the Great. Or, more exactly, the nephew of Tsarina Elizabeth and her morganatic spouse, Kirill Razumovsky. His Excellency could thereby claim to be connected to the Romanov family—a distant relation of His Majesty Tsar Nicholas II.

Whether or not this relationship was true mattered little: the Zakrevsky family needed no such legend to prove their nobility. Their ancestors were of such high birth that adding a title to their names hadn’t even occurred to them.

The Zakrevskys were not princes, nor counts, nor barons, in contrast to their relatives and neighbors, the Naryshkin, Saltykov, and Kochubey princes. They didn’t have to be. In the Zakrevskys’ eyes, their lineage was even better.

If these subtleties of Russian nobility went undetected by this daughter of Liverpudlian grocers, Mrs. Wilson still understood, by the manservant’s tone, the grandeur of the house of Ignaty Platonovich Zakrevsky. She was thoroughly convinced of it. She would remain so forever.

And woe betide those who would ever dare to question in any way the high standing of Moura and her sisters. Mrs. Wilson would become more of a snob in this respect than the rest of her flock was, more proud of their birth and their family history. She proved herself an unstinting champion of the clan’s claims to aristocracy, defending the Zakrevskys’ rights up until the most tragic results of the revolution.

The manservant, who had accompanied His Excellency in London for thirty years, spoke English very precisely. He underscored, however, that His Excellency also knew French, German, and Arabic. That His Excellency had studied law in Saint Petersburg, Berlin, and Heidelberg. That His Excellency was renowned across all Europe for his articles on the Russian legal system and for the crusade he was leading to institute trial by a jury of one’s peers. That His Excellency had been invited to Versailles as a legal scholar after the French defeat in 1871, to help with the negotiations between Chancellor Bismarck and President Thiers. That His Excellency had chosen to trade his position as a justice of the peace in Saint Petersburg for that of a prosecutor in Ukraine, thereby settling not far from his own lands.

Ignaty Platonovich Zakrevsky had inherited all the manors and forests of the villages of Orlivka, Kazilovka, and Pyratyn. He had also inherited the family estate, Berezovaya Rudka. He also owned an extremely lucrative distillery, which produced vodka that was sold everywhere in the Empire. He produced sugar, tobacco, and—even more profitably—saltpeter, which was used to make gunpowder. In short, he was one of the most powerful landowners in Ukraine. Nothing had forced him to lead a legal career, aside from his immense intellectual curiosity and his passion for the law.

At this point, His Excellency would have been in his early fifties. He was tall, thin, with a small birdlike head, which accentuated his too-long neck, oddly round skull, and aquiline nose. His thin, black mustache, which more or less sliced his face in half, brought to mind the feathers of a bird of prey. It was no reproach to say that Ignaty Platonovich was everything but a youth.

Although he was elegant, distinguished, and courteous toward Mrs. Wilson, he was full of haughtiness, disdain, and impatience for those who did not belong to his house. He was a man whose authority Margaret might be able to respect. A man used to giving orders, which she could perhaps appreciate. This did not mean that any hint of seductiveness slipped into their relationship. In this respect—being courted—she was branded for life. She could not bear any other attempt at philandering.

Such was not the case for Ignaty Platonovich. He was attuned to the charms of the weaker sex—indeed, too attuned, according to his wife. He had a tendency to get the peasant women of his domains pregnant and to collect mistresses in every world capital.

If he had hoped to distract himself from the ennui of the trip by flirting with the pretty governess, he quickly came to understand that she would hear nothing of it. There was no chance of finding some privacy with this sort of woman, not even by suggesting it directly. As for trying to make a move… no question of it. And so he chose to kill time by asking her about her feelings, her memories, her personal life… Dublin, her husband, her children, her friendship with Maud, her relationship with Colonel Gonne: he wanted to know everything.

Sitting across from him in the luxurious compartment of the train bearing them to Ukraine, Margaret Wilson, stiff, straining, responded in monosyllables: his insistence on questioning her was painful. The risk of revealing an indiscretion forced her to lie, which she hated. She was keenly aware of how much her employment with the Zakrevskys depended on deceit. What could she teach the offspring of such a character? It was hard for her to be sure even of how many there were… A son about twelve years old, whom Ignaty Platonovich seemed to hold in utter contempt; two twin girls who were about five years old; a ward, the eldest of them all? Were there others? He did not say. Nor did he offer anything about their mother, except when he remembered that she was expecting a baby. As for what he hoped Mrs. Wilson might teach… that was a mystery. He was happy to reassure her that so long as she made sure the household spoke English at the dinner table, just as in the pantry, she was free to be in charge of the four nurses, the four caregivers, the four tutors, the various French ladies—in short, the whole menagerie, to use the senator’s word for his wife’s former governesses, who were responsible for the nursery.

Terrified at the thought of her ignorance and her accent betraying the plainness of her origins, Margaret tried to hide it all through her silence. But to no avail. As an experienced inquisitor, he did not relent; as a former judge, Prosecutor Zakrevsky was used to playing the interrogator.

She fixed her gaze and rarely spoke a word to him. She was trying to judge him herself. Her new master… the “little father” of two thousand souls populating his mansions and his lands. The barine, as he was called by the long-bearded countrymen in the stations. They kissed his hand: an homage to the serfs of olden times, liberated barely thirty years ago. This man who, despite his seeming courteousness, blew cigarette smoke into her eyes, got up, sat back down, could not stay put, was always on the lookout, always in motion; this man, endowed with a curiosity, an intelligence, and an energy that was unparalleled, could not be quiet or listen or stop or wait. And his impatience, compounded by his tactlessness, would be his downfall. This was the first impression Margaret Wilson had, a flash of intuition that she tried her best to forget.

There were so many oddities.

As the train plunged into unbroken whiteness, as it carved a path through the forests, she lost all sense of time and all idea of limits.

There were so many images, so many sensations, so many new fears.

The size of the suitcases and the number of domestics serving His Excellency in his train car should, however, have prepared her for the atmosphere of the mansion at Berezovaya Rudka.



As the bells chimed, the long string of sleds slipped beneath the cradle of trees.

Following a well-worn furrow, the path led directly from the hamlet to the mansion. But there were no lights on the horizon, no glimmers in the sky. In fact, despite the lanterns on the troikas, the darkness was total. And if anyone had regaled Mrs. Wilson with the gleam of moonlight on snow, or the glare of sunlight on ice, or the powdery fields drowning beneath a purpled sunset, they would have led her to keen disappointment. As for the silence of those grand spaces… The wind howled through the tops of the poplars, the precious poplars imported from Italy, which lined the path. Their branches murmured with the rustling of crumpled paper, of silk being torn. A sharp whistle came through the surrounding woods, shaking the pine trees and the birches, which cracked and screeched over hundreds of versts in an unnerving racket.

The master’s sled led the rest. He drove it himself, urging his three horses to brave the elements. Faster, harder… At a gallop, with cracks of his whip, His Excellency staked his claim to his lands again.

Covered in a bear fur that had been thrown across her lap, the young foreigner he had brought along was hoping the trip would never end. An aimless journey that would take them nowhere.

Not to have to think of her children, to forget Dublin. Not even to have to imagine the future.

Just to feel the wind, the chill, the life whipping her face. Faster, harder. She, too, needed action, violence, shrieking. The forces pushing through the trees above her slipped beneath her skin, shouting within her and seeking some outlet.

When she saw the white, baroque, abundant silhouette of Berezovaya Rudka abruptly surging forth at the end of the path, she understood that they were nearing their end point.

Every style, every material, every form. A cacophony of columns and arcades, verandas, terraces, loggias adorned with mosaics, balconies of carved wood, balustrades and ramps of wrought iron. Not to mention the grand staircase and the coats of arm that stood a full story high above the porch.

Not to mention the hundreds of people arrayed among the torchlight flames on the front steps: the very particular jingling of the master’s bells had alerted his people. Ghostly silhouettes of gentlemen in top hats, tailcoats, and wolfskin greatcoats. Ladies in sable, pillbox hats, and dresses with bustles. Little girls in short white dresses, immaculate muffs in front of their torsos. Old ladies hunched over beneath their Victorian hairstyles, in fur coats, black outfits, and black pearls… Young boys in Russian Army uniforms, chambermaids in lace pinafores, peasant women in Ukrainian dress, muzhiks in boots, priests in cassocks. People from all classes, of all genders, of all ages.

And at the very center of the group stood the monumental profile of a pregnant woman: the frivolous and formidable matriarch of this immense family. The progenitor of Moura, the woman on whom Margaret Wilson’s fate would depend: Her High Nobility Maria Nikolayevna Boreisha, known among those who she disfavored as the Viper.






CHAPTER TWO The Viper


1893–1895

She was relatively young: thirty-four years old. Pretty, even deeply attractive, despite the curves she could no longer rid herself of, Maria Nikolayevna knew how to lure those she liked.

She was blond, pale complexioned, green eyed, with a piercing gaze that could chill onlookers. She did not lack for intelligence or ambition or drive or education or, indeed, spirit. Her own mother had been lady-in-waiting to the empress and looked every bit the well-born baroness she, in fact, was. Maria Nikolayevna herself, who had been raised in Poland, only spoke in French. As for the rest, she had a reputation for luxury and for taking revenge on her husband’s infidelities by doing the same to him. A courtesan’s mentality, said her neighbors’ wives. She could not have been more lighthearted with the men who visited her. As for the women, she considered them, without exception, to be her rivals.

But her face betrayed no hostility toward the attractive governess who had been brought here from Ireland. Nor, despite her tendencies, any jealousy. She welcomed her, in fact, with grace.

Whispers immediately went around that for the sake of peace and pleasure, the Viper had weighed the usefulness of this newcomer. Because even if she hated the countryside and only recalled the existence of her progeny in occasional flashes, she still knew where her interests lay and how to preserve them.

In any case, between the mother and the governess there was never any conflict.



From the reception hall to the nursery, where “Wilson” presided in the left wing (they referred to her by her last name to preserve some distance), from Maria Nikolayevna’s blue-and-pink boudoirs to the pink-and-white quarters where “Ducky” lived—so Margaret was called by the younger generation—harmony reigned. An astonishing equilibrium.

The two women agreed with each other on everything, even the choice of the baby’s name when she was born two months later. They called her Mary, an English name, as His Excellency Ignaty Platonovich had wished.

This concession to the master’s Anglophilia—the only concession the couple made to each other—did not last long. He ultimately agreed both to baptize his fourth child Maria Ignatyevna, as was custom, and to call her Moura, the common French nickname for Maria.

For her mother, the newborn would be Mourushka—a way to accentuate the Russian diminutive without using Mary, the name her husband loved.



For Ducky, her governess, Mourushka would be Babydear.

Nobody dreamed of arguing with Mrs. Wilson: whether the family liked it or not, Maria Ignatyevna Zakrevskaya had been born Babydear on March 6, 1893, at Berezovaya Rudka. And she would remain Babydear until she turned eighteen, when she was married on October 24, 1911, in Berlin.

Only then did Baby turn into Mary and become Marydear to the end of her days.

In Moura’s heart, the word baby would always encapsulate all the devotion, all the harmony, all the tenderness of the world. Baby: among the nicknames of her array of loves, Baby would only ever apply to the man of her life.

And so Margaret Wilson watched over her wholeheartedly. A heavy burden.

Had she paused for a moment on Her High Nobility Maria Nikolayevna’s personality, on her behavior toward her eldest child and only son, her husband’s ward, her twin daughters, even Babydear, she would have hated her. Maria Nikolayevna was one of those women who divided in order to conquer. In her eyes, humanity could be broken into two categories: those whose merits or beauty deserved her affections, and the rest, who had no importance or existence in her mind. And happy were those chosen by her heart: they knew they were truly exceptional! For a week? a month? a whole year? they alone counted; all the others mattered little. For the one she favored, Maria Nikolayevna was generous with compliments and indulgences, not stingy of any sacrifice. Her admiration was limitless and her cordiality boundless. As a result, everyone around her argued over who she liked best, hoping to ensnare her with some particular elegance, or a particular spirit or talent.

Among her children, she had liked the boy at first. The heir of Berezovaya Rudka bore the name of his grandfather, Platon; she had baptized him Bobik. Until he was ten, Bobik had struck her as worthy of being among the happy few of her inner circle. He was frail and wan: an angel, with his blond curls and melancholy expression. And then one day she had decided he was sickly, far too small for his age, too weak, too gloomy, too slow. One word summed all this up: she suddenly found him ugly. And from that day on, Bobik ceased to exist. The unfortunate boy never recovered, slowly growing closer and closer to the description his mother had bestowed upon him.

Disappointed by her son, she shifted her affection to her daughters, Alla and Anna, seven years younger than him. She never did accept the two daughters as equals in her heart. One touched her: Alla, the livelier, prettier one. This one, with her long golden-red hair falling down her back from a white bow, was adorable to her. The other, Anna, blessed with the same hair but more reserved, squinted a bit. A defect that wasn’t visible enough to ban her from the maternal paradise but that set her far behind, amid the crowd of hopefuls.

The appearance of Mourushka singlehandedly dethroned everyone else. The last-born one was by far the sweetest, the cheekiest of her babies! And Maria Nikolayevna’s evident passion for Babydear erased all her other shortcomings in Margaret Wilson’s eyes. The governess always restrained herself from voicing the smallest criticism of the mothers of the children she cared for. The mother. With that title, Maria Nikolayevna had her respect. Unconditionally.



The ease with which Wilson settled into the rhythms of Berezovaya did not surprise anyone. “This huge family is Russian to its bones, and she’s succumbed to their charms,” the French tutor said. “She’s succumbed to Russian charm and she doesn’t even realize how fascinated she is.”

Ducky did admire the freedom that reigned among the family’s members and their generosity toward their most destitute relatives, the unmarried cousins, old tutors, old nannies. She thought that maybe life on the old estates of Russia might, indeed, provide a few moments of grace.



After a year had gone by, everyone dreaded asking her whether she was planning to return to Ireland, as per her contract. Maria Nikolayevna, however, did not even bother inquiring. For her, it was a given that Wilson was part of her household.

Ducky was losing sleep over it. She missed her children.

To go, or to stay? What decision should she make?

The money she had sent back to Ireland had been used to enroll her son, Sean, in a military academy; he would become a naval officer, as he had hoped. As for Eileen, she was growing up in the private mansion her half sister had bought on the avenue du Bois in Paris. Their letters conveyed some degree of happiness.

Their mother’s return to Dublin would mean the three of them would have to go back to living together in the dirty outskirts of the city. The previous year’s salary had already been spent on accommodations, and they would not be able to stay for long.

How could she knowingly go back to poverty without feeling like she had backslid, that she had closed off a potential future?

She grew scared. And the prospect of a new separation—leaving Babydear, leaving Alla and Anna, even leaving Bobik—only agonized her further.

But then, one morning, the situation became clear: she had no choice. By staying in Russia, she would pay for Sean’s studies and save up for her daughter’s dowry. After she had earned enough, she would go back home.

Having made her decision, Ducky found some semblance of peace again.



She enjoyed the blazing summer days and the hours when everyone in the manor was taking an afternoon nap, when nothing disturbed the estate’s silence. She savored the moment when she could go around alone to make sure the blinds had all been drawn properly. She would cross the reception hall, the ballroom, the long succession of rooms leading to the second stairway and the children’s wing. Along the way, vases full of lilies and roses filled the air with a heady perfume that followed her to the next floor. Upstairs, the twin girls shared a bright, spacious room where the whiteness of the walls seemed to blaze, just like the whiteness of the immense earthenware pots and of the muslin curtains that not a single breath set aflutter. And, later, the table that was set up in the nursery for snacks was completely white as well, with its silverware and its golden samovar making her think of the altar and the ciboria of the church in Dublin. She would take her place there with a sigh of happiness as she waited for the tea to be served. There was no need to go down to the kitchen: an army of domestics would bring treats for her charges. And she certainly did not lack for things to do. She moved around. She checked the laundry, counted the handkerchiefs, put the books in order, put away the toys. She knew she was ill suited to manual labor, so she focused her attention instead on the smallest details of organization. Her indefatigable energy, even at the hottest hours of the day, made for the evening’s jokes: Wilson was the only one who could survive the midday heat at Berezovaya!

She had the greatest difficulty, however, enduring the scenes that always played out in the summer during lunch or supper.

In those circumstances, her footsteps rang out sharply on the stones, her voice felt more muted, her tone more impatient. And her Cockney accent came out again. The violence with which she pushed back her chair, not unfolding her napkin or just throwing it on the tablecloth, underscored her feelings: she did not in any way condone her masters’ behavior.

It was customary for the entire house to take meals together. At one end of the table under the aegis of His Excellency were the gentlemen—relatives or neighbors of the Zakrevskys. In the middle, under Her High Nobility’s watchful eye, were the ladies—tutors or confidantes. And under Ducky’s thumb were the children, their nannies, their instructors, the household help. Three chattering worlds that all kept to themselves.

And Ducky hated it when Maria Nikolayevna, suddenly turning to the younger ones, would interrupt all the conversations to pull aside Darya Mirvoda, her ward, to criticize her clothes and humiliate her. Of course, nobody was unaware that this “ward,” this stunning fifteen-year-old young lady, was Ignaty Platonovich’s own daughter—whom he’d had with a peasant woman from the next village over. And that he forced his wife to accept her every day. And that he was still having an affair with the mother… All the same, forcing this poor little girl to leave the room in tears—how shameful! And His Excellency never batted an eye!

Ducky could not stop thinking about the fate of her own daughter. Was Colonel Gonne’s family in England humiliating Eileen in the same way even as they offered to educate and rear her? Was she was being forced to leave the table in tears?

She also hated, above all, those drunken soirees, when Maria Nikolayevna would send her to go find Babydear in the nursery and then make the child wake up again at midnight, put on her nicest dress, go into the dining room, get up on the table… She paraded the child like an intelligent pet among the glasses and bottles of liqueurs. As a digestif: some entertainment for her guests. An adorable doll, with her huge dark eyes and her brown ringlets, exquisite in her white clothes and her lace collar. A marvel of nature. Then Maria Nikolayevna would ask her darling Mourushka to recite love poems that the great artist Taras Shevchenko had written for the girl’s grandmother:


Forget not to remember me…

Bury me thus—and then arise!



Shevchenko—singer of national freedom, more acclaimed in Ukraine than even Pushkin—had, in the preceding generation, been a suitor of His Excellency’s mother. The poet of love had even painted her portrait. And the face of Anna Zakrevskaya, framed by the curls of her gleaming black hair, adorned the wall of the room. It’s incredible, the guests whispered to each other: the latest in her lineage already resembles her.


And when in freedom, ’mid your kin,

From battle you ungird,

Forget not to remember me…



Absolute self-assurance. Not an ounce of shyness. The child wasn’t four years old yet, and she already seemed to understand the lines she was declaiming. A prodigious memory. Perfect diction. She took on the role and played it to the last. She imbued it with passion, naturalness, and charm.

The doll knew how to captivate her audience. She liked to seduce. In fact, she loved the light, she loved the attention, she loved the praise.

And maybe it was this tendency in Babydear that Ducky dreaded. This need to please both touched and unnerved her governess.

In order to keep her angel from pride, failure, and outright coquetry, from all the weaknesses of children born here with a silver spoon in their mouth; in order to protect her little girl from arrogance, laziness, egotism, and all the faults of a spoiled youth, Margaret Wilson would have to watch over her with the vigilance of Cerberus.



August 1895 was the month when no rains came to cleanse the air so laden with pollen and dust. The atmosphere was stifling. It was impossible for the children to go out on the lawn, even in the late afternoon, to play croquet or tennis… The dust did not go away; it left a chalky taste in their mouths.

So Ducky had decided that tea would not be served in the nursery, or under the dome of the bandstand, or in the shadows of the Chinese pavilion’s arcades, but that they would go have a snack with Her High Nobility Maria Nikolayevna in the woods along the river. Out in the countryside: a picnic, as Margaret Wilson preferred.

Swathed in linen cloaks that covered their straw hats completely, their faces hidden behind thick white veils, the ladies sat in the first horse-drawn carriage. It led all the others and was therefore unaffected by the cloud of dust the other vehicles had to move through. In it were the lady of the house, her mother, her sister, her sister-in-law, Cousin Vera, Cousin Katya, and Senator Ivan Logginovich Goremykin… the only man sitting in the first car. The beloved guest at the estate, a lawyer and a colleague of His Excellency’s at the Ministry of Justice who had spent his summer vacation at Berezovaya for the last three summers. Maria Nikolayevna kept him beside her because of his influence in the government of His Majesty, Tsar Nicholas II.

Several unmarried relatives of His Excellency’s dead father, as well as two neighbors who were staying with them that night, followed in phaetons with the other gentlemen. Then came Countess von Engelhardt’s and Princess Kochubey’s sons and daughters, six children who were all about fifteen years old, along with their governesses and instructors. Last were the little ones, Bobik and his sisters, too young for the “big ones” to keep nearby. Even though he was a good fourteen years old, poor Bobik, as the adults called him, would have to spend the afternoon with Ducky, the twin girls, and Babydear, all squeezed in together beneath the shadows of the huge trees. The help, perched amid the piles of baskets and iceboxes, brought up the rear in three covered wagons.

The only one who was visibly absent was the master of the house, who was said to be in his library, busy working on his magnum opus on the history of Russian jurisdiction.

Nobody was aware that, in fact, His Excellency was in a carriage with a peasant woman. To maintain the decency of their relationship, he had brought along as a chaperone his ward, Darya Mirvoda. Their daughter.

A provocation that amounted to an insult upon the Viper in what she valued most highly: her pride in being well born.

In order to insist that a former serf was a woman just like any other—and even more deserving of respect than some grand dames he knew—His Excellency would take his mistress home by carriage, politely assist her in stepping down, offer her his arm to cross the few steps separating her from her humble abode, and take off his hat to wave to her in front of her door—only after he had theatrically kissed her hand as his farewell for the evening.

This behavior made no sense, either to the people of the manor or to the peasants of the village, who struggled to interpret this profligacy of consideration.

Nobody on either side dared to protest. But on both sides, everyone commented on Ignaty Platonovich’s stance in the same way. He tried in vain to present himself as a judge who favored reformation, who only sent the seditious to Siberia sparingly, a master purportedly full of kindness—a liberal aristocrat, they were now saying in Berezovaya—who still exercised his droit du seigneur as his ancestors once had.



At that moment, his wife was trying to calm her nerves along the river, pacing along the towpath arm in arm with her companion, the all-powerful Ivan Logginovich Goremykin. This picnic in the forest served one purpose alone: so she could complain about her marital difficulties to the friend who, rumor had it, might be the minister of the interior tomorrow.

“Your ordeal won’t last forever,” he reassured her.

Enjoying some privacy on his vacation, the future minister had traded his uniform for a linen suit. The wind, the dust, all the mishaps of the countryside often forced him to smooth his sideburns, two long triangular appendices that served as his beard.

He gently stroked the hand that his hostess had let fall.

“Believe me, my dear, the week won’t end without our new tsar resolving your difficulties. His Majesty is young. His Majesty simply needs to be surrounded by all the brilliant Russian souls that he can gather at the Court. I’m saving a little surprise I’ve come up with just for you.”

A whistling above them and some commotion by the embankment interrupted their conversation: a cavalryman was riding through the woods. Even at a distance, Maria Nikolayevna could see that he had his arm outstretched and he was waving a piece of paper.

“Lord, a telegram! Something’s happened… My God, my God, I hope nobody’s died!”

Above her in the clearing, all her guests had stood up, no longer paying attention to their tea and petits fours on the picnic cloth. Maria Nikolayevna and her companion rushed up the slope to join them.

Princess Kochubey and Countess von Engelhardt were already crossing themselves. They were imagining their homes on fire. They fretted about their eldest sons, their brothers: had there been a duel?

They thanked the heavens when they learned that the message was not meant for them. It was addressed to the master from the county court.

Maria Nikolayevna wavered. She tried to meet the senator’s gaze. He nodded, encouraging her:

“In his absence, Maria Nikolayevna, it behooves you to accept.”

With a shaky hand, she tore the seal. Even Bobik, even Alla and Anna were quiet. Silence.

Maria Nikolayevna read. The telegram was long.

The twins were holding Ducky’s hand and looking at their mother. Babydear, forgotten under the trees, had stood back up. With her wide, dark eyes, she watched the adults without drawing any attention to herself.

Finally looking up, Maria Nikolayevna turned toward her coterie: an amazed face, a Madonna’s face, radiating a beauty Ducky had never witnessed before.

As if she were dazed, she simply said:

“His Imperial Majesty has bestowed my husband with the Order of Saint Vladimir. His Imperial Majesty has named my husband prosecutor of the Senate. His Imperial Majesty has conferred upon him the rank of senator in his own right.”

Her voice rang bright, rang clear:

“… His Imperial Majesty is summoning us to the Court. We must leave Ukraine and settle in Saint Petersburg.”

There was a hubbub of congratulations. Everybody’s arms reached for Maria Nikolayevna to embrace her, and everybody’s voices fought to share their well-wishes. Bobik’s piercing voice rose above all the others.

“Leave here?” he exclaimed.

He seemed crushed. He loved nothing more than Berezovaya:

“Leave now? Forever?”

“What else should we do, my poor boy?”

To her son, Her High Nobility had recovered her old tone.

But to Mourushka, who, forgotten in the chaos, was now clinging to her skirts, she was tender:

“There you are, my marvel,” she crooned as she raised the child up, “our marvel who’ll marry a grand duke in no time!”

She turned toward the senator, showed him the little girl, and uttered these astonishing words:

“She has so much of you in her, Ivan Logginovich… The same vitality, the same intelligence. She owes everything to you! And she knows it, the little rascal: see how much she wants to hug you. Can’t you see, dear Ivan Logginovich, how much she looks like you?”

He leaned forward and kissed her hand again with the utmost gallantry:

“Would to heaven, dear friend, that this charming baby were mine!”

Even Ducky, who had always avoided listening to the gossips and even wondering about Babydear’s lineage, could not hide her exasperation.

Exactly what kind of relationship did Maria Nikolayevna have with Senator Goremykin? The prospect that he might have been her lover for several years had not occurred to her. All the same, she would instinctively watch over Babydear all the way to her mother’s sitting room when Goremykin or other senators were there. A task made more difficult by the gentlemen always insisting on the child’s presence and enjoying her company.



She pulled her out of Maria Nikolayevna’s arms with almost no resistance from the mother, as usual. Her High Nobility clung to her paramour’s arm as she stepped into the carriage. She made Ducky join her with her three daughters:

“We’re headed toward real life, my sweet little darlings!”






CHAPTER THREE The Heritage of Ignaty Platonovich Zakrevsky


1899–1906

In these final years of the nineteenth century, Senator Zakrevsky gave his children a sterling education. Even though Bobik was a dunce, he was admitted into the Imperial Lyceum near Saint Petersburg. And the twin girls attended the Obolensky Institute, where the daughters of nobility studied before being presented at Court. As for the youngest, given the enormous difference in age—a dozen years separated her from Bobik, and five from her sisters—she remained in the care of her governess for the time being.

At six years old, Babydear spoke three languages fluently: Russian, French, and English. She was studying German and Latin. And contrary to all customs and laws, her father allowed her to devour indiscriminately the world classics she could find in the library. This was an unexpected consensus between her parents: she was free to look at everything, listen to everything, share in everything. But she would have to do all this alone! Neither of them would let her ask any questions.

Ignaty Platonovich may have insisted on reforms in the Senate, but he still belonged to the old school: in his eyes, children had only two rights—that of obeying, and that of silence. And woe betide anyone who interrupted him for an explanation or to contradict one of his theories. He had developed many on justice and law, even though he was rarely to be found in his office. His presentations before the criminality congress in Geneva and his various lunches in Paris at the house of Émile Zola took up so much of his time that he had barely any to spend with his family.

However, he did pride himself in offering his progeny the wonders of Saint Petersburg. Puppet performances and walks through the gardens of the Summer Palace. Skating lessons on the Fontanka and the massive lake of the Tavrichesky Palace. For the little girls, fitting sessions at the ateliers of dressmakers who had been trained in Paris by Worth. Posing sessions at the photography studios of Hélène de Mrosovsky, a former student of Nadar.

Ducky orchestrated this extraordinary ballet with the precision of a metronome. Sleds, carriages, trams: from dawn to dusk, she kept the time of all her charges’ countless activities.

Babydear’s enthusiasm for this whirlwind of society life astonished and exhausted her. The little girl wanted to be like her big sisters. The fear of missing an outing was the one sentiment that could keep her moving. It was impossible to make her give up any activities. The possibility that she might be too young, too tired, or too weak to participate in one of these pleasures forced her to stop listening to herself, grow up quickly, and always improve herself. This fear kept her, in fact, in the best of health.

Dance lessons—mazurka, quadrille, Polish and standard waltzes—with the esteemed Master Troitsky, who put all future debutantes through their paces. Piano lessons—Glinka, Schubert, Chopin—with Madame Prabonneau, who was the accompanist at the Mariinsky Theater. Singing lessons with Fräulein von Kischkel of the Salzburg Opera. Deportment lessons with Mademoiselle Violette, of the Maison royale de Saint-Louis at Saint-Cyr.

Not to mention the various diversions to which she accompanied Their Excellencies. Visits with Mommy’s friends—twelve each day between two and five in the afternoon, ten minutes each. Military parades at the imperial ministers’ arena with Daddy’s colleagues. Children’s treats at the Winter Palace. White balls for grand duchesses’ birthdays.

Could anyone have hoped for such a magical childhood along Millionnaya Street, in a private residence along the banks of the Neva?



But now all the promenades and spectacles had come to an end for Mourushka. In September 1899, the thunderbolt of the emperor’s ire struck the Zakrevskys. And Minister Goremykin’s curses shook the mansion’s chandeliers.

“How, just how, could Ignaty Platonovich—senator of the Russian Empire, an ambassador of His Majesty abroad—how could he have let himself be carried away by his passion for scum, for Jews, and for Freemasons with so little regard for the potential consequences?”

Slumping in her chair, her nose in her handkerchief, Maria Nikolayevna shook her head in incredulity, sobbing all the while.

To Ducky’s great displeasure, Babydear was watching the scene. The mother had insisted on her presence. She wanted her child beside her during this ordeal, she wanted her nearby, with her: only Mourushka, who was always so happy, so affectionate, had the power to reassure her and steel her against her husband’s shortcomings. Even Petit Chéri, her beloved fox terrier, could not do that.

Ducky did not approve. And so she made a point not to let the child out of her sight.

Goremykin was thoroughly worked up as he brandished the article from the Times that had occasioned his fury. He now knew those words by heart and recited the most scandalous passages verbatim.

“ ‘France (which claims to be bearing the torch of Civilization) has fallen so far!’ Have you been listening to your husband’s words? ‘France’s complicity with Russia has naturally led to its anti-Semitism, its government’s arbitrariness—in a word, all the ignominy of the Dreyfus Affair…’ If I understand Ignaty Platonovich right, he thinks that Russia has contaminated France and that France can thank us for all its vices. Those are the kinds of ideas that get you sent to the labor camps! If he keeps on like this, your husband will be joining his friends in Siberia.”

He stopped and stared accusingly. “Do you want me to tell you, Maria Nikolayevna, why he published this polemic in London? Because only an English paper would spread such attacks on France. And on Russia, its ally. Do you understand? Your husband is an agitator! A traitor working for foreign powers, an agent provocateur in the pay of England!”

The minister kept going. Maria Nikolayevna started to protest. She knew her husband was hardly one for tact. That he was arrogant. Certainly rash. But an agitator? Absolutely not!

Mourushka, sitting at her feet, did not move. She stared straight ahead, resting her head on her mother’s knees. No tears. No noise. She was trying to be forgotten. Ducky felt she was nevertheless tense and ready to jump at the minister’s throat.

But Ducky could not take the girl away, as Maria Nikolayevna had set her hand on her daughter’s head.

“All the same,” the minister barked, “I don’t understand, I don’t understand, I don’t understand what Ignaty Platonovich’s motives are here! He has to know about the commercial treaty we’re negotiating with France. And just as France is ready to sign it, Senator Zakrevsky provokes a diplomatic incident that could be the ruin of all this… By writing this article, he is doing serious harm to his country, he is wronging Russia! Do I have to spell it out? His career is finished!”

Maria Nikolayevna’s sobbing increased. Mourushka stood up in front of her mother as if to protect her, and glared at the minister. Ducky thought Mourushka was about to intervene, and she got ready to stop her.

Paying no heed to the women’s reactions, he kept on screeching the worst of the article:

“ ‘Well, let’s leave our sweet France, let’s leave it to its great military leaders, to its clergy fanning the flames of Saint Bartholomew, to its vile press that traffics in lies and insults. Let’s tell this chauvinist, anti-Dreyfusard France that everything happening in its borders will arouse nothing abroad but disgust. And above all, above all we will not come to its Universal Exposition in the coming year, for we may find ourselves in a very delicate situation there. We would only hear, as we always do, grandiose declarations of Progress and Liberty and Justice. And what would we do then? We would burst out laughing!’ Your stupid husband won’t be laughing! He’ll be crying! And I, the one who nominated that idiot to the Senate, I’ll be going down with him. This is the downfall of the Zakrevsky family. And the downfall of my ministry!”

The minister could not have spoken truer words. His enemies were already demanding his head.

As for Maria Nikolayevna, Goremykin’s disgrace meant the end of her affair with power, business, and politics. In short, with all the passions of her life.

All this she understood immediately. Oddly enough, Mourushka did, as well.

But despite all Ducky’s fears of the child’s hostility, Mourushka had restrained herself. Rather than tear apart her father’s aggressor, no matter how much she might have relished doing so, she had grabbed the minister’s hand and was rubbing her cheek against it like a small cat. She was caressing him.

Ducky knew her baby well enough to know that this act was only meant to redirect Ivan Logginovich’s rage from her mother’s head to her own. To shift this emotion toward others, toward trust, toward tenderness, toward the affection she herself held toward him. To distract, to sidestep these difficulties to get back to the peace she wanted.

That was how she always was, and that was how she would always be.

She had always avoided direct confrontation with her older sisters, arguments, sulking, all forms of conflict. She could unfurl immense reserves of energy for the sake of maintaining harmony. She only wanted to love and be loved. She put her efforts there and did not succumb to any urge to be cruel or get revenge when she lost a battle. And maybe it was that, Ducky thought, this preference for happiness, that made her such an endearing child.

Despite her many shortcomings.

“Stop worrying so much, Ivan Logginovich,” the girl said while stroking his hand, “because Mommy and I both admire you. My father does, too. You are our protector, you’re so wise and so good. And our Lord, too, knows how wise and good you are. And He will bring us out of this difficulty.”

Rather than curse her, the minister patted her head and let out a sigh:

“You don’t know what this life is like, my child! If you knew…”

This was the miracle: he was talking calmly. The worst was past.



Minister Goremykin and Senator Zakrevsky were, however, forced to hand in their resignations together.

They put their shame behind them, a somewhat bearable setback that had no effect on the children’s habits for almost seven years. Winters at the palace in Saint Petersburg, summers in Berezovaya. Ignaty Platonovich’s personal wealth allowed them to go on living a life of luxury. Stays in Switzerland, trips to England, Roman holidays… A suspended sentence.

Chaos would come later, right around Mourushka’s thirteenth birthday.



Catastrophe arrived in the form of another telegram: Ignaty Platonovich was dead. He had been laid low by a heart attack in Egypt. He had passed away in Cairo on March 9, 1906, while he was visiting the Near East with Alla and Anna. A rite of passage for the twins, traveling up this Nile valley that he loved so dearly; a way for him to celebrate the two girls’ turning eighteen, far from the Court and the marital hearth.

This escape to the pharaohs’ land had taken a turn for the tragic.



Senator Zakrevsky’s coffin descended slowly into the pyramid vault that he had had built in Berezovaya Rudka. Like Khufu, he had prepared for his eternal rest.

The priests intoned their prayers in their low voices while swinging their thuribles. The village criers, the old nannies, the former housemaids—all bemoaned loudly, as was custom.

The horde of peasants gathered beneath the trees showed no emotion. No more than did the man’s friends, kin, and colleagues huddled in front of the tomb’s door. Nor was there any hint of sadness among the deceased’s children. Even His Excellency’s ward, whom he had wedded to a Frenchman and who had made the trip to attend the funeral, had dry eyes. Only the youngest of his daughters expressed her grief in sobs and tears.

Moura had loved her father. Ever since the day she had heard the minister’s insults, she had professed a love that knew no bounds. She now understood the work he had put into details of Russian law, the progressive agenda Ignaty Platonovich Zakrevsky had advanced. She knew his articles by heart, as well… At thirteen years old, all she dreamed of was defending his ideals and preserving his memory.

Of course, he had been only a distant presence in her life. But he had loved her more than the others. She knew it. She felt it. Despite his taciturnity, he had never made any mystery of his sympathies.

Harsh and contemptuous to Bobik, who hated him.

Indifferent to the twins… Until last Christmas, when he suddenly noticed their beauty: a short-lived realization. In place of celebrating their birthday on the Nile, the pair had to bring their father’s corpse back to Russia. From Cairo to Berezovaya was a nightmarish trip of more than a thousand miles.

Maria Nikolayevna, in turn, seemed more astonished than moved and did not bother to pretend to be grieving.



Although Ignaty Platonovich’s death at sixty-seven years old had caught his wife by surprise, she hadn’t seen the last of it: the reading of his will would give her the shock of her life.

He had left the entirety of his fortune to the Freemasons, with a special endowment for building a lodge in Scotland, the first of its kind.

To his family, he left his debts and a huge apartment in Saint Petersburg. And the realm of Berezovaya Rudka, mortgaged to the hilt. This posthumous betrayal forced Her High Nobility to abandon the city’s pleasures and return to the countryside she hated.

The travels and the social calendars were over. She would only come back to Saint Petersburg to sell off everything that could be bought.



Maria Nikolayevna asked everyone she knew for advice, but to no avail; she turned the problem over and over in her mind, but kept coming back to the same conclusion: her only option was to change her lifestyle and live more simply.

She still struggled: Ukraine? Was it really advisable to return there? Hadn’t there been rumors that hordes of countrymen had been burning areas around Kiev in the past year? And that they had massacred their masters? There had even been talk of revolution! How could she be assured that those bandits wouldn’t return?

Once again, the answers were unanimous: the army had calmed the region. The uprisings had been quashed and the leaders taken care of in Siberia.

If Maria Nikolayevna wanted to resolve her financial complications, she would have to retire to her country estate. And she would have to take her daughters with her. Their exile would not be permanent. Just for as long as it took to regain control of this long-neglected domain.

And who knew what would happen? Maybe Bobik would restore the family’s honor by marrying an heiress.

Bobik! He was twenty-six years old now and his career had barely progressed. Him as the head of the family? He would have to do a great deal to get his sisters married.

And what prospects could those girls hope for in this wasteland, without any dowry?






CHAPTER FOUR Alla and Anna


1908–1909

“How strange that she should have the gift of turning everything she touches to ashes,” Alla whispered to her sister.

“She’s no viper, she’s a dragon!”

“We’re the ones the neighbors are coming to visit and court…”

“And she hates us for it.”

“If she could, she’d imprison us here until death.”

Lying in the grass, the twins hid themselves from their vindictive mother at the far end of the park, under the mulberry tree. They knew that Maria Nikolayevna, leaning over the ledgers with the accountant, would not come that far to find them. And that Ducky and Mourushka, well aware of their hiding place, would not betray them. How ridiculous, even so! Twenty years old, and they could only lie down if they had their governess and their little sister promising them discretion. Forced to act like children for a smidge of privacy. Well, the Viper could claim to be working on restoring the family fortune to provide for their dowries and see them married in Saint Petersburg, but nobody here was fooled. Not even Mourushka, who the Viper insisted she was protecting from her older sisters’ influence by trapping her within this estate’s confines, as well. Not even Ducky, who knew perfectly well how to work with the prudishness that Her High Nobility affected.

Moura walked up to the mulberry tree where the twins, looking skyward with heads propped on elbows, were whispering furiously.

She was tall like they were, but dark haired and more muscular, more athletic. She slipped between the branches to get as close to them as she could. It was summer 1908, she had just turned fifteen, and, despite her traces of baby fat, she carried some measure of her sisters’ maturity. Their three identical white dresses stood out against the greenery; it was a miracle that they had gone unnoticed.

Moura could tell by the sisters’ hushed tones that they were telling secrets. Alla and Anna refused to let her be part of their conversations, insisting she was too young to share their confidences.

Maybe. But they couldn’t keep her from listening. Her best distraction in Berezovaya was listening… She loved nothing more than hearing about her sisters’ plans to escape, their dreams of fleeing, all their schemes for getting back to Saint Petersburg.

Not that she disliked Ukraine, but there was hardly any excitement here, hardly any men, hardly any parties.

In the kitchens they said that Moura Ignatyevna had too much lifeblood, too much energy, that she was the only young lady in the house who was unable to walk, preferring instead to run.

All the same, the teenager thought, all the same, wasn’t there anything else to do in Berezovaya but listen to her sisters, barge into hallways, and live other people’s lives? Was there nothing crazy, nothing truly forbidden that she could try to make happen?

The twins spoke even more quietly.

Moura knew what they had to be talking about. They were talking about love! About the handsome, young Count Vladimir Ionov, who had asked for Anna’s hand and who Mommy had rejected. Why? Nobody knew. Mommy claimed that his health and wealth were lacking. Mommy also said that Anna was meant for someone else.

The girls discussed the arranged marriage that Mommy was setting up for Anna in Saint Petersburg.

“All the same,” Alla said, “I don’t understand why she won’t let me come to see you get married to this horrid Baron von Bülow.”

“To upset you,” Anna replied. “She doesn’t want you with her: you would steal the show from her in Saint Isaac Cathedral… But don’t worry: I won’t be there, either!”



In the Kharkov and Kiev banks, Maria Nikolayevna’s careful management of her assets was close to bearing some fruit, but her confinement was making her bitter to the point of insanity. In insisting that she had to give up her toilettes, her soirees, her paramours to restore her social status, she claimed she was steering her daughters down the path she had followed. The correct one.

To her dismay, Anna and Alla had already had a taste of the world’s pleasures; they had already reveled in them. As they were both gifted with innate charm and uncommon vitality, the Court and the city had heralded them as among the most beautiful debutantes of Saint Petersburg. Their presentation before the tsarina had been a success.

The mothers of fellow debutantes recalled that during the five years Anna and Alla had stayed in Saint Petersburg, the hallways of the Cadet School and the Page School had buzzed with poems and songs celebrating their beauty. At every high tea and white ball—those balls strictly for young ones—Senator Zakrevsky’s daughters had caught the eyes of all their friends’ suitors. They had broken up multiple marriages.

Tall, redheaded, well endowed: far too precocious to be proper. And far too lighthearted. And far too brilliant. And far too ambitious.

The gentlemen—the fathers—understood their sons’ passion for Alla or Anna Ignatyevna Zakrevskaya. Both of them, they said, had “some temperament.” For less wealthy and well-born girls, temperament might have been a handicap. But these girls had beauty, education, and, above all, money. What more could be hoped for?

Nobody doubted they would find husbands in the close-knit circle of the Court. Names were already being whispered, the most respected ones.



Such success, such promises of happiness, belonged to a bygone era. And the future, with an acceptable husband, seemed centuries away.

Now they were afraid. If Providence did not intervene, they would end up like the outcasts who surrounded their mother, the tutors, the cousins… All the old spinsters of Berezovaya.

So they worked to maintain a connection to their years in Saint Petersburg, and to help Fate along.



Life was hell.

Maria Nikolayevna kept stirring up drama and terrifying everyone. The confrontations took on cataclysmic proportions whenever she meddled in the twins’ affairs, breaking the locks on their writing desks, going through their correspondence, throwing out the trinkets of their past life, burning all the souvenirs Alla and Anna had held on to: poems from their past suitors, letters from old friends at the Obolensky Institute, photos, ribbons… She said she was destroying the traces of their poor conduct.

In fact, as she was learning how to manage her household, Maria Nikolayevna was coming to understand how many details she had ignored over the past twenty years. She was making up for lost time: she was sure her daughters maintained dangerous relationships behind her back.

“She’s measuring us against herself,” Anna sneered.

“She’s the one Goremykin compromised. Not us!”

As was her wont, Maria Nikolayevna always tried to divide the two, exiling them to separate wings of the house.

She had found a successful technique for putting an end to their secrets: she made them change bedrooms every eight days. She did her inspections and combed through their possessions during these moves.

The result was that Alla and Anna dreamed more than ever of a man who could take them away from this tyranny, a man who loved them and would carry them far away.



The elder, Alla, the more artistic, fragile one, tried to escape through music. As her frustration and her fears grew, she became an increasingly virtuosic pianist. She dreamed of making it her profession, earning her living and thereby escaping her mother’s iron grip.

It was a dead end. Maria Nikolayevna considered such a career debasing and forbade her from pursuing it.

“It’s not enough for you to be well born, my dear. You must comport yourself as an aristocrat. You must preserve your rank and remain a noble woman.”

“Noble, noble, noble!” Alla shot back. “That’s the only word you can think of. What good is it? You’re set on snuffing out everything that lives. You’re killing music itself with this gloom and doom. Fortunately you’re the last of your generation. Fortunately your world has already stopped existing.”

Anna, more adept and pragmatic, wanted to catch her mother unawares, and prepared to elope with the young Count Ionov, who had just been posted as ambassador to Berlin.

In this atmosphere, Mourushka always escaped Maria Nikolayevna’s wrath. Her mother would not wish to fight with her. She professed to adore her! She was the only one here who might be a normal child: a happy, affectionate, unconstrained young girl.

Mourushka had made sure she would not fall from grace. And she remained her mother’s favorite.

By some miracle, neither Bobik nor her sisters held this unfair, unchanging preference against her. The eldest child, a fairly unremarkable secretary to the ambassador to Japan, no longer set foot in what had once been his paradise. The twins knew their younger sister was loyal and would stay both curious and discreet about their loves. Mourushka would not betray them.

They used her as a messenger to Ducky and an ambassador to Maria Nikolayevna. As a diplomat, Mourushka used her skills to smooth over sharp edges and plead their cases, and on occasion she was able to reestablish harmony.

She admired Alla and Anna too much, she sympathized with them too much, she understood them too much not to help and support them. She loved them.

But how could she also love their mother, then? That was a mystery.

Moura was always torn between her affections, aware of lingering sadness, and no longer remembered peacefulness. She, too, contemplated her need to stay in Berezovaya, her future in this world. Even her faith in God brought her no answers: the day of her fifteenth birthday, the Lord had proven deaf, and blind, and mute to her prayers.

Her escape was books.

Solitude had turned her into a voracious reader. The Berezovaya library overflowed with first editions that Ignaty Platonovich, in his wealthy years, had had bound in red morocco leather. Every genre was present. Every language. Corneille, Racine, Zola, of course, Shakespeare, Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky. And the classics, the Greek and Latin authors: Herodotus, Virgil, Ovid.

Literature. And physical exercise.

She never forgot that outside, beyond the reception hall and the bedrooms ruined by Maria Nikolayevna’s inquisitiveness, life had kept on going in the world.

Life was going on everywhere.



At dawn, she rushed down to the park to go up the paths amid the embankments of snow. Here, she could revel in her existence. The reasons for her joy hardly mattered so long as she could be as far as possible from the endless rooms and miseries ensconced behind the columns and walls of the mansion.

When she heard shrieks and doors slamming, she had her gray mare saddled and galloped straight ahead. The cold took away her breath, the air burned her throat. The sun, making the snow shimmer, blinded her. She shut her eyes, she pursed her lips. Leaning against the animal’s neck, she only saw the mane rubbing against her cheek, only felt the heat that flushed her face. And then, deep in her lower back, the to-and-fro of the animal’s gallop, which set her blood pounding in her veins. Alive again.

Except for the family dramas, so little happened in that house that life there felt nonexistent.



In fact, Anna was preparing for her escape. She had long understood that, fundamentally, resistance was futile. So she had ended up accepting her mother’s choice of a husband, on condition that the ceremony be modest—just a few intimates—and that it take place in Saint Petersburg. Two wishes that, for once, were in accord with her mother’s hopes.

While her guests were waiting for her at Saint Isaac Cathedral, she hiked up her train, pulled up her veil, grabbed her trousseau, and ran to get married at the other end of the city, behind the walls of a monastery in the church of the orphanage.

Having become Countess Ionov, she followed her husband to his post in Berlin.



Anna’s kidnapping and disappearance plunged Alla into despair. Panicked, lost, she allowed herself to be courted by a Baltic baron staying on vacation with Countess Engelhardt, their neighbor.

The man was married… And then, to add insult to injury, she became pregnant.

The result was Alla’s humiliation as unending arguments raged between mother and daughter. And scandal, this one quite real, reverberated in Berezovaya. A scandal that Mourushka was supposed to know nothing about.

Who did they take her for? She was not unaware of the affair Alla had carried on with the handsome Baron von Biström, nor of its consequences. And her heart broke for Alla.

“My God,” she said, trying to talk to her in generalities rather than touch on the drama she was undergoing, “our education has been so strange… We wait, wait to live, and this waiting is killing us. We talk about uninteresting things, we go this way, then that way just to seem like we’re saying or doing something. But we know that what matters is elsewhere. So we stare at the horizon and keep waiting. The years go by. And nothing happens. Happiness never comes. Nothing comes. We keep waiting… And so much patience does our brains no good. If we stare at a void for that long, of course we’ll lose our heads. We’re going to go completely crazy.”

Alla listened to her without replying. Torn between her passion for her lover and her fear for the future, she played Schubert fanatically. But as she struck the last note on the piano, hitting the final chord of the sonata, the fire within her died. She became Alla Ignatyevna again, pregnant by a married man who would never wed her. At least she had experienced love… She was sure she would die in childbirth and it would all be over soon.



In the huge white manor where they had grown up among withered poplars, Ducky blamed herself for her protégées’ tragic fates. She had failed. She hadn’t succeeded in educating her girls, she hadn’t succeeded in teaching them how to live, how to hold firm, how to avoid pitfalls and downfalls.

Her charges had fallen, just as she herself once had. History was repeating itself.

Instead of being well-reared young ladies… One had slipped away and fled to Germany. The other was pregnant.

At that very moment, Alla’s mother was marrying her off in France—far away, for discretion—to a complaisant husband: the youngest son of Countess Engelhardt, whose assistance they had bought by offering him a hundred hectares of forest in exchange for his name and title for the baby to come. The marriage and the birth would be in Nice. The divorce would be, too.

As for Babydear, sunken in sadness and solitude, she was racing her horse to the point of exhaustion. Her face was still pink and childish, her black hair fluttered in the wind. But her gaze was dark and her lips were sullen. No hint of a smile lingered on those pursed lips. To leave this house, to leave, to leave, to leave.

She opened the windows, drew the blinds, pushed open the shutters, and kept on looking toward infinity, beyond the park, the follies, the music hall, the pyramid, beyond the forest itself. To leave.






CHAPTER FIVE The Perfect Son-in-Law


1910

The five letters that Maria Nikolayevna had open on her lap left her stunned.

Not unhappy, no. For once, the news wasn’t absolutely terrible. Just odd.

Indeed, her Mourushka would never stop amazing her.

She had let her child go, what, two weeks ago? How long did it take to travel between Kiev and Berlin? A week? And on the way, she had found a husband. And not just anyone!

Her High Nobility sat upright in the immense medieval chair of her study, where her interminable meetings with the manager of Berezovaya had left her depressed every morning and every afternoon for the last four years.

Her frustration and aggravation had aged her. Fat had altered her profile, filled out her throat, her cheeks. Too much sugar and alcohol had taken its toll on her. Otherwise, it was still clear that she had been a beautiful woman. Her hair, now ash blond, was a gleaming contrast to the dark wood of her seat. And her bun, knotted at the top of her head in the latest style, was still thick, wavy, and curly. As for her eyes, always the same vivid green, they looked on from her heavy lids with all the same sharpness.

At that moment, Maria Nikolayevna’s gaze was lowered, considering the five sheets of paper and the five envelopes arrayed over her vast skirt. Like the bluebottle fly that had gotten lost in the room and was hurtling itself against the panes, her spirits were going every which way.

The first letter was from Mourushka, spontaneous and unaffected as ever, telling her all the details of “the meeting of her life.”

The second had come from Bobik in Berlin, who got lost in the details and mixed up everything, his sister’s reputation, loves, interests… everything.

The third, from Anna. Always pragmatic, Anna discussed the advantages of the union Mourushka was hoping for.

The fourth—brief but effusive—was written by Wilson. Maria Nikolayevna knew how she was generally unenthusiastic about the suitors for “her girls.” The governess considered Vladimir Vladimirovich Ionov, who had stolen Anna away, to be insipid; Baron von Biström, who had seduced, dishonored, and abandoned Alla, to be odious; and Arthur von Engelhardt, who had married her, to be corrupt.

For all of them, Wilson had registered her disapproval and contempt, refusing to receive them, even to greet them. Maria Nikolayevna could not suspect her to be complicit in their affairs, as Wilson remained hostile from the outset.

Wilson, however, displayed considerable weaknesses and shortcomings. She had allowed her protégées to flee or be dishonored. And just look at the results! Her High Nobility had reprimanded her sharply.

Maria Nikolayevna reflected.

Wilson was permissive, yes. But not blind. Because of her good sense and shrewd judgment, the widow still trusted her. And what Wilson had written here, what she said of this suitor, augured very well indeed.



Mourushka’s marriage remained the focus of Maria Nikolayevna’s concerns. For her littlest one, she dreamed of a good catch and was still hopeful. Today, she could almost afford it. Even if the “purchase” of Arthur von Engelhardt—Alla’s momentary husband—had diminished her forest by a hundred hectares, that madness hadn’t ruined her finances outright. When all was said and done, a fake marriage was cheaper than a real one. The twins had chosen to live their love lives without their mother’s consent. Meaning: without their dowries. A huge burden had been lifted off her shoulders.

Out of a sense of obligation, she had given them their rightful part of their father’s inheritance. But their part prior to the restoration of the family’s finances, when there was so little money left.

Anna and Alla had brought their ruin upon themselves. Too bad for them.



Maria Nikolayevna could now be proud of her results. After four years of work, four years of dogged saving, four years of sacrifices, she had now settled all accounts, restored all her property’s productions to full health. Her efforts were paying off. The peasant revolts of 1905—“the Revolution,” as the late senator, with his usual affectation for modernity, had called those uprisings—seemed distant. She had set her peasants to work. And woe betide those who might throw a wrench into her schemes. The vodka distillery and the sugar factory were now working at full speed; the saltpeter was showing nice returns.

Mission accomplished.

Maria Nikolayevna was thinking of returning to civilization and settling in Saint Petersburg again. Her horrible husband had left her an apartment on the Fontanka embankment: she would live there. The time had come to return to the rhythms of yesteryear, those of the high aristocracy: winters in the capital, for the season of social gatherings and balls; summers in the countryside at her estate. Although her fortune could no longer be called incalculable, the widowed Madame Zakrevskaya now had enough means to be able to maintain her rank.

As for the vacations that Mouroushka had been clamoring for…

The mother sighed. Should she have refused?

She had been reading Mourushka’s correspondence with Anna ever since the elder daughter had fled to Germany two years ago. And what Anna described, the story of her life in Berlin, hadn’t displeased Maria Nikolayevna: “If you come to Berlin,” she had told her little sister, “bring your most elegant finery, because there will be many balls.”

Tempting, indeed.

How could Mourushka have resisted such a call? Dancing at the kaiser’s court… Maria Nikolayevna understood her desire. She shared it. She wanted all the best for her Mourushka.

Anna had taken care of her mother’s authorization, negotiating with her directly. The conversation around a potential trip for Mourushka had been an opportunity for them to reconcile. The younger one, Anna had assured her mother, would be under the personal protection of her and her husband, Count Ionov. Moreover, she would also be under the protection of Bobik, who had just been named secretary to the Russian ambassador in Berlin.

Under the protection of Anna and Bobik? Who could trust that?

Yet, above all, how could she resist Mourushka, when her voice had been so tender? “Please, Mommy, let me visit them.”

Thinking of her youngest daughter, Maria Nikolayevna felt herself going soft. “A few weeks on vacation, please, Mommy, say yes, pretty please… So I can practice my German.” Mourushka’s voice, slightly husky… Such an adorable little kitten.

And there she was.

The letter she was holding in her lap, the fifth, was from the officer who had fallen in love with the little kitten during her trip. Asking for her hand in marriage.

Thinking of her other sons-in-law, the mother let out a bitter sigh.

Small fry, the two of them.

But the worst seemed to be behind her. She had been able to maintain what mattered most: appearances. Everyone could say that Senator Zakrevsky had given his daughters to heirs of Russian nobility; the Ionov family and the Engelhardt family had served the tsar for generations.

Of course, in Saint Petersburg these marriages might be considered contemptible. Hadn’t there once been talk of her twin daughters marrying two young men of the imperial circle?

But Maria Nikolayevna didn’t dwell on her regrets.

In fact, after all these tempests, she felt rather relieved. With her work ethic, she had avoided shame and preserved the family’s honor: her two ungrateful daughters were now fairly well off. One was now Countess Ionov, the other Countess Engelhardt. And their children would inherit that title. What more could she ask for?

And yet damage had been done. Anna had already given birth to a girl, who was growing up in Berlin. She was expecting another baby. As for Alla’s wanton ways, on July 2, 1909, she had also given birth to a daughter, who Maria Nikolayevna made sure was born in France, in Nice, with the name she had bought for the mother and child.

In order to give greater legitimacy to the bastard, Maria Nikolayevna had insisted that the baby be baptized with the name of her alleged paternal grandmother, their neighbor in Ukraine: Countess Kira von Engelhardt.

A name, a title. The little Countess Kira could easily ignore the secret of her birth: she belonged firmly to this world and would have no questions to ask. Her father’s identity was now a moot point. Her patronymic was noble: the matter was settled. That was all she or anyone else had to care about.

Though Maria Nikolayevna agreed that Kira’s true father was a handsome man. Baron von Biström had proven to be a scoundrel, yes, but a good-looking one. Just as endearing as the Vladimir Vladimirovich Ionov whom Anna had followed and who was considered in Berlin, rumor had it, the most splendid specimen of Russian beauty.

On this one point, the looks of their gallants, she shared the twins’ tastes. And she was grateful to them for it. The gracefulness of the little Countess Kira, who Alla, her mother, had brought to Berezovaya, reassured her. Her entire entourage—Mourushka first and foremost—had sung the baby’s praises: a marvel, a love.

At least her grandchildren were pleasant to look at!

Of course, one day or another, she would have to feed and raise them: Maria Nikolayevna had no false illusions on that point.

Anna might still claim to be raising her daughter, but Alla was wholly uninterested in her own. And the more Kira grew, the less Alla seemed to know of her existence. In truth, Alla seemed to be terrified of her baby.

And it was Mourushka who had taken over, chattering with the child, watching over all the nannies’ responsibilities with a zeal and an attentiveness that had astonished Ducky. Who could have guessed that Babydear would have such maternal instincts? Never in her life had she played with dolls, much less held a tea party for her stuffed animals. She was always outside, riding horses or playing on the tennis court. The only place she was calm was the library. And even so! She would always read standing up, walking around. Did she ever lean over the cradles in the neighboring houses’ nurseries? No, never. Unlike the other girls, she was unmoved by babies.

Only Kira charmed her. The little one resembled her, too. Brunette, like her—not redheaded like Alla—with huge brown eyes… The same kind of child. If Mourushka hadn’t been so young, she might have appeared to be her mother.

Mourushka’s love for her niece touched Maria Nikolayevna. Her baby was all grown up now.

After all these years, she, too, poor Maria Nikolayevna, needed a vacation.

Berlin? The most prestigious ambassador in Europe… Why not?

Yes. Mourushka could spend a few weeks with Anna in Berlin. She gave her consent.

So long as she was accompanied by Wilson. And so long as Wilson took along baby Kira, whom Alla couldn’t bear in Berezovaya without Mourushka to take her in her arms, rock her, and play with her.

In any case, Alla needed to go back to France with her “husband” to finalize the divorce they had requested in Nice.

Yes, they would all have to go!

And little Kira would stay with Anna. She already had a full family: she could easily rear her sister’s child, who she was already godmother to.

Yes. Berlin.

On the condition that Mourushka come back to Saint Petersburg in November: she would need to be presented to the tsarina that winter. As her sisters had. At eighteen, as was customary.



So the young girl had left Ukraine, intoxicated with happiness and the welter of dreams of conquest.

Finery, balls…

And hardly had fifteen days gone by when poor Maria Nikolayevna had received these five letters.

Moura said she wanted to marry the officer who had escorted her. A friend of her brother, Bobik, and her brother-in-law Ionov. To marry him tomorrow. Now. Right away. In Berlin! Marry him without her mother, without a dowry.

She was seventeen.

What should Maria Nikolayevna do?



The letters she was holding in her lap answered the questions she might have asked. She read them. Reread them. Pored over them.

All the missives seemed relatively rational… Anna and Bobik concluded their notes with the same words: Mourushka’s suitor would be the perfect son-in-law for Mommy.

In her own letter, the perfect son-in-law simply proved to have a solid education, an understanding of customs, a deep respect for the memory of the late senator, an even deeper respect for Mourushka. No sentimentality. No big words of any sort. Hard to get a sense of him.

What to do? Maybe nothing. Just wait. Yes, but… When Fortune smiles upon a beautiful young girl in the form of a good catch, Maria Nikolayevna thought, her mother ought to seize it. She had lived long enough to know that Lady Fortune was fickle. Once, yes, but twice… was this simply chance?

Maria Nikolayevna dissected what Anna had written:


His family, of Germano-Baltic extraction, goes back to the Teutonic horsemen; it has also been part of the Russian nobility for three generations.



Good.


His grandfather was named governor of the province of Estonia by His Majesty the Tsar Nicholas I.



Very good.


He himself was admitted at twelve years old to the Imperial Lyceum of Saint Petersburg, where he outranked his classmates. He then entered the Ministry of Foreign Affairs before being named chamberlain and private counselor to His Majesty.



Perfect. An excellent start in the world.


At twenty-five years old he lost his older brother, thereby becoming heir to the family estate, a vast domain close to Reval, where his three younger siblings currently live.



Anna added the calculation that “Mommy’s perfect son-in-law” had about three thousand rubles in income at his disposal.

It was hard to imagine better.

And what about his kin?


His cousin is none other than the grand marshal of the Court, who you know—the husband of your friend Princess Dolgorukaya. His other cousin is our ambassador to London, who Daddy met and spoke well of.

He himself followed Count von der Osten-Sacken alongside His Majesty Emperor William II to Berlin. Count von der Osten-Sacken treats him like his own son here. He considers him, in his own words, the most brilliant of his attachés and plans to place him in a diplomatic career in any way possible.



A favorite of the Russian ambassador to Germany? An officer and diplomat in Berlin, the most prestigious of ambassadorships?

This, too, was excellent.

The final advantage: his father had just died, leaving him free to make his own decisions about marriage.


There is no reticence to fear regarding his family, no father’s refusal to dread.



This final consideration of Anna’s underscored that this marriage was nothing but advantageous to the Zakrevskys.

Anna insisted. Mommy should not wait… A marriage that was suitable in every way.

Maria Nikolayevna did not even dare to think: a lucky accident.

Especially since, according to Bobik, Mourushka had already turned the heads of all the young attachés to the diplomatic delegations. And she seemed to have decided to give her hand to the first one who asked. Fortune was that the best of them should have stepped forward first. She had sensed it. She had known it. “But who knew?” Bobik said. “One can always change one’s mind at seventeen.”

Maria Nikolayevna stifled her impatience. Changing minds? He was one to talk! How many marriages had he let pass him by? He hadn’t been able to court anyone, and he was now looking at his thirties! And God knew how many suitable girls he had been introduced to!

Enough with poor Bobik. Here were the final details that mattered: the ones Wilson described.

Reading her words, one might be led to think that Mourushka’s suitor was the best of the secretary-officers. More charming even than Anna’s Count Ionov. Wilson specifically wrote:


I think his heart is as beautiful as his face. This young man seems thoroughly distinguished, thoroughly reasonable, and thoroughly serious.



Wilson insisted on another particular:


Despite his reserved nature, he seems to love Babydear fervently. Over the course of the trip, he has proved himself willing to risk everything, sacrifice everything to have her.



Wilson did not specify the nature of the acts in question, but she called him wholly besotted. Madly in love. Worshipful, even.

This was the only fault in her panegyric.

Adoring of his own wife? Maria Nikolayevna knew that song. And they had seen what had become of Senator Zakrevsky’s “passion.” He, too, seemed willing to risk everything, sacrifice everything to conquer her. Full of orations as he had asked for her hand! And when he obtained it… he had preferred the company of serfs and courtesans. Before leaving all his fortune to the Jews and the Freemason scum. Before leaving her in poverty at Berezovaya!

Her High Nobility had developed a theory that one should never, ever, marry for love: this rule held for both sexes. Her experience was that only marriages of mutual benefit lasted. Clear profit for both parties.

By sheer luck, the perfect son-in-law did not demonstrate great sentiment.

What to do?

On paper, everything seemed ideal. Even their ages. Well balanced: he was twenty-eight, just eleven years older than Mourushka. As for his name… it was a nice one. Quite historic. Quite glorious, indeed. He was named Johann von Benckendorff, pronounced Jon in the English style: Djon.

No title, though.

This Benckendorff belonged to a smaller branch of the family. The other one, that of the Count Benckendorffs, very close to the tsar, would have been better.

But only in the eyes of the bourgeoisie. Maria Nikolayevna knew all too well that in the Russian aristocracy, the noblest families were not necessarily those with titles.



What should Maria Nikolayevna do?

If not to ask for other people’s advice…

If they all agreed in the five letters she was folding pensively, one by one, tying together in a single packet, carefully putting into a drawer of her writing desk… if they all agreed, by the grace of God: she would consent!






CHAPTER SIX “For Better or for Worse, the Deed Is Done”


1911

On the morning of October 24, 1911, in the small Orthodox chapel of the Russian ambassador to Berlin, the governess of the four children of the Empire’s late senator Ignaty Platonovich Zakrevsky stood in for her mistress at the marriage of her youngest daughter.

This time, the mother’s absence was not explained by any opposition to her daughter, or by a disagreement with the son-in-law’s family over the dowry. On the contrary. Madame Zakrevskaya had given the young couple her blessing, willingly and warmly. But in the complexities of her own return to Saint Petersburg, overwhelmed by so many pleasures she was rediscovering, she was unable to set aside her business for a long trip to Germany.

Such effort would have been in vain. She was not needed.

Bobik would serve as his sister’s witness. Anna would bestow her with advice for her wedding night. Wilson would take care of the rest. No, her beloved Mourushka did not need her mommy any longer.

The little girl had turned eighteen in March and had wanted this wedding ever since she had arrived in Berlin, almost six months ago now. She had had plenty of time to prepare herself for the sacrament she would be receiving.

Maria Nikolayevna was not stupid enough not to understand that her dear Mourushka had found this solution—a rushed marriage abroad—so that she would not have to come back to Ukraine. In order to flee her, perhaps?

Anything to avoid coming back to Berezovaya Rudka, indeed.

Alla had not returned from Nice, either. She claimed that the divorce was keeping her in France, that the procedure was dragging on.

Bobik and Anna, in turn, were staying in Germany.

Maria Nikolayevna pretended that she understood them all: for young people these days, cosmopolitans like her children, cosmopolitans as their father had been, Europe had to seem more modern, more stimulating, than Mother Russia. Their old mother’s Russia.

So be it, they would live in Europe.

In front of her friends, she did not say: “Good for them, good riddance!” But that was her conclusion.

For her Mourushka, however, it was another story: the girl tugged at her mother’s heartstrings. She blessed Mourushka with all her soul, prayed night and day for Mourushka’s happiness. For the Lord to grant Mourushka prosperity. For the Queen of the Heavens to keep Mourushka in good health!

As for her dowry, since Johann von Benckendorff had been kind enough to ask for her hand without the usual financial negotiations, why should she be stingy? They would talk about money when the young couple returned to Saint Petersburg.



All the diplomatic representatives posted in Berlin attended the ceremony. British, French, German, and Russian, of course. A thoroughly worldly marriage. The chapel was full.

Officers in buttoned-up gaiters or high-top boots, gleaming epaulets, polished belt buckles; their hats, bicorns, or peaked caps held in place by their right arms. Tightly corseted marquises, countesses, baronesses; bustles, parasols despite the winter season, and huge hats adorned with flowers and birds. Priests with long beards and gold-plated ciboria.

The wisps of incense and the choir’s incantations could not mask the attendants’ agitation and whispers. The ladies whispered that in Ukraine, the eldest Zakrevskaya girls’ reputation had been quite compromised. They wondered about the youngest, as she seemed to have too clear an idea of what life might bring her. They murmured that the answer was a single word: everything. To see everything, to do everything, to experience everything.

And the handsome, wise Benckendorff had let himself be caught.



It would take the entrance of His Excellency Count Nikolai von der Osten-Sacken, the Russian ambassador, in his massive white parade uniform, his breast covered with the highest distinctions of the Empire, for some semblance of silence to reign. He advanced with small steps, his face contorted, his leg stiff: the year before, an attack had paralyzed his left side. His advanced age and his infirmities had not brought about his retirement, to the supreme displeasure of the sharp tongues saying that ever since the Japanese war, crises between Russia and Germany called for a subtler intelligence than that of this old reactionary elephant.

But he hardly cared about that gossip. Count Nikolai von der Osten-Sacken had been orchestrating these international relationships between the kaiser and the tsar for almost sixteen years. And the Russian Empire, like the German Empire, was doing well, thanks to his services.

To the Zakrevsky family’s great honor, he was to walk the bride to the altar, and in this way to present, introduce, and launch this young woman into the high society of Berlin and Saint Petersburg.

“What youth! What grace! She’s adorable!” Their procession was accompanied by such acclamations. “What a beautiful dress! And what splendid lace!”

Behind the mass of ruffles and tulle, Anna—Countess Ionov—every bit as splendid with her red hair gleaming brightly under the white of her picture hat, carried the train.

“How different those two sisters are… But how beautiful they both are.”

Ducky, turning to the two girls, looked at them both with a gaze full of love.

Babydear had insisted that she sit in the front row, where her mother would have been. Tall, thin, more elegant in her modesty than most of the noblewomen, the governess had certainly learned her good manners from her acquaintance with the aristocracy, as Ionov and Bobik—Moura’s best men—whispered while watching her. At forty-seven years old, Mrs. Wilson seemed to have been born in this higher circle: she belonged.

She could not stop looking at Babydear.

She felt her throat quivering as she looked at this profile that could barely be seen beneath her veil, at this head held high that did not affect humility or contemplation, at this intense fixed gaze that could have been full of either joy or tears.

When her child had passed by, Ducky focused on the man waiting for her, standing back there, in front of the doors of the iconostasis. Johann von Benckendorff was exactly as she had described him to Her High Nobility: serious and distinguished, tall, well proportioned, his mustache curved in the latest fashion. Extremely moved, despite the impassivity of his expression and his apparent coldness.

No doubt of it: Babydear could not have found a better husband. Even though she was quite young to be getting married—just eighteen.

Ducky felt worry weighing her down. Should she have insisted that this wedding take place later, upon her return to Russia?

Or was her sudden sadness simply because of the nostalgia she felt for Babydear’s childhood—Marydear nowadays, if not Marie, as her husband was calling her—because Ducky missed this era that was nearly gone, when her little girl belonged to her alone?



“Well?” Anna asked, carefully removing the veil and the crown of orange blossoms from her sister’s hair.

With the help of Ducky and her own chambermaid, she undid the chignon that the hairstylist had arranged with hundreds of pins. The braid finally fell loose, rippling over the shoulders of the newlywed, who was preparing for her first night with her husband.

Anna wavered. How should she broach the subject of the wedding night?

Did she really need to broach it? To tell Mourushka what her spouse expected of her? To urge her into obedience, as Mommy had said, to insist on patience and resignation?

Anna knew her sister well enough to know that she was not prudish. She had seen her flirting and bantering in Ukraine and Germany. Instinctively, Mourushka was a seducer. Not even aware of her power, she charmed men, fascinated them, tempted them. She loved to see passion in their eyes. She played with fire. She liked to please: not just gentlemen but everything that moved. She did not simper, no, she did not pretend. No playacting. No fussing, no affectations. But she was hungry for attention and worked to garner it.

She cultivated a way to captivate without participating in conversations. She knew how to listen attentively, with a degree of concentration she alone possessed. When others asked her questions, she answered them warmly. The few neighbors of Berezovaya Rudka, like the officers who visited the Ionovs in Berlin—all came to discuss their problems with her. And all fell under the charm of her solicitude. And so they all adored her. Such a sweet young lady!

Perhaps. But they should never have taken Mourushka for naive. Alla’s affairs and misadventures had made her perfectly aware of what love was about. She knew how babies were made. And—in spite of Mommy, who had asked Anna to instruct her—she also knew very well what her husband would want to do with her on their wedding night.

Anna’s own husband, handsome Ionov, kept saying over and over that the little sister was hot-blooded. And Ionov was one to know! His infidelities just kept piling up.

God willing, Anna thought, Djon’s wisdom could tame Mourushka’s lust for life. God willing, she would find peace with him. Peace, yes, peace… In contrast to what she was experiencing with Ionov, who was cheating on her. In contrast to what her twin was experiencing in France.

Alla had found one of her old suitors in Nice and started up a torrid affair with him. He was a journalist, son of the late colonel Pierre-Étienne Moulin, the military attaché to the French ambassador in Saint Petersburg, who they had known when Daddy was alive. In her letters, Alla wrote that she would marry him once her divorce from Engelhardt was complete, and she would settle with him in Paris.

She was crazy! This boy, René Moulin, had no name and no fortune.

Married life, or rather motherhood, had given Countess Ionov a taste for conventionality, following customs, and prudence.

Anna did not have to explain anything. Just be quiet, daydream, as she looked at her little sister. Moura didn’t need any advice. At her age and in her milieu, she already knew far more than she should.

The newlywed was looking at herself in the mirror. Her face, normally luminous and lively, was inexpressive. She must be tired. Exhausted after such a day.

Moura observed the oval of her face, with the widow’s peak at the top of her forehead.

Of her hair, Djon—her husband Djon—had whispered that it looked like velvet and silk. That he had loved its fire, its deep fieriness.

Why was she thinking of Djon in the past tense tonight?

He had also said that, in his eyes, she, Marie, embodied Ukrainian beauty… Robust. Harmonious. Wide hipped. Slim jointed. With tiny feet and tiny hands with strong fingers, incredibly soft palms.

The adjectives of this description were the only romantic compliments Djon had ever allowed himself. A moment of lyricism. Usually he barely spoke, only uttered understatements. He was not effusive. He respected the honor of his young fiancée too much, apparently, to let himself be carried away by his own desire.

She had been ready to give herself over to him completely, body and soul. Was that not love? A gift with no limitations? He had pushed her away. So unexpected for a man! Wasn’t it usually the other way around?

No caresses, he told her, certainly no kisses and no embraces, before their marriage.

She considered him magnificently serene. Upright, perfect. She admired him, respected him wholeheartedly. She knew he was full of goodwill, of an intrinsic generosity that she admitted she did not possess. She would try to hold herself up to his standards, to be like him.

Perhaps he was a bit conservative? Rigid in his ideas?

Count von der Osten-Sacken had told her that in Estonia, Djon had been in the regiment the tsar had ordered to punish the leaders of the 1905 uprisings. That he had nipped the revolution in the bud and restored order immediately. That he led the peasants of his domain at Yendel masterfully.

She had frowned. If the ambassador thought this detail was another diamond in the crown that was Djon’s qualities, he was sorely mistaken. Crushing peasants and workers underfoot was not to her taste. She considered herself liberal and progressive. Like her father.

Senator Zakrevsky, in his writings, had foreseen the revolts the ambassador was alluding to. He had even proposed the reforms that could have prevented them.

She had read Daddy’s final pamphlet out loud to Djon, a sort of moral testament titled Long Live Common Sense! Djon had listened to her respectfully. Without hearing what she was saying. She had a right to her opinions, but he would not discuss them with her.

Djon… She couldn’t think about Djon. Not right now. She had to come back to the sight in the mirror.

Her hair, which Ducky was holding with one hand as she vigorously tamed it with the other, brushing it back with energetic strokes—her hair pleased him and pleased her, as well. Her slightly flat nose, a little crooked from when she’d broken it falling off a horse? No. She hated her nose! The eyebrows that seemed to stretch all the way to her temples; her almond-shaped eyes, drooping just a little on the outside; her thick lips, cherry colored, also drooping at the corners. The whole made her look catlike, as Mommy had said so often.

But at this moment, a burned cat. Sulky. Sad, in fact.

She got a grip on herself, forced herself to smile.

Anna, whispering as if it were a secret, with a warmth that encouraged confession, asked: “Well, my darling? Did everything go as you hoped?”

She nodded: “Exactly as I hoped.”

Her own voice, a bit hoarse, came out strangely. It sounded muffled. Or distorted.

Was it the emotion of finding herself in the protective, familiar hands of her governess for the last time? Of her sister’s solicitude?

Or was it the unease, the uncertainty of what might finally happen tonight in Djon’s arms?

“It’s been a magnificent wedding!” Anna exclaimed, mentally comparing the vibrancy of today’s ceremony to the darkness of her own wedding at the orphanage’s church.

“Yes.”

“All of Berlin was there. Did you see? Even the Duchess of Trachtenberg came!”

“Yes.”

“Princess von Hartzfeldt has been over the moon. I heard her telling Djon, who is her kin in some way, that she’s taking you under her wing.”

“She told me that as well. She’s a wonderful old lady.”

“Are you happy, my darling?”

Moura thought, shrugged, sighed, and let out, quietly, resignedly:

“Well, whatever happens, happens. The deed is done!”

Anna was dumbstruck. She certainly knew how much Moura had wanted to marry Djon. Whatever happens, happens. The deed is done! A strange conclusion for someone deeply in love.

After falling in love at first sight, did she feel she had made a mistake? Momentarily suspect she had made the wrong decision? That they had both gone wrong? She hadn’t hinted at any such worry before. Or shown any fear. Maybe she had felt forced to forge onward at all costs.

Had she realized it was too late to backtrack?

And now… Whatever happens, happens. The deed is done!

Such indifference, such lack of concern, such resignation shown in the casualness of the response shocked even Ducky. She protested:

“But Mary, dear…”

Noticing their astonishment, Moura stood up as if she would brook no questions.

She did not care to explain. Even if she had wanted to, she wouldn’t have been able to. Even in her own mind, her feelings were a mystery that she had no intention of deciphering.

But in case one of them wanted to press the question, she repeated, sharply, as a definitive conclusion to this chapter of her marriage:

“For better or for worse—the deed is done, come what may and evviva!”






CHAPTER SEVEN The Belle Epoque of Madame von Benckendorff


1911–1913

She was a member of society now. A triumph everywhere.

She loved her first season as a married woman in Germany. She loved her first season as a married woman in Russia. She loved her first season as a married woman in Estonia.

The family manor at Yendel in the summer, some sixty miles from the Baltic Sea. Saint Petersburg for Christmas, at Mommy’s or in the huge apartment Djon had bought at 8 Shpalernaya Street for their visits while he was on leave. And the Russian embassy on Frankenstrasse in Berlin, in spring and fall. She felt like life was finally starting, like she was meeting the finest people and that she herself was the axis upon which the world turned… the world of imperial courts.

Anna hadn’t been exaggerating when she had told Moura to come to Berlin with her best finery for the many balls she could expect.

In this wholly cosmopolitan society, where aristocrats were intimately connected by blood—like the three cousins Tsar Nicholas II, Kaiser Wilhelm II, and King George V—the circles of gossip and society took up all her attention.



Circles, clubs, clans: Marie von Benckendorff spent her days in company, and filled her hours in conversation with her friends.

She sought out the companionship not of other young women of her generation but of dowagers, loving, philosophical grandmothers whose stories about their pasts fascinated her. They had once waltzed with Senator Zakrevsky at the residence of the Princess of Croÿ in Paris, played bridge with him at the residence of the Duchess of Bedford in London, and prided themselves on having met him around the world.

“Meeting someone in another country who’s known my parents,” she told Djon, who was astonished by her patience with their ramblings, “hearing them talk about the father I no longer have, always touches my heart.”

Touched was the perfect adjective to sum up her feelings toward the former éminences grises of Berlin.

With others, the wives of the ambassador’s attachés, conversations grew more intimate—frivolities, gossip, scandals. She chattered passionately about the next ball or the latest brouhaha with her British counterpart, Lady Russell, who had just remarried. Her husband was the son of the late British ambassador, who had been the favorite of Chancellor Bismarck in the 1870s. This old preference now opened many doors for the Russells. And, consequently, for their close friends in Germany.

Marie cultivated a third sort of intimacy with some better-established socialites—there weren’t many here—the Parisians who were richer, had more titles, were two decades older than she was, and had been through life. They deigned to teach her about it. Among this type was Madame de Méricourt, the witty wife of Davidov the banker, who the gossips insisted was just like Madame de Merteuil—that is, she had the name, the money, and the social background of a century earlier. She was the only person in Mary’s entourage whose influence Ducky thoroughly disapproved of.

As for the rest… Hunting parties at the residence of Djon’s Prussian parents, afternoons at the Potsdam racecourse, evening galas at the opera, receptions at the estates of friends of the Hohenzollern and Hapsburg dynasties: the waltz of her pleasures never ended.

And if Ducky had once found Babydear’s diligence at the children’s meals and balls, at dancing and skating and horseback-riding lessons, to be exhausting, she would have been stunned by Moura’s energy at “visiting and receiving” friends.

Even Djon, who was obsessed with strictly observing custom and respecting tradition—even he, who needed to follow the smallest rules he had been taught about Russian and German society, sometimes found himself saying with a smile, “God in heaven, Marie, you’re indefatigable!” The enthusiasm with which she carried out her social obligations commanded his respect.

He wasn’t unaware that she was making up for so many years of loneliness at Berezovaya. And that that stretch of immobility and imprisonment was such a painful memory for her that she summed it up in French with a single word: enfer. Hell. These days, having conversations at home would have meant being incurious, not seeing, not living.



But in fact, it wasn’t so much the cotillions and waltzes that charmed her as it was the exchange of ideas at the various embassies.

Dinners among diplomats? By far the most cloistered. And yet the most exciting evenings! Veritable obstacle courses for her husband… Because even though the officer-diplomats, like Djon von Benckendorff, could whirl on the residences’ waxed parquetry, it was still difficult for them to be invited there, to dine with only a few colleagues, before having reached the rank of general.

But that was the one thing she loved. Politics at the top.

Hearing arguments around the table about the “Morocco issue,” discussing the “Agadir crisis,” talking about amending Cameroon’s boundary lines, the question of the Balkan League, the challenges of the Triple Alliance, of the Triple Entente, and weighing the risks of a general war.

Being familiar with both the details and the larger picture. The rumors, the gossip swirling around the States, the ideas their representatives had.

Observing the universe through both ends of the spyglass. And not missing anything.

“Whoever in Berlin or Petersburg wants to learn about the world at large and at small, and its seedy underbelly,” Countess Ionov joked, “will have to go through my sister’s intelligence services.”

In those years, from 1911 to 1913, Moura’s mastery of English, French, Russian, and now German, as well as her literary education and her musical upbringing, made her quite a catch. The soothing tones of her voice perfectly suited the imperial language spoken by the plenipotentiary ministers and the chargés d’affaires, the consuls, the legates, the military attachés… in short, the diplomatic corps in every capital.

The Count of Chambrun, the French ambassador’s right-hand man, called himself her most devoted admirer. And the secretaries of the Russian ambassador swore by her. The American wife of the British ambassador, the old Lady Goschen, was besotted with her “young Russian friend,” to the point of keeping her at her side at the top of the main stairway as she received the guests of King George V. His Excellency, Sir Edward Goschen himself, always raised his glass to her at dessert: “To His Majesty Tsar Nicholas, our ally… and to the dazzling eyes of Madame von Benckendorff, his most exquisite ambassadoress!”

The intoxication of vanity, the pleasure of existence.

The only question was whether Djon approved of her success. Did he encourage it? Did he merely take note of it? He seemed to find her success in society wholly natural. Never a compliment. No sign of admiration, nor even an indication of the attention she genuinely needed. A politician even at home.

Considering his wife an intrinsic part of himself, he found no need to congratulate her, much less go into raptures. There’s no need to show off what’s part of you; you don’t congratulate it, you don’t parade it. Out of propriety, out of modesty, out of good taste, you keep your lips sealed. He would have considered such praise a lack of manners.

With apparent indifference, he would leave her there, at the entrance to a salon, and go off to commingle among other uniforms. He claimed to be granting her free rein to flit about and charm as she pleased, as any refined husband might.

He stayed so distant, so cold, that she could not even imagine just how much he loved that moment when everyone’s eyes turned toward her. He, hidden behind greenery, would cock his ear and find himself unable to look away.
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