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Dedication 
To a very special family…
May their prayers for the Earth and Mankind be answered.


To all those people who have helped me during the writing of this book, I extend my thanks. You all know who you are.


I send my love to My Lady of the Roses. She knows who she is, and what she has meant to me, not only during the creation of this book, but always…


“At night, in the silence of my heart, I listen to the music, and I remember.”


Steven Ingman-Greer


February 15th 2013




A note on the dating system used in this book


Before 1900, all dates in the Russian calendar were 12 days behind the rest of Europe because of the difference between their Julian (basically a reformed Lunar 355 day) Calendar and our Gregorian (basically a Solar 365 day) Calendar. In the 20th century their dates were 13 days behind. After February 1st 1918, Russia reverted to our Gregorian dating system. So that day became February 14th in line with the rest of Europe. For convenience, all dates in this book are given in the English Gregorian Calendar.


“Love is Light and it has no end. Love is great suffering. It cannot eat. It cannot sleep. It is mixed with sin in equal parts. And yet it is better to love…If love is strong – the lovers happy. Nature Herself and the Lord give them happiness…All is in Love, and even a bullet cannot strike Love down.”


Father Grigory Rasputin (1869-1916)
Transcribed by Grand Duchess Tatiana in her book of sayings and letters from the Siberian mystic. 










Prologue - August 30th 1982
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A Stop on the Railway Line Between St Petersburg and Odessa


Boris Chernenko did not like his job much. A signalman on the Soviet Railway, he had begun life on the Stalinskaya Collective Farm in his native Georgia. Collective farm life had suited him much more than this boring existence stranded in the middle of nowhere. Every day the same routine, passing the same trains through at the same times. He was convinced he could do it in his sleep. A man of nearly fifty, he still fondly remembered the days of steam and the engines that pulled the old express along this line. With fire in their hearts, it was as if the engines were living beings. It was even possible to imagine them with their very own voices and personalities. He chuckled to himself; a very Romantic Old Russian perspective. At night he would dream sometimes of a mysterious steam train with a very special whistle. One that pierced his heart. It was a little like being in love.


A sound on his board jerked him abruptly out of his reverie. A buzzer had sounded, denoting the presence of an oncoming train. This was very peculiar. It was the middle of the afternoon. The next train through here, the diesel Odessa Express, was not due until 6pm. He lifted the phone to call ahead. No, no train due for another three hours. It must be a glitch in the system. He tapped his board and the noise stopped. Sitting back in his chair, he suddenly felt very tired and put his cap over his eyes. Good job he was both supervisor and sole employee. He could fire himself for this infraction of the rules of work. What would his Commissar of Labour say?


The buzzing sound woke him abruptly again. This time, it sounded more insistent, like an alarm. He had never heard the board make that sound before. The train must be very close and the sounding of that second buzzer denoted the fact that the train was due to stop at his halt. This was very unusual. Scheduled trains had not stopped here in decades. In fact, he seemed to recall his predecessor telling him, when he started work at the halt in 1959, that the only trains ever to stop at this place on a routine basis had done so before World War I. What train could be coming that would break the old tradition? He remembered noticing in one of the old warehouses a dilapidated and broken Imperial Double Headed Eagle. With its spots of gold, it still looked magnificent and, in spite of himself, he had felt his heart stir within him at the sight, until he had reminded himself that he was a true Communist and son of the Motherland. He had always quietly wondered to himself whether his post was an old Imperial Halt. The destruction of the last family and the contempt in which they were still held in official circles meant it was almost treasonous to even think about them. But sometimes Boris wondered. What were they like? He had seen an old photograph once of the Tsar and his family. They seemed so gentle at first impression…His thoughts drifted wistfully.


He was pulled back to earth for the third time by the sound of a train whistle. His heart nearly stopped with fright. It was the whistle of the train he had heard in his dreams. It pierced him like a note of music from a great soprano: elegant, filled with love and longing. Hastily he opened the cupboard at the back of his office and, without knowing why, he put on his best uniform and hat and rushed out onto the platform as fast as he could.


The sight that greeted him froze his blood. In front of him was the most beautiful and elegant locomotive he had ever seen. Its wheels were highly polished black. All the metal gleaming gold in the afternoon sun. Curtains, drawn at the windows, a plush red. Luxury like this was rare in these days of stagnation. But what really made him stare was the marking on the carriage doors. A large, gold, double headed eagle. It was the old Imperial Train carrying the family to their summer hideaway at Livadia.


Not knowing what to do, Boris was rooted to the spot, watching in fascination as one of the doors opened and he saw two girls get out and descend onto the platform. One was tall, blonde haired and very beautiful, the other slightly shorter, with rich auburn hair. As he looked again, he realised she too was an exceptional beauty, with eyes like burning black stars. They were laughing and holding hands.


The taller one spotted him. Detaching herself from her companion, she walked over to him. Unable to believe his eyes, he felt a growing presence and energy moving towards him. It was like a very powerful jolt of electricity and it seemed to make his cells feel more alive. He instantly felt more alert. She was facing him now.


“Do you by any chance have a drink of water? My sister and I are thirsty.”


Bowing his head in respect and not knowing why, he said, “Of course, Your Highness, but surely you have plenty on board?”


“There was an accident higher up the line,” she said calmly. “Our water holder has cracked. We’ll have to wait to our destination to get a proper repair. Meanwhile, we thought we’d stop here and see if you would be kind enough to oblige us…”


“Boris Chernenko, ma’am.”


“Thank you for your kindness, Boris.”


She smiled at him. Her sister had joined her. They looked at each other and gave him a look which defied description, but he would remember it forever. He fell in love at that moment. A love from which he was never to recover.


Quickly, he got the two Grand Duchesses some water and organised the loading on board of all the water he had on the station in containers. When all was on board, he escorted them to the train and helped them on board. They graciously allowed him to take their hands.


“A safe journey, Your Highnesses.”


“Thank you, Boris,” said the tall one. “I think it will be.”


Slowly, and in a cloud of steam, the Imperial Train pulled away from the station. The two young women fixed Boris with their gaze. He continued to watch until the train was a speck in the distance and lost in the heat haze.


Then, he went to sit back in his office. Recovering his self-possession, he called ahead to the next stop and, without knowing what he was saying, warned them of the imminent arrival of the Imperial Train.


A week later, Boris Chernenko was ordered to take a leave of absence due to ill health. He discovered that the Imperial Train had last stopped at his halt in the summer of 1916 and had been broken up for scrap in 1934 on the orders of Stalin, who did not want any reminders of a decadent past.


He never forgot his experience of August 1982, or the gentleness of the young ladies. He became a secret convert to the Orthodox Church and eventually, following the fall of Communism, a priest. He was present in 2000 at the official ceremony when Nicholas and his family were declared saints. Every year on July 17th, he made a pilgrimage to Ekaterinburg and laid flowers at the cross which marked the place of their deaths. The card with the flowers was always the same. It read:




August 1982/July 1918. In memoriam. All my love forever. Please pray for my soul. Boris.













BOOK 1 
MEMORIES OF BEAUTY
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Eternity


A jumble of images. Putting on a pair of Pointe shoes. The feel of a woman’s breast through a lace dress. Blood and a sharp pain in my back. A pair of soft, warm lips touching mine. Squirrels in a cedar tree, playing. Music swirling through my mind. Choking sensations, not getting any air. Heat, blazing heat and the salt of the sea. Cool breezes on my naked body. A deep voice echoing through my soul, hypnotic and sweet. Horror and panic. The noise of an aeroplane engine, steam trains and boat rides. Magnificent eighteenth-century architecture rising from a lake. Love, deeper than the universe in the song of a robin at my elbow and the gaze of a pair of beloved eyes. The feeling of dancing, dancing, dancing. Suffocation. Entrapment. Arguments and useless pleading. Piano music, melancholy and beautiful and my fingers playing it. Irritation and hopelessness. Slow chanting in a dark cathedral. Cold, bone numbing cold. Shouts in my ear and a small dog squealing in fright. Pain, indescribable pain tearing my spirit to pieces and a loud scream of ecstasy turning to despair echoing down the tunnel of lost time. Loneliness deeper than futility. The icons looking at us with detached pity and compassion. Slowly waking on a bright summer morning. The face, of someone familiar and trusted, turning demonic, as in a nightmare. Bedtime stories and a loud explosion in my ear…blood in my mouth. Darkness. Music. My beloved’s voice healing my shattered soul. Floating in the light. Sleeping in the light which surrounds me ever more intensely with each passing second. The softness of her arms around me. I lie on her breast. Peace. Timeless wonder. The feel of the cool breezes again. Home. My beloved home. Melting and dissolving in incandescent beauty, my consciousness fades into an orgasm of blinding, overpowering light…










PART 1 
CHILD OF NATURE 
JULY 1899 - JULY 1913
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July 1899 – St Petersburg


Funeral corteges. Slow moving carriages. Horses in black. Papa and Mama looking sombre. Gloom, all pervasive, yet outside, birds are singing.


I see two squirrels playing halfway up a cedar tree. Time seems to slow to a standstill, until the universe contains only myself and these smallest of God’s creatures. I hear a voice in my mind, deep and resonant, as real as any speaking voice. There is no difference between the two.


“Why so sad, Princess?”


“My Uncle George is dead.”


“Who told you?”


“Mama and Papa.”


“Don’t believe them. Death is a trick of the light, from which we all come, and to which we all return. It is only love that is truly real.”


“How do you know?”


“I just do. Everything does. So do you. Look not with the eyes of the mind. They see nothing and believe it is everything there is. Look with your heart, Princess, and you will see.”


As if my eyes had been opened, I saw a light in his heart, then in the hearts of the birds on the grass and the people lining the route. The light illuminated their forms, making them radiant to the naked eye. Some lights were brighter than others.


“Different shapes in the same light that penetrates everywhere.”


Standing in front of the tree where the squirrel had been, I saw Uncle George. Next to him stood a figure in a black cloak with penetrating eyes whom I did not know, yet who seemed strangely familiar. They smiled warmly. I smiled back.


Suddenly, the sunlight burst through the morning clouds and my uncle and the stranger vanished. I began laughing uncontrollably.


“Shut that child up!” exclaimed Grandmamma. “Don’t you know this is a funeral, an occasion for solemnity?”


“Uncle George…” I said in my childish falsetto, pointing back to the tree the cortege had just passed.


“Nonsense, child,” said Grandmamma, “your Uncle George is not a tree.” Turning to my mother, she said, “The child will claim she hears voices and talks to animals when she gets older I daresay. That stupidity runs in your family line.”


She gave Mama a sour look and turned away. I still kept laughing. Papa looked at the tree, then at me and gave me a half smile. I have always wondered if he knew. In the distance, the Imperial guns were booming darkly in salute.


26th January 1903 – St Petersburg


Schubert Piano Fantasy in F minor D940.


Soft, lilting lines of limpid green nature, lines of water flowing through a hazy summer greenwood. Trees softly blowing in warm breezes which touch my nose and promise heaven to my soul’s heart. Lying in Olga’s arms, as we listen to Mama and Mr Rachmaninov playing the piano. Schubert, I think. Black, dazzling darkness, so impressive a trait of young Sergey’s soul, he and Mama are playing as one spirit. Between my half-opened eyes I can see a light hovering above their heads, situated between them like a glowing street lamp. The atmosphere in the room is warm, cosy and velvety in the gathering darkness of the orange-sunset candle flames. Papa smokes his pipe, thoughtfully puffing. Long time ago and far away, they seem to be saying. I feel a suggestion of – “home” says Olga, stirring sleepily. Odd sensation, having one’s innermost thoughts verbalised. Maybe these are Schubert’s thoughts in music. Yet more than this, suggests the glowing light above the players’ heads. We all seem part of something greater. This moment. Movement, flowing yet eternal, static and as beautifully proportioned as the statue of Venus I saw yesterday. In the notes, I hear the Goddess speaking. Languages of pictures and light. Before time somehow. Here, yet not. If only I could hold us here forever. Unable to grasp fully, like a searched-for word that will not come fully into my conscious mind, I doze, overwhelmed by Olga’s warmth and the feeling of love in the room saturating my being in the joyous, incandescent light of a faraway sun.


11th February 1904 - 2.35am – St Petersburg


Dreaming …dreaming …walking through the corridors of an unfamiliar palace …the walls are similar to ours here at home, but there is something strange, something “other” about these walls. I’m getting a feeling from my surroundings …it’s distant…definitely not a feeling of home. I’m alone and the corridors are lit only by single candles …so the light is very dim. In the distance, a record is playing …it is a song I do not recognise…I pick up odd words …Yankee doodle? Sweetheart …dandy …they repeat over and over again …the distant feeling is getting stronger…the pit of my stomach hurts …the pain is getting worse …the sound of the record repeats louder and louder …over and over. I drift into a room to my right, nausea almost overwhelming …at the far end of the room I see a woman standing in front of a mirror, her back to me, admiring herself. I feel as if I’m going to black out from the pain …she turns towards me, sees me and bursts out laughing. The laugh hurts my ears, my head, my whole body …is on fire…I’m burning in the very pits of Hell or worse. Suddenly she flies towards me; the colours of the woman’s dress and room blend like some evil firework. I’m pinned to the floor with fright…Much more of this and I will surely explode. She is standing over me laughing …laughing …but the face is that of a man …grotesque, in make-up, all smeared with tears of laughter …hysterical, evil…so evil …the hands, covered in blood and smelling of cheap perfume come towards my throat as if in slow motion…I begin to strangle …the overpowering stench of blood is in my nostrils …my head swims with nausea …as I’m about to black out, I wake up screaming …screaming…


Softly, in the deep darkness of night, I feel loving arms enfold me. I smell Olga’s familiar smell. She wraps me in her arms …strokes my hair and face …my cries slow to a whimper …I fall into my sister’s loving embrace. I am safe here …nothing can harm me now …I am home …forever …I sleep and do not dream…


12th August 1904 – Peterhof


We have a little brother at last! He will be called Alexander after his grandfather and great grandfather. When he is Tsar, he will be Alexander IV. Mama is tired, but overjoyed. We all went in to see him. He has such an angelic little face, and is so good and quiet. I’m sure we all cried a lot more when we were born. Forty-gun salute fired in St Petersburg. Sunny until 10.30pm.


25th September 1904 – Tsarskoe Selo


Mama wouldn’t let us play with Alexei this morning. The doctors were here all day. Spent the whole time with the nanny. Didn’t even see Papa. Olga tried to find out what was happening, but stopped short of Mama’s room when she heard raised voices.


28th September 1904 – Tsarskoe Selo


Mama and Papa away all day in St Petersburg. Alexei is with them. The nanny tried to keep us amused, but we were all feeling sad and afraid. Something is wrong.


2nd October 1904 – Tsarskoe Selo


Morning riding lesson with Olga and ballet practice. Saw Mama at breakfast. She had been crying. No sign of Alexei. Lessons and bed early. Boring day.


6th October 1904 – Tsarskoe Selo


Tea with Mama and Papa at last. And Alexei was there in his cot. We all rushed over to see him. Mama warned us not to touch him, rather sharply I thought. Then Papa explained that the doctors say he has a disease of his blood. He cuts and bruises easily and must be protected from knocks and bangs. We are to be careful around him and not touch him too roughly. We will all pray for a miracle. I’m sure God will make him well. After all, he is just a child. The disease cannot be his fault.


29th December 1904 – Tsarskoe Selo


First skating lesson. Fell over three times. Bruised my behind. Olga laughed and laughed and skated away, showing off her skills. She is like a ballerina on ice. So beautiful! I wish I had her grace. Threw snowballs at her afterwards and escaped into the park laughing when she threw back.


Sat under a tree. A robin came and sang to me on a nearby branch. Magic!


22nd January 1905 –4pm


Saw Papa arguing with Uncle Serge. Aunt Ella was here taking tea with us. We were all bored. Olga had a headache. Uncle Serge frightens me. His eyes are so cold. Papa was shouting at him about something. All I heard was:


“God in Heaven, Serge, all those people. They will think the order was from me! How could you? Without asking me!”


Then they went through a door into another room and I couldn’t hear them any more. Olga followed discreetly. She said Papa was shouting at Uncle Serge about something that happened in St Petersburg this morning. It was obviously awful, but she can’t make out what it was; only that Papa was furious with Uncle Serge about it, as if it was his fault.


23rd January 1905 – St Petersburg


Uncle Serge gave an order to shoot a large number of people who were coming to see Papa in Palace Square. Papa hadn’t been asked. Now there is apparently a revolution on, so Olga says. People are not going to work, and Papa is being blamed, even though Uncle Serge gave the order. If only people knew how gentle and kind Papa is. They would all love him. He is in despair. A large amount of money has been given to relief for the families and children of the dead and Papa has ordered mass to be said for them in our chapel until further notice.


25th January 1905 – Tsarskoe Selo


Olga fell off her horse this morning. She asked it to jump a fence and it refused and threw her over its head. She is still unconscious. The doctors have been called. I am sitting with her. Strange. A minute ago, I felt her standing next to me. I saw her in the corner of my eye, standing behind me and to the right, but when I turned to look, she had gone. How can she be standing behind me, but also be in the bed?


I slept. Dreamed Olga and I were sitting by a lake with pine trees stretching up to the horizon. Glorious sunshine. Very warm. When I woke, I was lying with my head on Olga’s bed. She was stroking my hair, and was awake! I shouted for Mama and the others. General rejoicing.


17th February 1905 – St Petersburg


Uncle Serge is dead. Blown up in his carriage this morning. We all felt the force of the explosion, as it shook the windows of the Winter Palace. Mama is very distressed. Her sister, Aunt Ella, is a widow. I can’t say I’m sorry. Uncle Serge was horrible.


17th February 1905 –11.30pm


Woke up screaming. Dreamed of Uncle Serge. He was a body without a head. Coming towards me, arms outstretched. I was forced into a corner. Couldn’t escape. Suddenly saw a vision of his disembodied head. It was covered in blood. He was screaming uncontrollably. Then I woke up, screaming too. Couldn’t sleep all night.


20th February 1905 – Tsarskoe Selo


Dreamed of Uncle Serge again. As he came towards me, I began to pray for help. Out of nowhere, a tall, kindly, fair-haired man in a military uniform came and protected me. Lifted me in his arms, and carried me from the room, locking it behind us, leaving the spectre raving impotently. We seemed surrounded by an aura of light which protected us from harm.


“There you are, little one. You’re safe now.”


There was such warmth in him. He looked so familiar. I’m sure I’ve seen him before, but can’t think where. We walked out into a beautiful garden, full of summer scent and flowers.


“Think of me, if you need me and I will come.”


He walked away into the distance. As he faded from sight, I saw another tall, older man in a monk’s robe come to meet him and they vanished into the sunlight together. Woke, feeling warm and protected. Who is he? Who was the monk?


31st October 1905 – Tsarskoe Selo


Hide and seek in the park with Olga, Marie and Anastasia. Running round a tree to get out of sight, I fall over a man in long black robes who is sitting under it…He catches me, and smiles.


“There, my child, who are you running from?”


I must have looked shocked. A memory hit me. I had seen him before, at the funeral of Uncle George. He was standing by the tree with Uncle George as the guns were firing. The smile in his eyes seemed to confirm this. It penetrated my soul.


“Who are you? What are you doing in our park?”


“Mama summoned me to tend to the little one. The Holy Mother told me it would be so.”


“Alexei is sick.”


“But not forever. Doctors do not know everything. They have never succeeded in finding a human soul, and they never will.”


He smiled. I felt safe with him.


“Do not worry about your brother. His sickness comes from within himself. Mama is not to blame, neither is Papa. His healing will also come from within, when he remembers his connection to the sea, the wind, the sky and his motherland. He is sad. He needs to remember his joy in life. When he does, he will be well. The earth will help him remember. Now go. Your sisters have nearly discovered your hiding place.”


“But you haven’t told me your name.”


“Grigory Rasputin.”


I got up to go.


“Goodbye, sir.” I curtsied.


“You may call me Father Grigory.”


“Goodbye, Father Grigory.”


We smiled at each other. I ran back to my sisters for our game. As I turned back to look for my new friend, I discovered he had gone.


24th September 1906 – Alexander Palace


Pipe smoke…Coming to, slowly, I notice Papa seated at his desk. He must have come in while I was sleeping. He smiles at me, that warm, secret smile that I love so much…He knows so much that he tells no-one…I close my eyes and listen to him shuffle his papers quietly, going through the business of the day…Surely nothing can disturb this feeling of utter and complete tranquillity…Silence…beyond thought…


10th June 1907 – Tsarskoe Selo


Birthday cakes! Pancakes! And a little puppy. He’s a tiny French Bulldog. I shall call him Ortino (can’t think why – the name just popped into my head). Sleeping in the evening sunlight, full of birthday tea. Woke up in bed late. Ortino curled up next to me. Heaven must be like this…


24th June 1907 – Royal Yacht Polar Star


Going to England, to take part in a race, apparently, and to see Great Aunt Alex and Great Uncle Bertie (Edward VII – Author). Papa is very excited to see his cousin, Prince George and his wife, May. North Sea making me feel sea-sick. Olga is taking it much better.


Running about on deck, playing hide and seek. Olga buried in a book most of the time.


30th June 1907 – Royal Yacht Polar Star


Arrival in England at last. Staying at what Mama calls The Barn (Buckingham Palace). Horrible place. Reminds me of the Winter Palace back home, but not anything like as big. Draughty. Cold. Unfeeling. The English are terrible. Great Uncle Bertie is fat and awful and his beard smells of old tobacco. Great Aunt Alex is scary. She sleeps a lot and when she wakes up seems to spend most of her time shouting at us, even when we’re only two feet away.


Papa was overjoyed to see Prince George, his cousin. I’ve not seen him laugh so much before. Mama seemed very pleased to be back in England.


Spent some time with Prince George and his sons Bertie and David. Olga likes David, I think. I don’t. He’s cold and empty, just like his grandfather. Bertie is nice, but he stammers a lot. David makes fun of him, which frustrates him and sends him into rages.


Met Prince John too. He is the nicest of all of them. Quiet though. Likes birds and plants. Mama says he is ill, so we don’t see as much of him as I would have liked.


1st July 1907 – Cowes, Isle of Wight


Yacht racing. Great Uncle Bertie is on the Polar Star with us. He sleeps a lot. So does Great Aunt Alex. She woke up and started shouting again, which scared poor Ortino. Olga laughed her head off.


2nd July 1907 – Royal Yacht Polar Star – off Cowes


Papa was made an Admiral of the British Fleet by Great Uncle Bertie this morning. He looks good, if a little weird in his new uniform. He seems proud. Our yacht won the big race. So Britannia does not rule the waves after all.


3rd July 1907 – Royal Yacht Polar Star


Spent the day with another of our royal cousins. Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany. It was a boring day. The Kaiser is very stiff. And his jokes aren’t funny. At all! In the evening, when he had gone back to his own yacht, Papa treated us to his impersonation of him. It was so funny we all laughed until we were sick.


14th July 1907 – Peterhof


It’s so good to be home. England was boring. I would hate to have to live there with Great Uncle Bertie and Prince George. Everyone is so unfriendly. Ortino was having trouble eating. But now he’s home, he’s eating again. In England, David’s stupid cat menaced him. Horrible cat, horrible boy.


11th August 1908 – Tsarskoe Selo


Picked the wrong mushrooms today while out walking. Was violently sick and saw people in my room who could not possibly have been there. It wasn’t scary. Just weird. At one point saw Olga, who came to talk to me about Ortino snoring at night. It is bothering her and she wants me to see if I can’t keep him more quiet. Later, questioned Olga, who denied ever having come into my room in the middle of the afternoon. Marie confirmed at that time they were both out in the park, riding. I think they are playing tricks on me. I wasn’t amused.


12th August 1908 – Tsarskoe Selo


Afternoon. Came upstairs to get away from the heat outside and the noise of Alexei practising his mock parades with his friends. Sat at my dressing table when Olga walked in and complained about Ortino’s snoring. It was exactly the same conversation as the one yesterday when I was in bed. To the word! Olga asked me what was wrong.


“I love Ortino, you know,” she said, stroking my hair. “I just need him to be a little quieter at night. She paused. I must have had an odd look on my face. “What’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


Perhaps I had. The Ghost of Things to Come.


28th October 1908 – Tsarskoe Selo


Walked past Papa’s study this morning. Poked my head in to say good morning and quickly thought better of it. Leaning over the rail at the top of the stairs, I could see that he was reading a letter and muttering to himself. All I heard was, “Unbelievable arrogance. Bloody man thinks he’s master of the Universe.”


I wonder who he was talking about? He was in a sour mood all day. He didn’t read poetry to us after tea, like he usually does, but went back to his study again. I think he works too hard.


15th November 1908 – Tsarskoe Selo


Olga is thirteen today. In celebration, we all (except Anastasia who is soon to have her foot corrected) choreographed a small ballet to music, about the Muses. Alexei was made to sit and look grand as a Young Apollo. Olga, being the only one of us old enough yet to do Pointe work, was his chief Muse, Terpsichore, Muse of Dance. The three of us knelt at his feet at the end and kissed his hands. His look was positively angelic. Olga was given another pearl for the necklace she will wear when she comes of age. Mama embraced her after the performance and for once, I think they understood each other. Papa smiled indulgently. He had presented her earlier with a new dress, designed in Paris. It contains an eagle motif in the beadwork at the front. A single, not a double-headed, eagle. Olga is already very fond of it. The eagle is her favourite symbol. She tells me she loves its grace and power, and its ruthless defence of all that it loves, even into death. As she speaks, her air becomes almost beatific. I embrace her, and, for a moment, we are a universe away. In my mind, I see her dancing, dancing forever in translucent, pure light.


6th January 1909 – Tsarskoe Selo


Orthodox Christmas. To church in the falling snow. As the snowflakes fall around us, we all try to catch these falling stars on our outstretched tongues. The effect of the softness on us is magical. Even more so when we enter our chapel surrounded by the smell and sound and sights of the Divine Liturgy. Truly Heaven has come to Earth. The singing echoes in my mind for days afterward. We must make Earth like this. The joy is indescribable.


Diary Footnote –1924


I still feel the joy of this service today. My belief has dimmed, but I remember, and my broken heart still sings a long lost melody that vanishes into silence.


30th May 1909 – Royal Yacht Polar Star


Dear Diary…if I hear one more stupid Prussian military march, I think I am going to be sick! Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany (Cousin Willy) has “graced” us with his “Imperial” presence. Patronised us all with his pompous, strutting stupidity more like. He thinks he is the head of this family and wasted no time marshalling us all…for the entire day!


Everything had to accord with his wishes. The other yachts had to manoeuvre according to the wishes of his Flag Admiral. Everyone accorded with his stupid punctual schedule.


Example:


8.00am: Rise from bed.


8.01am: Wash face.


8.02am: Brush teeth.


8.03am: Get servant to dress you.


8.14am: Have servant shot and thrown overboard for giving you the wrong buttonhole (Thursdays instead of Fridays).


8.15am: Fart loudly, comb your handlebar moustache, try on the crown of state and prance about in front of the mirror in your state room looking like a prize idiot. Meanwhile everyone on deck, including the Tsar of Russia, are trying on their best false smiles, trying not to let you know they all see straight through the whole idiotic, useless façade!


Dear Diary…do you think I found it all just slightly frustrating? No? Just my imagination then…


Diary Footnote


Oh yes. One more thing. If you ever see our photograph album for this “visit”, look at two photographs. First, Papa and Cousin Willy, stood together on the deck of The Hohenzollern. Look at Cousin Willy, notice his expression, then look at Papa. The Kaiser has absolutely no idea how nauseating Papa found him and his whole entourage. Second photo. Cousin Willy, Mama, Anya and all the girls with their dolls. Oh what fun we are having! All to order!


“Achtung!”


Short pause in diary entry while author goes to the nearest toilet to be violently sick…


12th June 1910 – Royal Yacht Polar Star


My thirteenth birthday passed two days ago. What a wonderful way to spend my special day. We had a party with cakes and chocolate (not in that order) and dancing afterwards on the covered deck. Papa had hired an orchestra for me especially for the occasion. The weather was wonderful. There was no wind, even here in the Baltic, and the sun shone until 11pm! Olga and I stood together staring at the distant shore in the multi-coloured light of the sunset, marvelling in another of Nature’s wonders. I wonder how much beauty there is to see in the world. Such sights make my heart soar with sheer happiness. The sunset was incredible – an unearthly green light filled the sky and we were treated to a shower of shooting stars. Papa stood with us looking over the rail. I know he was as transported as we were. Went below to the sound of our sailors singing an impromptu Kontakion. A Holy end to an enchanted evening.


14th June 1910 – Tsarskoe Selo


I’ve not told anyone, but I do see real nature spirits sometimes. Papa says they don’t exist, but last time he said that, Father Grigory gave me a special smile. We were standing in a clearing in the park at Peterhof and I said I could feel them. After Father Grigory’s smile, a small light flashed just over his left shoulder. I laughed. Alexei asked me what I was laughing at and when I pointed to the light, which was now in the tree, he instantly recognised it without my prompting. Papa, feeling very outnumbered went back indoors, muttering something about Nature Madness.


When we were alone, we sat together on the ground and Father Grigory told us stories about the Elementals, how they are Mother Nature’s way of protecting the Earth from harm. He said that you should always respect them by keeping the wild wood intact and he told us how the people in his native Siberia manage the forests and the animals by working in harmony with them.


“Honour these Spirits and God will be very happy with you.”


He also told us how the various species of animal protect and care for the Earth and that it is all right to eat meat, but only if the animal has made a willing sacrifice of itself.


“Hunting and animal slaughter is abhorrent to God.”


“But Papa hunts,” said Alexei.


“Yes, but he is an adult and set in his ways, little Prince. It is for the children to enlighten and give grace back to the Earth.”


“Why is hunting and animal slaughter abhorrent to God?” I asked.


“Because you are taking the life of a being without asking its permission or gaining its consent. All creatures have free will. This is the Primary Rule of the Universe. Not even God can interfere with the course a being freely sets itself, although He can guide.”


“How?”


“With inspiration and prophecy.”


“But,” I said, “I thought prophecy was unalterable.”


“Only if the people involved do not change their minds about an event before it happens.”


There was silence while we marvelled at the tranquillity in this small forest grove. We were so close to home, yet felt so far away.


He gestured to us and we followed him back towards the palace.


18th July 1910 – Royal Yacht Standart


Our summer cruise is a perfect time for me to reflect on our visits with Father Grigory. In these periods away, when we don’t see him, I’ve taken to compiling a small book of what I call “Nature Notes”, copying down all the letters he’s sent us and the sayings and ideas I can remember from our times together. It helps me to discover more of my “faith”. Having brought my book on deck to read, I had wandered over to the side of the yacht and, staring tranquilly over the rail, I remembered our recent encounter and found myself wondering if everything in Nature had a guardian spirit. At that moment there was a loud crash and a sailor hit the deck behind me. He had been felled, I discovered, by a cunningly-placed banana skin. Yet another of Anastasia’s practical jokes. Olga ran up behind him, helping him to his feet. The look in his eye was marvellous. And when he looked at me, I saw him blush. I was right. He was in love with my sister. Pausing for a moment to take in this delicious notion, and wondering if I should tease Olga about it later, I mused about the consequences of having spotted the offending article before the man fell and removing it, thus spoiling the joke.


“And changing the prophecy of the sailor’s downfall, I suppose,” said Olga sarcastically.


“Don’t you start. Removing the banana skin would have made me his guardian spirit. Look, I know you are more accepting of fate than I am. But I like to think we can control our destinies and change our fate. Father Grigory was suggesting that, don’t you think?”


“Yes, but he also submitted to the will of God. We all have to be submissive to a higher power sometimes.”


“You can be if you want, but I’m going to control everything, even God.”


Olga gave me a look and slapped my behind.


“Ow! Sorry, that was naughty, but you know what I mean. I just want everyone to be happy.”


There was a long pause. She looked deeply into my eyes. Her next words spoke for us both. “I know. I sense it too. Clouds on the horizon.”


“But do they contain rain or snowflakes?”


“I prefer the snowflakes.”


“So do I. Remember the snow mountain in the park last year?”


“And the toboggan rides.”


Hushed together.


“Don’t tell mama about Alexei.”


“I know. We let him ride headfirst down the hill. I’ve never heard him whooping so loud.”


We both laughed. Father Grigory’s healings really did seem to be changing the apparently unalterable facts in our brother’s future. It was he who was Alexei’s guardian angel. Olga squeezed my hand and kissed me. At that moment, Nature really did seem to be looking after all of us, even the lovesick sailor. He had resumed his watch and was trying to look nonchalant, in spite of the fact that I could feel his seething emotions from the opposite side of the yacht. Olga, unaware of his amorous desires, continued to stare into the far distance, looking, as usual, at something far beyond all our comprehension.


7th May 1911 – Tsarskoe Selo


A balmy day. Breezes from the southwest reminding me of our summer holidays in the Crimea. I stroll in the park alone for once, free from Mama and Papa and the noise that is always in my head. Here among the trees, flowers and birds, I hear a whisper so faint it is almost inaudible. My own voice talking to me in the deep silence of Nature. I swear I can almost see Anastasia’s fairy-folk out here, little lights dancing in the gloom of the coppices and groves.


“So, Highness, would you like to learn how to talk to the Earth?”


“Father Grigory! You startled me. I didn’t know you were coming today.”


“Mama, she sent for me. I have come early so I can be with the animals in the park. They know more about what goes on than you think. They sense that you love them. You have always wondered why you, of all your sisters, could get close, when they could not? That faun you touched, he remembers you and sends his love.”


For the second time in only a moment or two I was startled. When I had got close to the faun, it was in Poland, at Papa’s hunting lodge. He had come close one summer evening, curious about us and not yet knowing enough of us to be afraid. While Papa and the rest of the family were engaged in conversation, I ventured out onto the lawn where he was grazing, looking up at the house occasionally. It was twilight. The sun had set behind the mountains and the back of the lodge and lawn were illuminated only by large torches. I approached him slowly and quietly. His overwhelming stillness was compelling. I stood, transfixed by this trivial yet beautiful sight. As I reached his side, I paused. Suddenly, all was quiet and I seemed a million miles away from the family lodge. The universe seemed to contain just the faun and me. In the silence, I felt rather than heard his thoughts. I had never experienced anything so beautiful. For only the second time in my life, time slowed to a standstill and we both became as living sculptures in a vast natural landscape, connected by the energy of our being. As I stood, almost as if in prayer, I felt the animal reach out towards me and, for a second, my thoughts merged with his and I understood what it was like to be him. Suddenly it was as if the whole consciousness of faun had invaded my brain. But, instead of being overwhelmed as I usually was by my human family and friends, I was welcomed in. In a gesture of love, I reached out and stroked his head. He paused in his grazing and looked at me, I now realised, with the eyes of his whole species and I understood in a flash.


“What you do to the smallest of My creatures, you do also to Me.”


I began to cry. Not just for the pain of the deer as men hunt and kill them for needless sport, but for the ignorance of Man, who does not realise that in hurting the Earth, he hurts only himself. I also realised in that moment that the plants, animals and fish were just different expressions of the whole consciousness of Nature, or, as a friend had told me eleven years earlier,


“Different shapes in the same Light that penetrates everywhere.”


A noise from inside the lodge startled the faun and broke the moment. He ran away. I had never told anyone of the experience, not even Olga.


“How do you know about that?” I asked Father Grigory.


“The Holy Mother. She told me,” he said, enigmatically. I did not know whether by Holy Mother he referred to the Virgin Mary, or something else, more heretical in nature.


6th July 1911 – Livadia


A day of rejoicing. The new palace Papa has had built here in the Crimea is a replacement for the old one, which, attractive though it was in some respects, was oppressive and holds dark memories for my parents. It was here in the summer of 1894 that Grandpapa, Alexander III, died. Papa suddenly had the weight of the world on his shoulders. He has told me about those awful days, and how he will never forget the smell of death that hung over the palace after his father died. That smell, and the feel of decay that went with it, have stayed with him. It is quite understandable that he should want to demolish and rebuild. Now there is a new palace, made of white marble, done in a Mediterranean style. It is so full of light. Everywhere. How better to banish the old darkness and ill feeling and to overwhelm it in the light of life. We all feel so happy here. We all have our own rooms. Two by two for the girls, and Alexei has a room to himself.


However, even though it has the feel of being on holiday, we still cannot escape our lessons. This morning, French with M. Gilliard. Marie took a picture of Olga and I sitting out on the terrace with him. He’s trying to keep a calm look on his face, even though we are precariously perched on the terrace railing. Nothing disturbs his air of calm nonchalance. I wonder if all Swiss are as undemonstrative as he is. Trouble is, he can’t hide from me. I’ve seen the look in his eye when he’s teaching us. I know he finds Olga and me pretty, and that he likes us. That gives me a warm feeling, and I feel very secure with him. I know Olga feels the same. We are always delighted with his lessons and things go smoothly, and as serenely as the feel of the Crimean sunshine.


Afternoon trek to the coastline. Swimming in the sea. Tea with Aunt Olga, Papa’s favourite sister.


Grandmama is coming here next week. Uughhhh!


14th September 1911 – Kiev


What began as a night out at the opera turned into something chilling and frightening. Papa had decided to go and see a performance of Glinka’s Life for the Tsar. Now this is not my favourite opera at the best of times, but Kiev Opera House is very lavish and they always accommodate us with grace and good manners, so an evening out there is very comfortable, no matter how boring the music.


Papa’s Prime Minister, Pyotr Stolypin, was there too. He is a lovely man. I have met him several times over the last few years. As a politician, he is one of the very best, so Papa tells me. And certainly, the agricultural reforms he’s put through since 1908 have revolutionised things for the small landowners. It was quite a coincidence to find him here, and very pleasant too. The four of us talked during the first interval like old friends and he was very charming to Olga and me. I think I can see why his wife is so fond of him.


As the second interval began, something made me look over at Mr Stolypin, who was sitting in the front stalls. He glanced at me and smiled. I shall never forget it, for I have already wondered if he hadn’t been smiling at me, whether he would have seen the danger in time to avoid it. A young man was walking up to him, dressed like a normal student. Unfortunately, he was very far from ordinary, for he pulled a gun on Mr Stolypin, and fired into his chest from point blank range. I froze in terror. The man looked up at me and, for a second, I truly thought he would level the gun at me. If he had, I would have been a sitting target. There was silence for what seemed like an age, then a woman screamed. The scream broke the spell. Suddenly it seemed as if there were twenty policemen converging on the stalls, and the young man was wrestled to the ground and taken away. Mr Stolypin turned to us very slowly, gave the sign of the cross and slumped into his seat. Papa rushed to help him, but by the time he got there, he was already unconscious. Eventually, people arrived to take him to the hospital. The three of us went home; we just couldn’t stay after that. Papa was very subdued. Olga and I cried all the way home and for some time afterwards. I can’t tell you how I know, but that shooting has changed everything. I seem to recall the opening line of a poem from somewhere, I don’t know the original context, but it’s horribly appropriate:


“And suddenly it’s evening…”


15th September 1911 – Livadia


Everyone was quiet today, in spite of the glorious weather. Even the picnic on the sun terrace seemed to a strange degree devoid of light. Papa was absent too for most of the day, making frantic phone calls back and forth to St Petersburg about a temporary replacement for Mr Stolypin. Then he stayed in his study. He feels the shock of last night very deeply, as do Olga and I. We went riding in the afternoon to try and escape for a while, but it is impossible to escape from yourself. For my part I kept seeing Mr Stolypin smiling at me in slow motion as the man walked up to him with the gun. I feel so stupid. I should have shouted, thrown my programme, or my opera glasses, or anything. But no, I froze like a coward and did nothing. That sign of the cross he gave us will haunt me forever.


18th September 1911 - Livadia


Pyotr Stolypin, Prime Minister of Russia 1906-11, died early this morning without regaining consciousness. Evening has become twilight.


19th September 1911


Had a horrible stinking row with Mama today. She told me that Father Grigory had recommended a replacement for Mr Stolypin and that she would make Papa accept him. It wasn’t this that made me flare up; it was Mama’s assertion that Mr Stolypin was no good and deserved death for opposing Father Grigory.


“How dare you say anyone deserves death!” I shouted. “What about his wife and children, how will they live now? And all you can do is crow. I have never heard anything so unfeeling and heartless!”


I stormed out of her presence and avoided her for the rest of the day. I understand that she blames herself for Alexei’s illness, in spite of Father Grigory repeatedly telling her she is not at fault. It is this basic insecurity that leads her to trust him so, as a man of God. But sometimes I feel she takes it to lengths that even he would find too much, and it blinds her to any feeling for other people. Papa tolerates it because he loves her so much and although I’ve seen it before occasionally, I too have turned a blind eye. After all, she is my mother, and Tsarina, and I love her with all my heart. But that insufferable crowing over poor Mr Stolypin’s death and with no feeling for his wife and family pushed me beyond the limit of my patience. Papa by contrast has already caused a requiem to be sung, and is determined to make sure his dependents are cared for. For someone who did what he did for Russia, it is the least we can do. Mama can do what she likes to me for the insult, but I shall not retract it. This time, she went too far.


24th October 1911 – Tsarskoe Selo


Piano lesson with Mr Rachmaninov. Today, he allowed us to play for him on the grand piano in the main drawing room here at the Alexander Palace. Of all the instruments we have here, this one is by far the finest; an Erard made in Paris in 1873, the year our teacher was born. Its sound is like liquid black velvet, and, unlike our uprights, you need a very soft action, predominantly from the wrist, to play it well. So it is a great test for us both, and has never happened before in our years of tuition. I felt very nervous. I had presented my pieces to him before, but not on this instrument or in this large a space. Any mistake I made would be instantly audible. I didn’t want to make a fool of myself. His approval is hard won, and means a lot to me.


Entering, Olga was in the throes of one of her favourite works, Chopin’s Prelude No.15 in D flat. Mr Rachmaninov was sitting by the window, staring out into the park, his expression distant and unreadable. As the last chords evaporated, he turned to me, and gestured to me to sit and play him my pieces. I had chosen one of his own preludes, No.6 in G minor. I trembled at the thought when I chose it, but it was a sincere choice, and one of my favourite works. Beginning, I felt the military rhythms course through me, and imagined myself at one of our parades at Krasnoe Selo. But as the Romance began, my eyes closed, and I found myself lost in a world of nature, surrounded by lakes and forests stretching to the horizon. At the end, he remained staring out of the window, unmoving. Nervously, I began to play the other work I had prepared, a section of Bach’s Well Tempered Clavier. As I ended that too, there was silence, and I began to feel upset. Usually if he is this quiet, he is disturbed by our playing, and we will receive a lecture on each one of our faults, which he always knows with incredible precision. Apparently coming out of his own interior world, he walked over to the piano and asked to replace me at the stool. He then proceeded to play all four of the pieces we had prepared, but from his own memory. The performance was transcendent, stunning, and filled the room with sparkling light. Olga and I stood either side of him, marvelling at his utter mastery of form and expression. When he finished, he rose from the stool, and embraced us both.


“Our lessons are finished. You have no more to learn from me. Both of you are now masters of your own expression. Keep practising, and consult me, always for advice, but your techniques are now set and will naturally evolve on their own.”


I burst into tears. He embraced me again. “There, there, Tanya, did you think I would scold you? I asked you to play to me here because I felt that the time had come for you both to fly my nest, and I was right.”


He kissed Olga’s hand and then mine, and then we both sat for him and played for him the slow movement of his own Symphony No.2 in the four hand arrangement he had made especially for us. His look was intense, and I shall never forget the tears that fell from behind his closed eyes as we played his soaring endless melodies in the light of the October sun that morning.


29th December 1911 – Tsarskoe Selo


Christmas preparations are almost complete. There is a tree in every single one of our rooms, all decorated by us (with a little help from everyone else, including the servants, ADCs, and any other unsuspecting people we could rope in when they least expected it!). It is going to be a quiet holiday. Mama is only inviting Lilli and Anya to share table with us. Of course, Father Grigory is going to be there. Hopefully he will tell us another one of the special stories he only tells at Christmas. Last year, he told us again all about St Seraphim of Sarov. He is one of my favourite people, a true example to us all from God. I think all of us could benefit from some time in Nature. Only when I’m there do I feel truly at peace and that nothing can harm us, a sensation that is becoming increasingly rare these days. Olga has said too, that she feels a menace coming. It is distant, but the feeling is real. When I’ve mentioned it to Father Grigory, he gets a strange look in his eye. He then has an annoying habit of patting me on the cheek and saying, “There, there, my child, all will be well. Keep praying to the Holy Mother for protection and She will always guide us to safety.”


The contrast between the comforting statement and the look in his eye when he says it makes me think even he does not entirely believe his own counsel. This makes me feel more worried than ever.


6th January 1912 – Feodorovsky Cathedral


Christmas morning. Church with everyone. Snow, sunlight and the beauty of the sound of the bells always captivating the heart. Feeling happy inside as never before, my spirit soared during the service. The sound of the deep bass voices in the choir resonating through me like some giant tuning fork. My soul seemed in tune with God afterwards. Home for presents and Christmas lunch. Olga got an edition of Tolstoy’s poems. I got a new edition of Anna Karenina, signed by the great man himself just before he died. Marie got a beautiful edition of stories by N Taffy and Anastasia got a world atlas, which made her laugh, as Geography is her worst subject, which, as Papa pointed out, is half the point of the present. In addition, we all got the usual jewellery and dresses. We obliged Mama and Papa by dressing in these for the afternoon. Then Father Grigory came and told us stories of the Old Believers, many of whom he has met in Siberia. They tell of long-forgotten links between the Tsar and his people and God. This is a divine trinity that must not be broken, for its truth forms part of the story of the evolution of Mankind. The theory is quite esoteric, but the feeling is good and pure. We feel the truth of his words and later they seem to light us to bed like a candle being held before us by one of God’s angels.


30th May 1912 – The Kremlin


All the grand ceremonial of which the Orthodox Church is capable was lavished on the celebrations today of the centenary of Borodino. This was the great battle in which General Kutuzov defeated Napoleon. Or, should I say more properly, fought him to a standstill. My reading of the strategy and tactics suggests that neither side won this contest. What can be said of the battle is that casualties were appallingly high on both sides. What can also be said is that the stalemate, combined with the scorched earth policy and the subsequent abandonment of Moscow by the people resulted in Napoleon being smashed for good. Our ancestor, Alexander I, is rightly seen I think as the victor of that war. Without him, Europe would not have known the freedom it now has. Yes, the world has a lot to thank our family for.


The aura of the service reminded me of something else, though. Alexander is reputed not to have died in 1825, but to have retired to the countryside and become a holy man. He seems to me to have understood what true spirituality is. Power, as in being the Tsar, is not an end in itself, but simply a vehicle through which great things can be accomplished, that are both temporal and also reach beyond time and space. Alexander I appears to me to have achieved a divine balance between worldly power and divine introspection, and, if the legends about him are right, he is the first of us to have truly achieved grace through suffering. He is a model for all men. Today, in the cathedral, I am sure I felt his presence. But his feeling was oddly neutral. He seemed to be watching everything with compassionate detachment. What does he know? And how unalterable is the Will of God? Just like my ancestors’ fate, everything is shrouded in mystery and I left the service feeling disconcerted when I should have felt comfort and peace.


31st May 1912 – Moscow


That feeling of discomfort I alluded to yesterday after the service of thanksgiving was made worse by the visit Papa, Olga, Marie and I made to Aunt Ella’s Convent afterwards. Following Uncle Serge’s assassination she took the veil and founded her own order at the Martha and Mary Convent. I have never have liked her. She and Uncle Serge were alike, both extremely cold and unfeeling. I’m not surprised the terrorists killed him in 1905. His attitude to those not of his own class was shameful and he and Ella are little short of heartless. A shame, because she is physically one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen. The only one of us who can put up with these visits is Masha, whose placid goodness seems to make her immune to Aunt Ella’s coldness…I get bored easily and find her vacuous. Olga gets angry at her lack of feeling and complains of a headache whenever she comes to tea. If she didn’t excuse herself, now she is older, I know that she would eventually lose control and tell her what she thinks of her and her nuns in couture gowns. Spiritual? I think not.


5th June 1912 – Tsarskoe Selo


The dancing master banged his stick loudly on the polished floor. All I could think about was the sight and feel of the morning sun as it bounced off the floor and refracted through the dust particles swirling in the still air.


“Highness, you are not paying attention! Lift your leg higher and concentrate on turn out. Here, I will show you again.”


He marched up to me with that strange, waddling gait which always made me laugh. Ceccetti didn’t look much like a brilliant dancer, but in his youth he had been the toast of the French opera and now he was coach to Pavlova and Kcheshinska. His darting blue eyes never missed a fault and, although he barked loudly, he never chastised us. Behind the mask, he was genial and kindly. I could see why the dancers at the Maryinsky liked him. Gently, he took hold of my leg, turned my foot out to a perfect angle and raised it until the point of my toe was level with my shoulder.


Holding it for a moment in place, he said, “Let your physical memory absorb this. This is where and how your body should express itself in this movement and remember, without perfect technique, there cannot be perfect expression of the soul.”


Where had I heard that before, I wondered?


Behind him, Olga was pulling faces and mimicking his gestures. Another tutor would have caned her for less. Ceccetti wheeled round like lightning and caught her at it. There was a stunned silence.


Quietly he said, “Highness, they say that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery. Now, if you will please imitate your sister by repeating the movement I just demonstrated and then show me a perfect fifth position.”


Olga turned slowly and positioned herself at the barre. Elegantly she turned her foot out, pointed her toe and raised it effortlessly into position, level with her shoulder. Then having regained perfect poise, she rose up slowly onto pointe in fifth position and as the crowning touch raised her hand, which had been gently holding the barre until both hands touched at fingertip lightly over the crown of her head. I had never seen anything so beautiful. Regaining a resting position, I heard her exhale slowly. There was silence.


After a seeming eternity, Ceccetti spoke. “Bravo, Highness. You will make an adequate dancer in the corps de ballet. We meet at nine tomorrow morning.”


And with that he bowed deeply and left, waddling as before. I never cease to wonder at the paradoxes in the human form.


23rd July 1912 – Livadia


A really extraordinary and rare experience today. Olga has, from time to time, annoyed Mama with her manners. She can be very rude to people she doesn’t like. She once told a portrait painter, quite bluntly, that he was a silly man with a boil on his nose; this before unceremoniously walking out on him. Mama gave her a spanking for that herself and our tutors have been given permission to discipline us if we stray outside the manners that would be expected of a Royal Princess.


This morning I knew something was wrong. Olga does not like Geography at the best of times. But today, she slouched in her chair even more than usual. Madame asked her politely to sit up straight and pay attention. Olga ignored her. A little later, she repeated the request. Again, silence. The third time, Olga gave our tutor such a look of undisguised contempt that it would have withered a rose at a hundred paces. It reminded me of the aforementioned incident with the portrait painter. This time, however, her mood was nothing like as funny. It was her use of language that caused the problem. She uttered a swearword in colloquial Russian that I will not repeat here for fear the page will catch fire.


Madame gave Olga an icy look. “Young lady, you know very well what your Mama and Papa think of that kind of peasant language. If you will not be polite and gentle as a well brought-up young woman should be, you will be made into one by force. You know what I need.”


I caught my breath. I hadn’t seen anything like this before, although the threat had always existed. Olga rose elegantly from her seat and walked past me to the back corner of the room. As she passed me in the other direction, I saw that she was carrying the long, thin cane that always rested in the same place and that we always saw when we entered the schoolroom, tacit and ancient symbol of the tutor’s authority over us. Olga reached the tutor’s desk.


“Assume the position, if you please.”


Olga bent herself over the desk and reached her arms out to grasp the other side. When she was ready, our tutor put her hand in the small of Olga’s back. What was odd, was that I felt that it was done, not with malice, but with love.


There was a whistle sound, and then a loud crack as the instrument connected with Olga’s body. No sound else, other than the sound of the birds outside. The room felt extremely warm, almost stifling. A second whistle and a crack. Olga jerked forwards, her head came up, her neck bent, her eyes closed tight, as if she were concentrating hard. A third time. The air felt so stifling, I was finding it hard to breathe. Olga jerked again, this time emitting a small stifled moan through her parted lips. Madame’s hand almost seemed to stroke the small of Olga’s back, as if comforting her. On the fourth stroke Olga began to cry. A single tear rolled slowly down her cheek, a reluctant letting go of her inner agony. What was strange was that I could feel my sister’s pain coursing through my body too. But there was something else as well. A growing Inner Light. Small at first, but growing in intensity, I felt a whirl of emotions at the centre of which was an experience of excruciating pain all mixed up with love, sacrifice, redemption and physical passion. Was this how Christ felt when the Romans scourged him, I wondered. As the last stroke fell, I felt an indescribable feeling of yearning and ecstasy overwhelming me. Olga’s tears, streaming down her face, caressing her skin, were my own. It was as if my sister and I were drowning in light.


It was over. Olga raised herself, took the cane from the mistress’s proffered hand and kissed it. I have heard that our beloved martyrs and saints kiss the crosses they are to be killed on. The metaphor was small, but telling.
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