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past, present, and future
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			It is said that the elephant is a cousin to the clouds 
and has the ability to cause lightning.

			—South Asian folklore

		

	
		
			Prologue

			He sat on top of the same horse in the exact same spot they had been standing the day he saw her for the very first time. He knew he was in the right place by the sound of the creek nearby and the way the tree next to him was split in two by lightning in a big storm that had hit the area the week before they met. The red-and-white wild roses mixed in with dandelions and weeds covered the brush, overriding the smell of anything else, and over the years his feeling of aliveness depended upon the strength of that scent. It represented the memory of what he thought he was to her and who he thought they would become. It was the last time he felt really alive or would think of her that way.

			The day before she left, they had taken vows, which he had thought were sacred. They had sworn their undying love, and he had expected it would last a lifetime. She had worn garlands in her hair and kissed him sweetly after expressing what she thought he would want to hear. It was a dream for her, a young girl’s fantasy. However, in his mind’s eye he had proposed and she had said, Yes.

			When he had woken up the next morning, he had decided it was time for him to talk to her father and tell him their intentions. Yes, she was young, but he would wait. He knew he wasn’t of their class, but he could offer her a place of honor and respect in society and he would worship her and take care of her for the rest of his life.

			He tossed and turned that night and barely got a wink of sleep. An hour before sunrise, he put on his cavalry uniform, brushed his hair, and ran his hands over his cheeks as if to freshen them. He then looked at himself in his mirror with great approval, gathered his horse, and left.

			The sun was shining brightly. The brisk morning air helped him wake up as he practiced the words he wanted to say. When he arrived at the house her father had rented, he noticed much of the furniture was out on the front lawn where the help was beating and airing it. A strange feeling started to grow in his stomach as if a serpent had found its way inside and was slowly nibbling away at his passion and joy. Wanting to hold onto hope and promise, he dismounted his horse and walked through the front door that was swung open wide. A maid was standing close by. Not wanting to accept the implication that this most likely had, he asked, “Where has the family gone?”

			“They left early this morning to return home,” she said.

			Then the serpent swallowed his heart whole and that was the last he saw of it.

			He wrote letters. All came back unopened. Not wanting to face the truth, he returned to their meeting place every day, and each day he waited in anticipation, holding his breath, believing and desiring more than any man should that his love would be there. She and her father would find they had made a terrible mistake, and that the only man for her was him.

			His horse grew tired and bored of this ritual. He would pace, grunt, and snort as he was forced to stay with his master and appear to be as foolish as he.

			The young man heard rumors from time to time from the lady maids of the house where she had stayed. And each story he heard seemed to add fuel to the fire and feed the serpent inside.

			Wanting to stay close by in case she returned, the young man turned down positions that could have made him rich. Unlike him, she moved on with life and became a sensation. Granted, she was immediately sensational with or without him; he would never have waited for someone just ordinary. Nevertheless, over time he came to resent her finding happiness while he suffered and began to lose stature. It was whispered she was given gifts, sharing what she had learned from him, while he had been given not a thing. And all that he had thought and hoped would be his had gone to another man; even the son he had dreamed about who would so proudly carry his name.

			Anger started to fester and boil over where there had once been love, and one day when he returned to their special spot, he realized even he couldn’t bear his own foolishness any longer.

			His horse started to snort as he normally did. Then he began to pace. Before he knew it, his master had torn a switch from a tree, and in one sweeping move of his hand, he removed the leaves. He slapped the right rear of the horse with the twig. The horse started to gallop, but that wasn’t fast enough for the master. Not knowing where this would lead, the horse and the master continued until neither could take another step.

			Both were drenched in sweat and delirious, so much so it took him several minutes to hear the woman who was speaking to him and for him to see where he was.

			When he opened his eyes, it was as if he were in a dream. There was a small, colorful tent with a pig tied up outside and a woman with dark hair down to her waist with streaks of gray greeting him.

			“You have traveled a long, hard path to find me,” she said.

			“I didn’t know I was looking,” he replied, uncertain if he was truly awake.

			“Oh yes, you have been circling me for several years. I have been right in front of you, but you haven’t seen me. I know why you are here. The serpent has told me everything.”

			Just then, the young man dismounted his horse and went to the woman and collapsed in her arms. Laying his head on her lap, he broke out in tears.

			“There, my boy,” the woman said, for he was still a boy to her. “Do not worry, you will get what is due you, for together we will put a curse on this one who has taken so much and this curse will extend to her loved ones.”

			The man and his horse were barely coherent and in that moment would have agreed to just about anything to ease the pain.

			“Your curse will suffocate the serpent, but I have spoken to the serpent and he says he is full and is willing to die for you; however, only if you eat him after he is dead. He has asked to be made into a stew so that you can eat what he has taken from you. Now nod your head yes or no and we will make your decision so.”

			The young man and his horse were then fed the stew and they fell into a deep sleep. When they awoke, the woman was gone and the serpent’s skin was lying next to him. The young man knew he would never return. He would live with the curse he had made in his sorrow, get back on his horse, and start riding north.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Macon, Georgia, 1917

			I could hear our tigers, Midnight and Satin, being loaded onto the train as I pulled my old purple shawl tighter around my shoulders and stretched my hands out toward the fire. Lately, Vladimir and I had been staying up into the small hours most nights. We’d take folding chairs over to the fire outside our carriages and watch the glow of the embers, tell stories, and play cards. We’d say it was the creaking of the big top in the wind that kept us awake, but it wasn’t—it was our need to talk about our childhoods, our Russia, and remind ourselves that the memories we shared had once been our reality.

			“Your mother was a great dancer, Donatella,” Vladimir said that night when we’d turned over the last card and fallen silent. But then he frowned, as if he hadn’t said enough.

			“‘Every move you make tells a story,’ my mother would say. Then she would glide like a seagull through our front door to show me. All I ever wanted was to be her.” I stretched my arms and sighed.

			The circus had been in Macon the last few days and soon we’d be pulling out. Exhausted, I start to drift, as if I were floating on a raft through the evening sky. I take a deep breath and close my eyes. Memories surround me like fireflies and stars on a hot, moonless night. And through the sea of flickering lights I find myself seated on an overstuffed velvet chair in the parlor of my family’s home in St. Petersburg, on an avenue lined with elegant houses, just like ours.

			If I listen carefully, I can hear the clop, clop of steel on stone and the sound of squeaking wheels of late-night carriages going up and down our street. I can see the heavy gold-embroidered crimson curtain rise at the Mariinsky Theater, and feel the weight of my mother’s soft hand, squeezing mine. It’s spring and I’m wearing a silky dress dyed to match the rich violet-purple tulips blooming in our garden.

			The orchestra is playing like it’s dizzy, until each instrument finds its place and settles in. The theater is still, but not for long. The conductor walks out to a roar of applause, nods, and signals the musicians with a wave of his baton. Perfect notes surround me—Tchaikovsky’s The Queen of Spades. What an odd coincidence, I think now.

			“Take off my shoes; they’re too big for you,” my mother teased when we came home that night. The shoes she wore were sparkly, and I couldn’t resist trying them on. How I loved the way she tickled my belly until I giggled so hard I threw them on the floor. “You could trip and fall,” she said, laughing, “and then what kind of dancer would you be?”

			She took out the hammered silver box that held her prized abalone hairbrush. Its swirls of iridescent blue brought out the color of my eyes, she said. Unwrapping it lovingly from its silk coverlet, she stroked my long, dark, wavy hair, one, two, three, a hundred times. As a child, that’s how I learned to count.

			¯¯¯

			My name is Donatella Petrovskaya. I wasn’t always with the circus. Born in St. Petersburg, I was christened Donatalia, and I attended the Imperial Theatrical School. I even studied under the great Cecchetti and performed at the Winter Palace while Grand Duke Sergei Alexandrovich played the flute. But that was before he went into hiding.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Macon, Georgia, March 1917

			“Do you remember when you came to our house for New Year’s dinner?” Vladimir asked, pulling me out of my dreamlike state. He liked to reminisce. Of course, I did, too. It was that pivotal moment in time that connected me to him. “Even then,” Vladimir continued, “it was understood. You would become a dancer, a very good dancer, and I would walk in my father’s footsteps and take over the most famous Russian circus. It was so clear back then.”

			I took pleasure in his words. They almost woke me up. Vladimir’s family had owned the circus that was located near the Bolshoi and everyone in St. Petersburg wanted to be friends with them.

			“I was so young, and your family seemed so grand,” I said, thinking back. “After dinner, you showed me an album of circus pictures bound in a red leather cover. I was completely mesmerized. At the time, they seemed so exotic.”

			Vladimir was refilling his glass. My eyes wandered into the fire. Flames were leaping as were visions from the past. Vladimir had that effect on me. I was a young girl again, hearing the clink of glasses, my father’s laugh, and my mother’s sweet voice.

			St. Petersburg, January, 1897

			It was New Year’s Eve, in the old czarist calendar. We were going to celebrate with the Vronskys. I’d been beside myself with excitement for a week. My mother had known Anton Vronsky since the time when, as a young ballerina, she’d spent a summer dancing in his circus’s pantomime ballets—she told me how she’d paraded around the ring in a little cart pulled by four dogs. When he married, she became good friends with his wife, Lillya, a talented equestrian. Their son, Vladimir, was several years older than me. I didn’t know him well, but I idolized him.

			Papa had Alexi, our gardener and driver, hitch our Orlov Trotter, Chayka, to the sleigh and bring him around to the front of the house in the early afternoon. “We’ll go out on the Neva while there’s still light,” he said. In the winter, the sun hardly rose above St. Petersburg’s rooftops before it began to sink again. Already, the shadows were long and the snow on the street had taken on a violet tinge.

			My father spent a lot of time tending to business, so it was a treat to have him around for a whole afternoon. It felt like a real holiday!

			He lifted me up onto the carriage bench, and then handed my mother up beside me. Alexi, in the driver’s seat in front, clucked to Chayka, and he trotted out briskly, his ears pricked forward as if he too were enjoying this outing in the snow.

			St. Petersburg’s social season was in full swing, and the streets were crowded with elegant sleighs like ours and long, flat drays pulled by shaggy carthorses, stacked with cut blocks of river ice destined to keep the caviar cold at hundreds of New Year’s meals. We crossed the two canals before we finally reached the wide Neva. Trotters flashed past each other in front of the Winter Palace, pulling long, narrow sledges, their fur-hatted drivers perched on little coach boxes in front. Dashing young officers and the occasional adventurous young lady crouched forward on the narrow seat behind, lap rugs tucked around their legs.

			“They call those sleds ‘egotists,’” my father told us.

			My mother laughed. “It seems to fit.” She looked happy and very beautiful, her cheeks flushed in the cold, wrapped in her favorite flame-red cloak that matched the scarlet lipstick she always wore, a strand of dark hair blowing across her face.

			Chayka danced and snorted at the sound of hooves behind him. My father had to grip the reins tightly to hold him as a troika flew past. A sharply dressed young officer urging his horses on had his arm around the waist of a slim girl beside him, the harness bells jangling furiously, their steel shoes throwing up a cloud of ice chips as they took great leaps. “The young fools,” my father muttered under his breath, but I could tell he was more admiring than annoyed.

			At the side of the Neva, some men were stacking and carving ice: a little ice cottage and a swan whose glassy wings were spread as if to take flight.

			“Look at the skaters!” my mother said, leaning forward. Families glided sedately past, hands linked to form chains. A few young couples waltzed together as if on a ballroom floor, and a little apart from the rest, cutting graceful arcs into the smooth ice like a gull swooping over the sea, was a girl whose pale gray cape swirled around her like a cold flame. I turned back to watch her until she was only a faint blur in the blue twilight.

			The double front doors and high-ceilinged, tiled foyer of the Vronskys’ town house made me feel small. Everything seemed larger than life. The carved lion’s paws on the old oak dining table’s legs were gigantic and looked as if they were crouching, ready to spring. I couldn’t stop staring.

			The food—there was so much: bilinis and caviar, slices of radish, little plates of pickled herring, then came the rabbit and pheasant—but what I remembered most was the champagne glittering in the adults’ glasses. The bubbles looked like grains of sand basking in the sunlight, almost too pretty to drink.

			“To Nicholas and Alexandra, long may they rule!” They toasted.

			I anxiously counted the forks, spoons, and knives by my place—so many! The plates were decorated with a mesh of raised rose-pink lines and little flowers where they crossed. Vladimir’s mother, Lillya, smiled when she saw me run my fingers over the delicate glaze. “Those are made at the Imperial Porcelain Factory here in St. Petersburg,” she told me. “Empress Elizabeth once ate on plates very much like these.”

			Lillya was slender and tall, with red-gold curls and the grace of a natural athlete. She seemed younger and more carefree than her husband, a man whose family tradition was to walk the high wire. He was kind with a somewhat sardonic air and a dry sense of humor.

			My mother had told me stories of the Vronskys. “They are favorites of Empress Alexandra. Sometimes in the summer the empress invites Lillya to the Winter Palace, just to watch her white Lipizzaner stallion dance in the czarina’s private garden. Then they sit under big umbrellas with iced drinks and play cards.”

			The light from the chandelier overhead sparkled in my crystal glass, but the sparkle that captured me the most was the glint in Vladimir’s eyes when he smiled at me.

			Our parents gossiped about dancers, circus people, even the royal family. I hardly heard most of it. I was trying too hard to keep track of the bewildering number of forks and spoons. But when I heard my mother telling the Vronskys about the ice carvers we’d seen, I looked up.

			“A long tradition in our St. Petersburg, sculpting with ice on the Neva,” Anton Vronsky said, turning toward my mother. “Surely you’ve heard of the accidental empress and the ice palace on the Neva?”

			My father frowned a little—he never liked to hear the royal family criticized—but my mother ignored him, holding up her champagne glass and gazing at the little strings of bubbles rising in it instead.

			Lillya, her eyes gleaming, began. “It was a very hard winter—seventeen forty, wasn’t it? I suppose she wanted to distract her people from the cold. She certainly put on a grand show. Elephants and camels—”

			Vronsky guffawed. “You’re too sweet-minded, darling. It was a monstrous joke, plain and simple. She was angry with her Prince Michael for marrying an Italian Catholic. She’d already made him a jester, but that wasn’t enough. She had a taste for matchmaking, and she got the idea into her head to marry him to her own servant, a Kalmyk hunchback.”

			“Good thing attitudes have changed,” Lillya stated, her eyes flashing. “Your own mother is a Catholic Italian, isn’t she?”

			“Please tell me about the ice palace and the elephants!” I cried, forgetting my shyness, and Vronsky turned to me in some relief.

			“The wedding was set for February, which happened to be the tenth anniversary of Anna’s coronation. She had an architect supervise the construction—all made out of ice blocks, three stories tall, with ice statues decorating every room. Even the bed was carved of ice.

			“The bride and groom were carried all around the city in an iron cage on the back of an elephant, in a parade of farmyard beasts as well as exotic animals. When they got to the ice palace, a guard was posted to make sure they spent the whole night inside. There was a stove, but I don’t think it could have helped much. They both nearly died from the cold.”

			I shivered, thinking of that poor couple. Vladimir, sensing my distress, smiled at me and began talking about his favorite clown at the circus and the tricks they played on each other, and I soon forgot about everything else, basking in his attention.

			After dinner, our parents sat down to play cards.

			Vladimir and I sat on a small velvet settee in the corner and looked through an album of circus pictures. Then he showed me a small watercolor a patron had painted of his mother, dressed in a dark green riding costume and standing gracefully upright on her stallion’s snowy back. “He’s called Pluto Gaetana,” Vladimir said. “The czar bought him from Emperor Franz Joseph especially for my mother. She says Pluto Gaetana is horse royalty.”

			I knew Vladimir was showing off. Still, I wished the evening would never end and I wondered when I’d see him again.

			Outside the front door, Chayka was stamping his hooves on the snow, plumes of white streaming from his nose into the sharp night air. Some of the neighbors had stacked snowballs into pyramids in front of their houses, with candles flickering inside them. They gave the street an enchanted look.

			My father wrapped my mother and me up in an enormous bearskin to keep us warm. Secure in my mother’s arms, breathing in her soft fragrance, I tilted my head back to look up at the stars while she told me the names of the constellations and pointed out the planet Venus.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			St. Petersburg

			The day before my universe split in two, my mother decided we’d take the carriage to Nevsky Prospekt. It had been a lazy, golden morning. Like most within our social class, my mother hid her jewels, but every once in a while when she got bored, to my father’s great dismay, she would spread them all over her bed and rummage through them as though they were trinkets. At least, that’s how I remember those bright hours as a child. The brooches, rings, and bracelets, and the little cameos on chains looked so delicious I wanted to eat them, but she dressed me in a beautiful gown and draped me in her jewels instead. If someone had told me I was a member of the imperial family, just then, I would have believed them.

			There was one small, simple brooch the shape of a circle that had a little emerald in the middle. I told her it reminded me of the color of Vladimir’s mother’s eyes. “Funny,” she said. “Lillya gave this to me. The circle represents love eternal. I don’t think she’d mind if you had it. She said someone special gave it to her when she was a girl and it was best she pass it on. We’ll leave it here for now.” Then she scooped my necklace along with the rest of the jewels back into their wooden box and asked my father to have our carriage brought around.

			When she told Mme Strachkov, my rather harsh governess, that I’d be excused from French and piano for the day, Madame opened her mouth to protest. But after one look at my mother’s face, flushed with pleasure, she closed it again without a word. My mother had been pale and quiet for the last few days, quite unlike herself, and as gruff as Madame was, I could tell it worried her.

			“We’ll have tea, just like they do in England!” my mother said. “Then we can look at books at Schmitzdorf’s. And you can help me choose flowers for the house.”

			My mother loved flowers more than anything, other than dancing and music. We spent hours together in the little garden she’d set aside for herself behind the house. Alexi kept a bigger vegetable garden—I loved to help him pick early peas, though he complained that not too many I picked ever made it into the house—but my mother’s garden was only for beauty. She delighted in having the latest plants from all over Europe. Her English friend Winifred, whenever she went back to England, would bring seeds or cuttings for my mother: lupines, cottage pinks, shy violets, and the primroses. I was told a famous English gardener had bred them herself.

			But my mother also adored Dutch bulbs and was always begging my father to ask his European business contacts to bring them over. “‘Greuze,’ they’re called,” she told me as she cut the deep-violet tulips in the little garden behind the house. “They’re named after a French painter. Do you remember the painting we saw in the Hermitage—the one with the young girl in a lilac tunic? Well, when I saw the painting for the first time, I came home and ordered these bulbs from Holland immediately. Dutch tulips were the very latest thing then. When I saw them bloom, I knew you would have a dress of that color one day, too.”

			She laid the tulips in the wooden trug I held for her and then reached for some others with deepest purple streaks. “These are called ‘Gloria Nigrorum’—‘Black Glory.’ People thought they were ‘broken,’ because of the way the colors separate. It’s a weakness, really, a virus that makes the streaks, but at one time they were rare and valuable.” She laughed. “One rare tulip bulb was once worth nearly as much as a house. I read a story that a sailor ate a rare bulb thinking it was an onion—he could have sold it and fed the ship crew for a year.” She stroked the petals with a little frown. “Funny to think it was really just a disease. Anyway, now they’re only beautiful, but isn’t that enough?”

			In the house, she let me put the flowers in silver pitchers, dropping them in and letting them arrange themselves as they fell. I stroked the silky petals and buried my face in one to breathe in the faint scent. My mother laughed as she dusted the pollen off my nose. I cherished moments like this, when I had her to myself. She made me feel as if I were the only one in the world.

			But on that June day we needed more flowers than my mother’s little garden could ever hold. My father was a partner in a textile factory in St. Petersburg, the Petrovsky & Sutton Spinnery, and the next day he would be entertaining very important guests.

			“Of course, Archie and Winnie will be here,” my mother told me. Archie Sutton was my father’s partner, a short, rather chubby English gentleman who wore spectacles as round as he was; his wife Winifred, my mother’s best friend other than Lillya, was half his size with dirty blonde hair and always seemed to be somewhere else. Sometimes I played with their daughter Rosie, who was around my age. “There’ll be another couple—the Bradleys, I think they’re called. Imagine, they’ve come from right across the ocean! Your father hopes he can convince them to sell him their cotton exclusively.”

			My father, who’d just walked into the room, smiled at my mother. “I have high hopes for this meeting, it’s true. George Bradley’s said to grow the best cotton in Georgia. It will make our fabrics the envy of St. Petersburg. But no need to get worked up, Katya. I imagine this Bradley is a simple kind of man.”

			My mother leaned over toward me and spoke in a stage whisper, “Your father’s idea of entertaining is a game of cards and a bottle of vodka, but I hear that Georgia planters are very genteel. And there’s Mr. Bradley’s wife to consider. We have to show them we’re not all big, rough Russian bears like your papa.”

			My father laughed. “I don’t think they’ll mind if I’m a big Russian bear, my dear, as long as I’m a big Russian bear who will buy all their cotton. But you two go bring home all the flowers in Hertzner’s, if you think it will help, and get yourselves something sweet. Archie says there’s a new English confectionary just a few doors down—maybe you’ll see Winnie there.” Then he went off, whistling, to ask Alexi to harness Chayka and bring him round.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			I felt so elegant, riding through the streets to Nevsky Prospect with the roof on the barouche pushed back. It was unusually sunny. I wore a hat to shade my face; I remember that it itched when I put it on. But I wanted to please my mother, and I was happy to see her feeling better.

			We went to Schmitzdorf’s first. My mother found a copy of Chekhov’s new play, The Seagull, and some sheet music for piano from Swan Lake, and then she bought me a special collection of my favorite Russian fairy tales. We carried our presents to the tea shop next door where we sat at a little table. I turned over the pages of my new book, looking at the beautiful illustrations, wondering which story I would read first.

			“Just think, we’re drinking the exact same tea that Pavel, the proprietor, invented for the czar,” my mother told me. “It’s made with a fragrant citrus called bergamot and flower petals, and it came all the way from China on a caravan. These men take a very dangerous route by land and therefore tea of this quality is very scarce, so we must savor every sip.”

			The hot tea felt tickly going down my throat. Fascinated by the sensation, I didn’t notice anyone approaching until a shadow crossed the illustration I had turned to.

			My mother coughed to get my attention, as lightly as a butterfly flapping her wings. “Donatalia, let me introduce you to Mademoiselle Pavlova.”

			“Anna,” the girl said, holding out her hand. I couldn’t help gaping at her. Tall and thin, almost angular, her short dark hair held off her forehead with a deep red satin band, she seemed another breed from the neat, compact ballerinas I’d seen with my mother. This girl seemed so frail, yet I knew she was special.

			Anna chatted politely with us for a few minutes, then left—she had to go buy some thread to mend her toe shoes, she said.

			My mother watched her walk away. “Anna’s been attending the Imperial Theatrical School since she was ten. You’ll go there too. She’s the one you’ll study and watch.” There was such certainty in my mother’s voice. There was no maybe in her tone. Suddenly I saw my destiny laid out before me like a straight, clear, shining road.

			When our teacups were empty and our pastries had been reduced to crumbs, we walked to Hertzner & Co., the best flower shop in all of St. Petersburg. The shopkeeper knew our family, and he bowed to my mother and shouted to his assistants, who brought out the freshest, most beautiful bouquets—lupines, lilies, roses, snapdragons—too many to fit in our little carriage. The owner clapped his hands and shouted to a man at the back of the store. Soon a cart was brought around, pulled by a donkey, ready to carry flowers to our house.

			When we returned home, my mother and I filled the parlor and music room with blossoms of every hue. I lay on the floor, turning over the pages of my new book, and listening to my mother play a piece from Swan Lake.

			I could not have been happier. But I was still a child, too young to see what awaited me.

			¯¯¯

			I’d always loved it when my mother tucked me in at night. “Are you in bed yet?” she’d call from the upstairs hallway. Each night, when I said yes, she’d come in to say good night as a different character. I don’t think she even knew who or what she would be until she stepped through my door. One night she might lift her arms as if she were an animal standing on its hind legs. Or she’d open her mouth wide and blow as hard as she could. “I’m coming for you,” she’d say and snort through her nose. Then, somehow, she’d shape her body until she looked like a dragon, or a dog, or a horse.

			I’d hide under the covers, but I couldn’t resist peeking, just as she made one last giant leap and bent down to kiss me.

			“You were a dragon tonight,” I might say. “I liked the way you spit out fire.”

			I was beginning to get too old for this, but neither of us were ready to let go of our nightly ritual.

			“It’s cold outside,” she’d say. “I wanted to keep you warm. Now scoot on over.” Then we’d say our prayers together and she’d make up stories or read one to me. Safe in the soft cloud of the rose scent she wore, I’d close my eyes and fall asleep.

			On that night, my mother brought in the biggest bouquet of the flowers we’d bought and set it next to my bed. Then together we read from my new book, the story of the Frog-Tsarevna.

			“During the long white days,” she repeated to me, “they flew about on their fiery, beautiful horses…” My eyes heavy from all the excitement of the day, I closed them; then I jumped on one of their horses and rode it into my sleep.

			When I looked to the left, Lillya was riding beside me, her red-gold hair flying behind her like a flame against the dark trees. Then the horses disappeared, and so did Lillya, and I was alone, surrounded by the scent of lilacs and orchids, lilies and roses. Suddenly a big wind howled, as if the man in the moon had exhaled all the breath he held in his cheeks, and he wasn’t the same man I had known him to be. He blew the color right off the flowers until all that was left were the stems.

			I screamed! My parents tried to comfort me, but I knew my world had shifted.

			The following morning I was anxious. My head couldn’t hold all my thoughts; so some just slipped out. “Papa, I think you’re going to have learn how to make me breakfast.”

			“What a funny thing to say,” he said.

			“I need to meet Archie and prepare some papers for the Bradleys to look over,” he told my mother. “I’ll be back in good time—they’ll be coming over at six.” Then he grabbed his coat and hat and left.

			Later that day, my mother went out for an afternoon game of cards with her friends. When my father returned, she still wasn’t back. He paced back and forth in the drawing room, looking at his pocket watch. Despite his teasing earlier, he knew my mother’s charm would do more than any number of flowers to win the Bradleys over.

			It was nearly six when there was a knock at our front door. “There, it’s the Suttons already,” my father muttered. “Where on earth is Katya?”

			Mme Strachkov went to answer the door, but instead of welcoming the visitors in, she called for my father to join her. Curious, I hid behind the banister and saw that the newcomers were two police officers.

			“We’re very sorry—there was nothing we could do,” I heard them tell my father. I didn’t understand, but by the look on my father’s face and the tone of the officer’s voice, I knew something was wrong. When my father shut the door, I ran to him. His face was white as paper.

			“Your mama’s appendix burst,” he said.

			“What is an appendix?” I asked, but he was too distraught to answer. It was Mme Strachkov who finally made me understand that my mother would never come home again. And it was Mme Strachkov who answered the door later, first to Archie and Winifred Sutton and then to the Bradleys, and quietly told them the news and sent them away. My father sat in a daze all evening, unable to answer the simplest questions.

			That night, instead of going to bed with flowers and fantasies filling my head, I tried to imagine a world in which my mother wasn’t there to brush my hair, teach me French, or make me laugh. That’s how my father explained her death to me: “You’ll have to live without your mother doing those things for you.” It was a concept I couldn’t grasp.

			The next morning, I awoke thinking it had been a bad dream. I ran downstairs, hoping to see my mother in the kitchen. But instead there was my father, pouring me a bowl of Kasha for breakfast.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			St. Petersburg

			Over the next few days, all the flowers we’d filled the house with wilted and fell off their stems, just as they had in my dream. Sunk into his own misery, my father didn’t seem to notice. Finally, Madame emptied all the vases and Alexi threw the flowers onto the compost pile. I asked my father where my mother had gone. “How could she disappear? And who is bathing and feeding her now that she is locked in a box covered in earth?”

			My mother’s death changed everything for me, but in some ways it changed nothing. She had long before decided how I would be raised: she would show me how to hold myself and move and would tutor me in French; Mme Strachkov would teach me to play the piano; and Papa would spoil me, as she expected him to. After she was gone, Madame and Papa carried out her wishes faithfully. Within several weeks, Madame was helping me with my French as well as teaching me piano.

			Madame was a sturdy, squarish woman with a no-nonsense manner and a wooden leg. “Papa,” I’d ask, “what happened to Mme Strachkov’s leg?” He never told me, and I never found out.

			Madame could be harsh, even while giving a compliment. When she first met me, she’d said, “I saw your mother perform before your father stole her from the world of dance.” I’d thrown a fit. My father was not a robber. He was a respected man—I knew this by the way men tipped their hats when we met them on the streets. Only years later, when I was old enough to start my own career as a dancer, would I understand what Madame had meant.

			Every day I conversed with Madame in French and practiced conjugating my verbs. Subjunctive was the hardest. Either way, my French lessons always segued to the piano. By the time I was nine, I had played Chopin for so many hours I thought he lived with us. Placing her hand on the small of my back, she’d beat out the time—a one and two and three and four and one and two—until I developed an internal clock. I don’t remember which I disliked more, playing the piano with her pounding on my back or learning to speak formal French correctly.

			I wasn’t always kind to Madame. Curious to see if she would react, occasionally I’d kick her wooden leg. She’d pretend not to notice and continue our lesson as always. “Slowly, Donatalia,” she would say. “You must feel Chopin run through your veins, and then, maybe, you’ll be able to dance half as well as your mother did.” But sometimes a shadow would cross her face.

			Recently a memory came back to me. My mother and Madame were sitting at our kitchen table together. My mother was talking quietly to Madame, who was sobbing, her head buried in her hands. Madame, who hadn’t seen me, cried, “It was only for some sausage and gingerbread, and a little enamel cup!”

			I asked my mother later why Madame had been so upset. There’d been a grand banquet at Khodynka Field outside Moscow, she explained, to celebrate the coronation of Nicholas II. The people were promised gifts of food and commemorative cups. When rumors spread that the food might run out, and that each cup held a gold coin, there was a stampede. A cousin of Madame’s was one of those who were trampled and died.

			It was hard for me to imagine Madame having a cousin, or a mother or father for that matter. To me, she was just my Madame, always the same. For a few weeks I felt sad for her and did my best not to try her patience. But soon thereafter, I lost my mother, and all thoughts of other losses were swept away.

			My father spent weeks sitting in his study, unable to face the world. But, finally, he began to think about his business again. The Bradleys were still in St. Petersburg exploring the culture of a city that must have seemed very exotic to them. Finally, in July, my father and Archie Sutton arranged to meet them at our house again, though this time the only flowers were a few I picked in my mother’s garden. The tulips were long gone by then, but my eyes filled with tears as I remembered them. Madame wiped my face, made sure the samovar was filled, and sent Alexi out to buy French pastries for our guests.

			George Bradley was a tall man with sandy hair, bright blue eyes, and a long, distinguished nose. His wife, Mary, had soft dark curls and a sweet smile and was very kind. “You poor thing,” she said in her soft Southern voice, scooping me up in her arms.

			The meeting went well, and an arrangement was soon reached: George Bradley would ship his cotton only to the Petrovsky & Sutton Spinnery. But as my mother had predicted, he was not very fond of the vodka my father proffered. Nonetheless, both men were happy that an alliance had been made between their two companies and the two men developed a genuine fondness for each other.

			“A little strong for me,” I could hear Mr. Bradley in the other room. “Give me a nice Sazerac any day, the way they make them in New Orleans.”

			“Now that’s a lively place.” Soon my father was being regaled with stories of that city—“my favorite, only after Savannah,” George Bradley said. “Many’s the friendly game of poker I’ve had there.”

			At that, Archie perked. “All the rage in England, these days, poker is. Why don’t we have a hand? I’m sure Pelle will pick it up quick enough.” Pelle was my father’s first name in honor of his grandfather, Peter.

			So while I took Mary Bradley out to the garden and showed her my mother’s favorite flowers, my bear of a father got his game of cards in after all.

			The Bradleys stayed in St. Petersburg into September and visited us quite often. I grew very fond of Mary Bradley, who always brought me a little gift. But more than that, she worked with me in my mother’s garden and listened to me talk about her nonstop. And having a direct supplier of quality cotton, as my father had predicted, was a great boon to the factory, which prospered.

			Actually, industry was booming all across Russia at the time, my father said, though these glory days were not without their shadows. The memory of the textile workers’ strikes still troubled my father, and now workers were demanding shorter hours and higher wages. Of course, I was too young to understand this, but I overheard and listened to my father talking about the factory’s troubles with Archie and George over cards.

			At times, their conversation got a bit heated. “Well, it’s easy to see that it can’t go on the way it is,” I heard Archie say at one point, after he’d had a little more vodka than he was accustomed to. “The spinners here work much longer hours than anywhere else in Europe and for wages that hardly keep them fed. What do you expect?”

			My father bristled and spoke somewhat shortly to Archie. I wasn’t used to hearing that tone of voice coming from my father, but I could tell that what they were discussing was on his mind and troubled him. It appeared that Archie was right; however, my father was not in a position to admit it and he was irritated. I could tell because he took out his pipe. This was the method he used to calm himself down. It was his coping mechanism.

			¯¯¯

			For my birthday that year, my father bought me a pony. His name was Sasha, and he had belonged to our gardener, Alexi, who used to bring him to the house and keep him with our horses while he did his work. Sasha pulled a little cart carrying shovels and mulch and other garden materials for Alexi. When I overheard Alexi talking to my father about selling him—he wanted to get married and needed the money—I was heartbroken. Madame must have told my father about it, because in the middle of November he called me to his office.

			He smiled at me. “I can buy you any pony you want for your birthday, my dear.” He’d spoiled me even more ever since my mother’s death, and he could afford it in those days. “Lillya Vronsky was talking about a pretty little gray mare one of Vladimir’s friends has grown out of, much better bred than that shaggy little beast of Alexi’s. Wouldn’t you like to see her?”

			But Sasha was the pony I had fallen in love with, I told him. I didn’t care what kind of pony he was or what family he came from. I knew what I needed to know.

			Sasha’s eyes were so big and dark that I could see my reflection in them. The first time we met, I knew I could trust him. While Alexi turned the soil and planted our garden, Rosie and I would braid Sasha’s black shaggy mane and tie ribbons into it. I don’t think he liked it very much, but he tolerated it all the same.

			Most Sunday afternoons, Archie and my father liked to kick a ball around in our garden.

			Rosie, feeling a little left out, suggested we teach Sasha to play soccer, a big English sport that had made its way to Russia.

			My father, of course, gave in and spent hours patiently schooling my pony. By the next weekend, Sasha knew how to bend his head down and butt the ball with his nose. He was a clever boy, that Sasha. I’m sure he was the first and maybe only pony in Russia to learn this new game.

			¯¯¯

			St. Petersburg

			It was my tenth birthday—today was the day, if I showed promise and talent, that I would begin to fulfill my destiny. Finally, I was old enough to apply to St. Petersburg’s famous Imperial Theatrical School. My father and I walked briskly through the busy streets, trying to stay warm, though that seemed impossible. The chill from the cold burned my face, and my nose was dripping little ice sculptures. We’d have been a little warmer in the buggy, but the streets were so congested and the buggy moved so slowly that I’d been afraid we’d be late. My father, worn down by my fretting, asked Alexi to stop and let us go on foot the rest of the way.

			Even the sidewalks were crowded with pedestrians. Horses snorted and shied as a little horseless carriage rolled by slowly and fitfully, trailing popping sounds and a cloud of smoke. “A Benz Velo,” my father told me. “Our old friend Vitaly was one of the first in St. Petersburg to have one.”

			An angry band of protestors was marching down the street, bringing the already slow traffic to a halt, carrying banners and shouting slogans about workers’ rights. My father reached for my hand; I could tell they worried him, but I had decided the night before that I was too old for that. So instead I distracted him with nervous conversation about the sun and clouds. I was the sun in my father’s life, and he had become my moon—not the scary moon, but the one that would safely cradle me through the world.

			“Hurry, Papa. We’re going to be late!” Forgetting about being too old, I grabbed his hand and dragged him forward through Ostrovsky Square. Pigeons wheeled around the figure of Catherine the Great towering at the center of the square. I tugged again toward the gold-and-white facade of the Alexandrinsky Theater, with the four bronze horses on its roof. Beyond it lay the calm, elegant symmetry of Rossi Street. The Imperial Theatrical School stretched along its entire left side.

			“Calm down,” said my father. “They’re not expecting you until nine.”

			Inside, we stood in the high-ceilinged lobby, unsure what to do. Other children and their parents stood in line, waiting for their auditions; a girl about my age came out of the room they were waiting to go into in tears. I guessed that she’d been turned away. I thought we should join the line, but just then an elegant lady approached us.

			“Are you Pelle Petrovsky?” she asked my father.

			He nodded, at a loss for words.

			“Follow me,” she said. “Maestro Enrico Cecchetti would like to interview your daughter himself.”

			We followed her down a hall to an office, where an elegant balding man with a long, expressive mouth stood up and held out his hand to me. “So, you’re my little Katya’s daughter,” he said. “I hope I’ll teach you here one day, as I once taught her.” He turned to my father. “I’m sorry for your loss. Your wife was a lovely dancer, and a favorite student of mine. I’m happy to see her daughter following in her footsteps.”

			He asked me to point my feet and do some stretches. I showed him some positions, the way my mother had taught them to me. Then he sent us along to the doctor’s office, where my measurements were taken. I also had to write a few pages and do some mathematical exercises; the Imperial School taught all the academic subjects as well as dance. Finally, we were told I’d been accepted. My father filled out some paperwork.

			As we walked back along the hall toward the lobby, I saw a flicker of flame red disappearing through a doorway. I imagined a faint whiff of roses in the air. Surely my mother was near, watching as I embarked on the life we had chosen for me.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Imperial Theatrical School

			I climbed out of bed slowly, every muscle complaining. I was stiffest in the cold early morning, feeling every set of port de bras exercises and every battement tendu I’d done the day before. I’d stay under the covers until the last possible minute, then rush to throw on my school uniform, scrub my face, and pull my hair back neatly before I heard the jingle of harness bells and impatient hooves outside. Every morning, Alexi harnessed Chayka to the little buggy and drove me to Rossi Street through the dark, icy streets.

			How my life had changed! No more idle hours reading fairy tales. My days revolved around the Imperial Theatrical School and the endless work of becoming a dancer. In the evening, I’d eat dinner and fall gratefully into bed.

			Each morning, I thanked Alexi, patted Chayka, and turned toward the doors of the school. Coincidently, Bronislava Nijinska and her elder brother Vaslav seemed to arrive at the same time and were already pulling them open.

			Bronia would smile when she saw me. We were both in Stanislav Gillert’s beginning dance class and immediately felt a connection. She was a year younger and looked small next to the other girls, but she had already been studying for a year with Enrico Cecchetti before she entered the Imperial Theatrical School. I found that a little intimidating, but after our first lesson she’d confided that it was hard for her to follow the French terminology. That made me grateful for all the grueling French sessions I had had with Mme Strachkov. It made me feel more like her equal.

			We climbed the marble staircase together, Bronia and I, to the second floor while Vaslav headed up one more flight to the boys’ floor. Boys and girls were kept strictly apart except in school performances. 

			In the cloakroom, Bronia and I changed into the gray dance dresses all the students wore. Some of the girls complained about their color, finding them drab. But when I put mine on, I thought of that New Year’s at the Vronskys’ when we passed the young girl gliding and leaping on the frozen Neva, and I thought of how her gray cloak looked pale against the deep violet of the January dusk. Remembering how I’d ached to jump out of our carriage to join her that day, I spun around the dressing room. My dress flared out like hers did. And similar to the mysterious girl, the studio floor being my ice, I would glide and leap.

			Later Bronia and I changed into the ankle-length brown skirt and long-sleeved blouse that was our school uniform. We’d eat in the lunchroom together and wash down our buns with hot tea and plenty of sugar. 

			We were very strictly supervised, and our manners had to be impeccable. Our forks and knives were lined up absolutely straight; later in life I could never get used to seeing forks and knives laid on a table any which way. At least, I thought, remembering that New Year’s dinner with the Vronskys, there were many less knives and forks to worry about. We bowed to our teachers when we were approached and were told we looked like peasants if we used our arms when we spoke.

			After lunch—before we began our afternoon classes: writing, history, mathematics, and science—we were allowed to walk around for a while in the school’s small inner courtyard. This was when Bronia and I found time to talk. Walking side by side, we would go over our morning lessons and the exercises we had trouble with—Bronia was a great perfectionist and often worried when her leg or foot refused to behave exactly as she wished. At first, we didn’t speak much about our life outside the school, though she talked about her brother Vaslav occasionally. He was high-spirited and mischievous at home, chasing a wooden block around with a broom—a game that had resulted in more than one broken window. Bronia adored and fretted about her brother in equal parts. Although he was stronger and more talented than most, the other boys often teased him about his strong Polish accent and his Tartar features—high cheekbones and slanted eyes. Some of the boys called him “the little Japanese” and made his life difficult.

			Bronia and I would gossip about our teachers or the older students. It was Bronia who told me that the great Cecchetti’s mother had given birth to him in a dressing room in Rome. I felt sorry for his mother, but it was hard not to giggle at the idea, too. Still, Bronia had the deepest respect, almost awe, for Cecchetti.

			At the end of each day, Alexi came and fetched me and brought me home. I’d hardly have energy for dinner before I fell into bed, exhausted, and each new morning I’d enter the studio wondering what the day would bring. I worked hard, and eventually I too graduated to Maestro Enrico Cecchetti’s class. Cecchetti was not only passionate about dance, but he knew how to pass that passion on to his students. When he guided me with his hands to show me a step, I could feel the electricity of his fervor running through my body, and I’d find myself breaking out in a sweat.

			Cecchetti was a brilliant dancer himself with his leaps and multiple pirouettes. I remembered my mother telling me about the day she saw him dance as the Bluebird in Sleeping Beauty at the Mariinsky. “Oh, my little Donatalia, what a sensation he was! The crowd had never seen anything like it.” At that time, the men in dance had really just been props for the ballerinas. Enrico changed all that. How proud I was to be taught by such a man. “It was the hardest decision I ever made, to give my dancing up.” Looking at me, she seemed to recollect herself. “Oh, but then you came along. The moment I first saw you, I could never wish for anything else.” When it came to ballet, my mother and I had some very grown-up conversations.

			Now, under the spell of Cecchetti’s teaching myself, I wondered if my mother had really been telling the truth. I dreamt of the day that he would teach only me, as he had my mother. Surely, she had sometimes mourned her dancing days, no matter how much she loved my father and me.

			Cecchetti’s method was grueling, designed to work every muscle. He had a set of exercises for each day of the week so that every part of the body would be strengthened but not stressed by too much repetition. But even this system could not always prevent the cramps in my legs. At times, I felt like an old woman, barely able to climb the stairs, but then I would hear Enrico’s voice whispering in my ear, “Let none of the effort of your labor be visible,” and I would straighten myself up and move as if I had just started my day.

			I was learning that there were no shortcuts in becoming a dancer. When I felt sorry for myself, I’d think of Anna Pavlova to whom classical ballet did not come easily. She was turned down the first time she applied to the Imperial Theatrical School. Her high arches and thin ankles made the work harder for her, and the other students teased her and called her “the Broom” and “little savage.” I’m certain, though, she had the last laugh when she was promoted to prima ballerina.

			At home, I’d ask Madame to make me bergamot and citrus tea. Inhaling its fragrance, I’d remember the first day that I met Anna and the next morning, I’d get up and start all over again.

			The classes continued and I improved, and over the years I found my place.

			¯¯¯

			“It’s as if she’s inhabited her mother’s body and made the dance steps her own.” Mme Strachkov spoke to my father as if I weren’t there, though I was standing right next to her in the lobby of my school. But still, there was truth in her words. Despite the changes in my body, I was developing an aesthetic and ease.

			I had counted every step it took, every position, leap and spin that got me to this place. I’d finally been chosen as prima ballerina in a recital at the Imperial School of Ballet. How I wished my mother could have been there to see me! 

			It was spring, the air fresh and invigorating. Snow was dripping off the roofs of the buildings, forming puddles that my friends and I had leaped over, competing to see who could jump farthest without getting her feet wet. But now, here I was flanked by Mme Strachkov and my father, greeting a line of well-wishers, acting grown up. 

			I hardly heard Madame’s words—I’d just noticed Vladimir and some of his friends standing in line to pay their respects. He had grown into a young man: slim, with a decisive square chin, steel-blue eyes, and the same grin, only wider, that could make you think you were the only one in the world.

			Vladimir was the boy every girl wanted as her boyfriend. His family was famous, and he was already becoming a bit of a celebrity himself. But I was too young for him to take seriously—he thought of me as the young daughter of his parents’ friends. Still, he had a kind, playful way of talking to me that made me feel special. We had something in common, too: both of our mothers had been celebrated in their own way, mine as a dancer and his as an equestrian.

			“Congratulations,” he said when he reached me. “Now you’re in company with the best.” He was right. Russian ballet had finally surpassed the French. It was an exciting time. Prince Sergei had taken over as the director of the imperial theaters, and Anna Pavlova and Michel Fokine were international stars. Russia was training the best dancers in the world. Many of them came from our ballet academy. I was considered one of those dancers now, and the doors of the world were about to swing open for me.

			¯¯¯

			during those school years it seemed as if I was losing my father through no fault of his own. My thoughts revolved entirely around dance and dancers. And with the egotism of youth, I spent my time chattering about nothing else. It pains me now to think how little I noticed the slump in his shoulders and the shadows under his eyes.

			As constant as the sun rotating the earth, I spent my days practicing perfect pliés while political unrest was lengthening across my country. Times were growing harder, and strikes among the factory’s workers became more frequent and strident.

			¯¯¯

			The new year of 1905 brought with it a revolution. On January 22, the czar’s army shot and killed five hundred protesters who were taking their grievances to the Winter Palace. In February, the grand duke was assassinated. By May, as the flowers in my mother’s little garden began to unfurl their silky petals, the gravity of the situation couldn’t be denied any longer.

			My father was afraid for me. “Innocent people are getting hurt, even killed,” he argued. “I lost your mother. I have no intention of losing you to violence.” Then he reminded me of Grand Duke Sergei, who had recently been blown to bits by an assassin. I didn’t want to hear it; I was happy where I was. I would become a prima ballerina. My father listened patiently to me. I could stay through the summer, he said. But if things hadn’t settled down by then, I wouldn’t be going back to the Imperial Ballet School that fall. To protect me, he’d have to send me away. I’d be on an ocean liner instead, headed for the New World.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			En route to Hamburg

			When I think back to those first days on the ship, I can still feel the rolling of the sea. I could barely keep food down, and the stale air in my cabin made me dizzy.

			My father traveled with me on the first leg of the journey on a small passenger ship from St. Petersburg to Hamburg, where the great ocean liners set off for the New World. He said he had a supplier to meet there, but I think he just couldn’t bear to let go of me until the last possible moment.

			I stayed in my cabin with a washcloth over my eyes for most of that first day, until my father came and knocked on the door. “Come walk on the deck, Donatalia,” he said. “The sea air will do you good.” I was an obedient daughter, so I went with him, but I stubbornly kept my eyes on the sea, refusing to look at him as he tried to tell me about the wonders of the SS Amerika. I knew he must have been working on this plan for months behind my back, and that sharpened my indignation. I couldn’t forgive him for tearing me away from my life in St. Petersburg, my friends, my dreams as a dancer.

			“She’s a queen of the seas—a floating palace.” His voice sounded distant through the fog of nausea and resentment that clouded my mind. “There’s an à-la-carte restaurant made to look just like the Carlton, in Pall Mall—on a smaller scale, of course. From morning to midnight, you can order anything that takes your fancy. There’s even an electric passenger elevator—the first ever on a ship.”

			I couldn’t think of anything to say. The way I felt then, nothing a restaurant afloat could offer would ever tempt me. And what would I, a dancer in the prime of youth, want with an elevator?

			I stopped and turned toward the railing, and for a while we both looked silently out over the leaden sea. Finally, he cleared his throat. “Catherine lives in a very good neighborhood. I think you’ll be happy there.” Catherine was the sister of an old family friend, and she’d invited me to stay with her in New York. She’d always been kind enough, but my image of her was hazy; she was a colorless woman, the kind who fades into the background.

			“She’s looking forward to seeing you—I think she’s a little lonely. You can continue your studies there. I’ll wrap up my business affairs in St. Petersburg as soon as I can, and perhaps I’ll join you there next year.” He smiled tentatively, his eyes pleading for me to understand, to believe him. “We’ll find a place in the neighborhood and make a happy life for ourselves. There are plenty of business opportunities in New York. I’ve arranged for you to study with Olga Preobrajenska.”

			Olga had trained under Marius Petipa before he retired—or was forced out for political reasons, as rumor had it in the halls of the Imperial School.

			“I’m afraid, the way things are going, it’s too risky for you to return to Russia until things settle down.” Settle down? Despite my resentment, I almost smiled at that; my father was an incurable optimist. “But she spends time in Paris every summer. If you do well in your lessons, we’ll travel to Paris together next summer. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

			I nodded. Although I was heartbroken to leave St. Petersburg—never again to visit my mother’s grave—and the Imperial Theatrical School, the idea that I might someday dance in Paris felt like a patch of blue sky among gray clouds.

			I knew I wasn’t the only one leaving. Many other artists and aristocrats were leaving Russia at this time. There was a rumor that some of the dancers at the Imperial Ballet—Anna Pavlova, Vaslav Nijinsky, Michel Fokine, and Tamara Karsavina among them—were thinking about striking. They were angry at the way Petipa had been treated; they wanted higher salaries, a five-day workweek, and the right to choose their own company directors. Within the next few years, Anna, among others, would abandon the International Russian Ballet entirely.

			I couldn’t admit it to myself, much less to my father, but I knew he was right to send me away. My beloved St. Petersburg had become a scary place.  The anger and desperation of the farmers and factory workers had reached a boiling point. The strikes at my father’s textile factory were becoming more bitter and frequent. Poor Mme Strachkov, who had already lost her beloved cousin and was torn between our world and her family’s, was now too frightened to leave the house at all. Her wooden leg made her vulnerable, and she was afraid because she could not run.

			But I didn’t want to hear the rumors of change. I could see nothing beyond my dreams, the dreams my mother had left and given me.

			¯¯¯

			The next morning, a knock on my cabin door woke me. “Come out, Donatalia! We’re steaming into Hamburg.”

			The sun was just emerging from behind the clouds, casting light on the port’s warehouses and cranes. There were ships of all sizes and kinds.

			“The third largest port in the world,” said a man with ginger sideburns, leaning on the rail next to us. “All of Europe comes here, to trade or to travel.” He pointed out what he called a “windjammer,” a tall ship with big square sails on its five masts, sailing out the harbor. “It’s on the way to Australia. In the spring it will circle back, all the way around Cape Horn.”

			As we walked down the gangplank, I could feel the energy of this crossroads of Europe, with its throngs of merchants, seamen, poor immigrants, and wealthy travelers. We made our way out, crossing a little arched bridge over a canal, through the cobbled streets to the inn where we’d stay the night. There, we dined on minced steak and potatoes. A boisterous group of Swedish travelers lined the benches at the one next to ours. Well lubricated with good German beer, they began singing drinking songs. Their joyful spirit made our table seem even quieter. I simply listened silently to my father but had nothing to say.

			As we climbed the worn wooden stairs to our rooms, I suddenly had an impulse to throw my arms around his neck, as I had as a child. But my resentment was still too strong. In the end, I only said, “Good night, Papa,” and closed the door behind me.

			¯¯¯

			In the morning, the innkeeper’s wife served us a hearty German breakfast before we made our way back to the port. I glanced over at my father, who looked tired and worried. I remembered that freezing spring day when I’d dragged him through Ostrovsky Square, heedless of the demonstrators. So much had changed. Suddenly, I had an impulse to reach for his hand. But then he looked up, his face cleared, and he pointed to a ship in the harbor. “Isn’t she amazing,” he said.
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