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Portrait of Tsarevich Alexei Nikolayevich Mikhail Victorovich Rundaltsov
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Portrait of Grigory Rasputin Elena Nikandrovna Klokacheva
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Gilliard—

The people of the future must learn the truth. The fate of Mother Russia and the world depends on it! Give this book to your children, and they to theirs. In December 2010 they must deliver it to an American girl, Varda Ethel Rosenberg, living in New York. The will know what to do.

I must go, my friend, spasibo. May God grant us peace in this unbearable and fearful hour!

Alexei

2:03 am 17 July 1918
Ekaterinburg, Russia
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—Grigory Rasputin, 1916

TSAR OF THE LAND of Russia, if you hear the sound of the bell which will tell you that Grigory has been killed, you must know this: if it was your relations who have wrought my death, then no one of your family, that is to say, none of your children or relations, will remain alive for more than two years. They will be killed by the Russian people!”



—Tsarevich Alexei Nikolaevich Romanov

“When I shall die, put up a small stone monument in the park to me.”




CHAPTER ONE

Spala, Poland, 1912
(Four years ago)

MAMA! MAMA!—it hurts! Please, God! Mama, come kill me!”

Three hundred years of my dead Romanov relatives crowded around my bedside, staring into my bloodless pale face, wagging their ghostly heads with concern. Great-grandpa Alexander—missing a leg from the assassin’s bomb—held out his bloody arms to me in welcome. Peter the Great beckoned slowly, slowly, inviting me into the land of death. There was Ivan the Terrible, a pointy-toothed skull, grinning as if he’d love my company—in hell. “Yes, Alyosha,” he hissed into my ear. “Wouldn’t it be better for all to just let go? Your poor mother’s hair is turning gray. Your father worries, your sisters, too. Just let go. It’s so easy. So easy …”

My eyes grew heavy. The icon lamps around my bed flickered and faded. The light within my heart was flickering, fading, too. Why, why didn’t they call Our Friend in time to save me? Why? Where are you, Father Grigory! So tired, so tired …

Just let go, let go. Yes, Uncle Ivan, wouldn ’t it be better for all? I rolled to one side and let out a last sigh.

A sudden lightning bolt of pain shot through my leg. Like marbles forced through my small veins. Yanking me, jolting me rudely back to the world of the living.

And then I screamed. A milkman’s horse all the way in Tobolsk pricked up his ears at the sound.

Anxious clicking of shoes came down the hall. My mother burst through the door. The whites of her eyes red like borscht. Eyes staring at me in horror, ringed by the black of a thousand sleepness nights.

“God forgive me, baby!” she said, stuffing rags the color of snow into my mouth, muffling my screams.

You may think my mother cruel. But she was only protecting me. I shall explain. This will take time. I am not the author Chekhov, paid fifteen kopecks per line! You will have patience because I command it.

I was born in 1904, and on my nynok‡ the fate of Mother Russia was written. At six weeks of age I bled at the spot where I had once been joined to my mother. I bled, and I didn’t stop bleeding. Dr. Botkin was called. He peered at my nynok over his pince-nez, as though examining a strange new purple fruit.

“It’s the same thing that killed my dear Frittie, isn’t it?” my mama must have said, her skin turning gray like ashes from the fireplace. “The bleeding disease.”

Frittie was her brother, who got hemophilia from my Grandma Alice. Who got it from her mother, Queen Victoria of England.

“I have not seen this myself before. But … yes, I’m afraid so. It can only be hemophilia,” the doctor said.

And it was at that moment that I became my family’s biggest secret.

What a difference from the day I was born!

Not every boy is greeted into this world by the firing of 301 guns and a whole country’s rejoicing. And not every boy is given his own army regiment to command the moment he pops out of the womb. But not every boy is Tsarevich Alexei Nikolaevich Romanov, the future tsar of all the Russias, my family’s precious Fabergé jewel, born after my sisters: four useless lumps of coal we call Olga, Tatiana, Mashka, and Anastasia.

How my mama tried to have a boy!

First they visited Mitka the Fool—babbling, in rags, naked. Mama’s belly was already round. Mitka gave her a potion, made from special mushrooms that make the eyes see angels’ halos. Mumble, mumble.

“What did he say?” Mama whispered to Papa.

“I think he said, ‘You’ll have a boy.’”

“Lovey—Lovey, you really think so?” She often calls him “Lovey.”

“It’s hard to say. …”

But Mama had another girl.

Next there was the witch, Daria Osipova. She writhed on the floor as if she had ants in her drawers. She gave Mama another potion: ramson, thorn apple, witch’s grass. Mama drank, holding her nose. The room spun round in bright colors.

“Now swim in the river during a storm,” Osipova advised. “When the pocked golden moon is rising. That is certain to make a boy.”

Mama swam by the light of the moon, lightning storm raging. It’s a wonder she didn’t get herself electrocuted!

Instead Mama got herself … another girl.

Next, the weird Montenegrin princesses sent her Monsieur Philippe. Famous in France for his miracles. It was said Monsieur had special powers.

“Did you see me walking yesterday with Monsieur Philippe?” one of the Montenegrin princesses said to Mama.

“No, Militsa.”

“Ah, but of course not! He made us both invisible!”

Mama was soon pregnant again. Joy of joys! But, alas, only a false pregnancy. And then another girl!

Philippe said it was Mama’s fault. That she didn’t have enough faith. Not enough faith! Mama, who prays day and night on her calloused knees for us? Mama, whose heart nearly broke when she gave up the German religion she was born with—so she could marry and embrace Papa’s?

Monsieur Philippe said that someday another man of faith would come to help Mama in all ways. A holy man with deep penetrating eyes that see into your soul—more powerful, even, than he. Monsieur went back to France, and then he died. Or was invisible, forever, I suppose.

Mama was nearing the end of being able to make babies. She was tired. My parents had four girls; they were desperate. Who wouldn’t be—with a palace full of chattering crows? Only boys can rule Russia. That is the law now—as it should be.

Then Father Ioann of Kronstadt told my parents of the miracle-worker, Serafim of Sarov, who’d died in 1833. Mama got Serafim canonized. She and Papa went to Sarov in the summer of 1903 to pray to the new saint—for the future me.

When I was born, my papa and sisters danced the mazurka! How could they have known then what was to come—that my diadkas‡ would sometimes have to carry me like a baby, long after I was one no longer?

“Give me a bicycle.”

“You know you cannot.”

“Mama, I want to play tennis like my sisters.”

“You know y ou dare not play.”

“Why aren’t I like everyone else!”

‡I have just asked my English tutor the word for “nynok.” He says “belly button”! I am writing this book in English in case it falls into the hands of spies.

‡ My sailor-nannies, Nagorny and Derevenko.





CHAPTER TWO

“THAT DAY AT OUR HUNTING LODGE IN SPALA in 1912—when my mother stuffed rags into my mouth—she was not granting my wish to die. She was only smothering my screams. No one must hear me, she said. It is dangerous to be a Romanov. Especially these days. “Remember what they did to Great-grandpa Alexander—and to Uncle Serge. No one outside the family must know the future tsar is ill.”

But my French tutor, Gilliard, knew. Mama says Papa knows everything. But Gilliard knows almost everything.

Here is an example of how much Gilliard knows (Gilliard says a writer who gives no examples is no better than a fool): It happened four years ago—several months after my crisis at Spala.

“Your Highness,” Gilliard said to my father one evening. “May I speak freely?” Gilliard does not bow. He does not believe in bowing—even to me. We were at Tsarskoye Selo, as always during the winter, ever since things got too dangerous for us in St. Petersburg. I sat on a stool near them on the balcony, my leg straight now and almost healed. I was pasting photographs of our elephant—a gift from King Chulalongkorn of Siam—into the album. But the special glue Papa had ordered from England kept sticking to my fingers.

My father nodded to Gilliard, then sighed.

“You may speak. Not about Rasputin again, I hope. You know that the tsarina—”

“No, not Father Grigory. It’s about the boy.”

Papa seemed relieved. Now they had my attention. I pretended not to be listening.

“Yes?”

“He jumps, and his sailor-nannies catch him. He reaches, but they do the reaching for him. Almost before the thought even crosses his mind! How can the boy learn to discipline himself if others do it for him?”

“You know his special needs. You know the dangers.”

Gilliard scratched his pointy beard impatiently.

“Yes, yes, I know the dangers. A bump, the merest injury, can mean suffering, months abed. Even death! But even more dangerous is this: a boy who will someday rule one sixth of the globe who cannot rule even his own impulses! A boy who never has a playmate except his doctors’ sons and his own sisters! He knows nothing of his people. He knows nothing of the world!”

“You are his tutor. It is your job to teach him.”

“What Alexei must learn to be a great tsar is not found in books. Not even in Tolstoy.”

“We are done with Tolstoy,” I said, forgetting that they weren’t supposed to know I was listening. “He is tiresome. Papa is reading Sherlock Holmes to us now.”

My father and Gilliard exchanged a smile. But Papa’s smile quickly faded.

“I am a plain, simple man. When my father died, I was less prepared to be tsar than Alexei is now. But I learned! He is bright, he too will learn. In good time.”

I felt as tall as my elephant. My father rubbed the place on his head that gave him headaches. The spot where a Japanese policeman had once sliced him with a sword. Cousin George had saved him, knocking the blade away just in time with his cane.

“But you will speak to Her Majesty about it?”

Even I was surprised to hear Gilliard challenge my father so boldly.

Papa sighed again and glanced at me, as if looking for some sort of sign. I winked at him.

At last, he nodded at Gilliard. Just then Papa’s face lit up in an angel’s smile. And I knew that my mother must have walked into the room.

Only she could make him smile like that.

Once, Grandpa Sasha held up the collapsed roof of a dining car, when his imperial train crashed at Borki. Twenty-one people died, and Grandpa held up the train’s ceiling all by himself. Long enough so that Papa and the rest of his family could crawl to safety. That’s what later killed Grandpa so young, the doctors said. The strain of holding up that car broke his kidneys. Well, sometimes it seemed that being tsar of Russia was like trying to hold up the roof of a train. And, lately, the roof was always caving in, with one revolution behind us, and talk of another to come. But my mama’s love gave my father the strength to hold up the roof. Like Atlas holding up the whole world.

Spala, 1912

“When I am dead, it will not hurt anymore, will it, Mama?”

“No, darling. Never again. But you must not think like that”

“Oh, my leg—my leg! Where is Father Grigory?”

“Hush! Please, baby, someone will hear you! Our Friend had to go away for a while. You know how the people are—jealous, suspicious of saints. But he is praying for you”

“Oh, Mama! It hurts!”

“I know, darling, I know. I would give my heart, my soul—anything to take away your pain. When I think that it was my blood—my blood!—that did this to you, I—”

“It’s not your fault, Mama!”

“Alexei—baby, you must promise me something.”

“Yes, Mama?”

“Always take care of your sisters. And your father.”

“Take care of him? But Papa is strong!”

“Papa is a good man, yes. But he is too kind—too kind for this cruel world! You are strong. Take my hand. There, that is good—such a fine, strong boy. Promise me, Alexei!”

“I promise, Mama”

Mama said my hand felt like a burning stove to her touch. Blood had pooled where my leg meets my body, forming a fiery, infected lump. Papa, broken with grief, ordered a bulletin drawn up, announcing my death.

But a telegram changed all our lives forever that day in Spala. Yes, a telegram! Do you doubt the word of the tsarevich?

“It is from Our Friend,” my mother said, brow furrowing, reading it to herself. “In Siberia.”

“Father Grigory …,” I murmured gratefully through fevered lips as dry as buckwheat groats. “I knew he would! What does he say?”

“‘God has seen your tears and heard your prayers. Do not grieve. The Little One will not die. Do not allow the doctors to bother him too much.’”

The wrinkle in my mother’s brow flattened out. Like one of her chambermaids smoothing a sheet. By the next morning, my fever broke. I was on the way to being well again, though it would take a long time. And from that moment on, Mama needed Our Friend. Believing in him as she believed in the Holy Mother. We knew that Father Grigory was the man of God that Monsieur Philippe had promised would someday come help Mama and make us all safe again. With deep blue eyes that could penetrate deeply into our souls. From that moment on, my sudba and Father Grigory’s—yes, his destiny, ours, and Mother Russia’s—were all written in the same blood.



CHAPTER THREE

Tsarskoye Selo
December 1916 (now)

NEXT SUMMER I WILL BE THIRTEEN—about the same age Papa was when he saw his grandpa Alexander blown to little bits by an assassin in St. Petersburg. Grandpa’s belly was torn open, his legs were crushed. The grenade exploded with such force that broken pieces of his gold wedding band were imbedded in his hand. This is why Papa’s eyes look like they have seen too much.

They carried what was left of Grandpa from the street to his Winter Palace. Leaving a trail of red on the white marble stairs. Grandpa was still alive. The doctors plugged him with rags to try to stop the bleeding, but they knew it was hopeless. If only Father Grigory had known us then—he could have saved him!

The doctors rung out the bloody rags in water basins brought by the servants. People dipped their hands in the red water—like holy water.
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“Gilliard, is my family cursed?”

“What nonsense! Where do you get such silly ideas?”

“Gleb‡ told me. He said Mama came to Russia walking behind Grandpa Sasha’s coffin, and brings us bad luck. And on the day Mama and Papa were crowned, everyone rushed in for free souvenir mugs. A thousand peasants got crushed to death. Like ants!”

“And what did you say when Gleb told you this?”

“Nothing, I punched him.”

“Alexei! You are older than Gleb, bigger than he is. What would your mother say?”

“I know what Papa would say. He would say, ‘Good for you!’”

After the war with Japan and our revolution in 1905—and Uncle Serge getting blown up—we Romanovs mostly stuck close to home. Safe in our little nest at Tsarskoye Selo, in the Alexander Palace. Only one hundred rooms—we live like peasants! We are rarely seen out in public. They say we Russians are too serious. Da, maybe so! But even Romanovs know how to play. When I am sick in bed, the girls take turns clowning in my room. “Who am I now, who am I now?” Anastasia says, making a face—imitating one of the servants dropping a tray when they tripped him, or Dr. Botkin’s worried squint. Botkin wears so much cologne that my sisters can find him anywhere in the palace, just by running down hallways sniffing the air!

When Father Grigory fixes me up again, the Romanovs build snow mountains—even Papa! After morning lessons with my tutors of French, English, and Russian (Gilliard, Gibbes, and Petrov), my sisters skate while I play Winged-S biplane—“zoom, zoom!”—my diadkas watching me like hawks in case I take a spill. We make photographs of each other, then of ourselves in the mirror, and play Nain Jaune. At night we read ghost stories, or howl at Charlie Chaplin in two-reelers projected onto a white sheet. Or the girls act in plays. Fat Mashka, our faithful little “bow-wow,” always plays the boy—in a tricorne hat!

And sometimes under cover of darkness we all sneak out to the Mariinsky Theatre in St. Petersburg. Once, we even got to see Nijinsky and Pavlova, the greatest ballet dancers in the world. That night I sat overlooking the balcony railing, with the Big Pair to one side of me, the Little Pair‡ on the other. The Imperial Guard made Papa sit in the darkness behind us. To make him a harder target for assassins. Mama had sciatica again and stayed home, embroidering shirts for Father Grigory.

On the ride over to the Mariinsky, I was alone with Papa in one carriage. We do not often get to be alone! My sisters rode together in the carriage that followed.

“Did you remember to kiss your Mama good-bye?”

“Yes, Papa. But I think I am getting too old for it.”

“You see me kiss Grandma Minnie. Yes, every time I go away. Never too old! Always remember.” He looked out the carriage window at the streets of St. Petersburg as dark shadows fell across the steps of the Winter Palace, and he sighed. “You never know what God has in store. … Each kiss may be the last.”

“Yes, Papa.”

He turned back to face me. Now staring intently, with moist eyes as clear and blue as the Neva.

“I will not be here forever. You must always take care of your sisters, Alexei. And your mama. She is not strong. She wants everyone to think she is! Your mama has many crosses to bear.”

“I know, Papa.” One of those crosses was me.

He looked down at his hands—at his golden wedding ring.

“Alix was only twelve when I saw her for the first time at Peterhof. She was visiting Russia for Aunt Ella’s wedding to Uncle Serge. And I knew right then—yes, I knew! ‘I’m Nicky,’ I said, trembling like the schoolboy I was. ‘I’m Sunny,’ she said—that was her nickname. And I felt the touch of her soft hand like rose petals in mine. ‘Yes, I know,’ I replied, my wits deserting me. The people say she doesn’t smile—but they don’t know Alix like we do. It is only because she is shy! Your mama smiled that first day for me. I asked Grandma Minnie for a diamond brooch, to give to Alix. We danced that night at the children’s ball. Alix stabbed the pin into my hand!”

“Heavens! On purpose? Why would Mama do that?”

“Oh, I was being much too forward. Who could blame her? But I was in love!”

“And was Mama in love too?”

“We carved our names together into the window glass at Peterhof. The very week we met. I will show you next time we visit—it’s still there.”

I whispered to my sister Anastasia as a girl in a tutu and pink ballet slippers spun circles onto the stage of the Mariinsky. “It’s Pavlova! Beautiful—like the Snow Maiden! Look! She has silver fairy dust in her hair!”

My sister cocked her head at me, raising an eyebrow—as always when she is ready for mischief.

“The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree! Papa had an affair with a ballerina, you know.”

“What?”

“It’s true! Before he married Mama, of course. Grandma Minnie and Grandpa Sasha pushed the ballerina on him. They didn’t want Papa to marry Mama, but he never gave up. The dancer’s name was Mathilde Kschessinska.”

“Liar!”

She shrugged, turning away, and looked back toward the stage. “Ask Olga or Mashka if you don’t believe me.” She knew that Tatiana was Mama’s favorite and too “good” to gossip.

“Shhh!” My other sisters leaned over, hissing at us like angry geese. We got angry glances too from the St. Petersburg society ladies, staring at us over their lorgnettes.

Then Nijinsky made his entrance. His tights were very tight—you could see everything, almost! All the ladies went “Ahhhhhhh!”—and even a few men! He was half man, half animal—all genius. I had to pry the opera glasses away from Anastasia to steal a better look.

Then Nijinsky leaped. The dancer rose straight up, up from the stage—two meters, three, four—more! Then he hung absolutely motionless at the peak. Impossible! Hundreds held their breath. Nijinsky stayed suspended in the air like mountain mist. Frozen in time. Then at last we exhaled as he sailed back down slowly to earth, like a leaf on an autumn breeze.

If only I could fly like Nijinsky! No one to stop him, or tell him nyet. No nervous diadkas to catch him if he falls.

After the ballet, Papa took us to meet Nijinsky backstage. The dancer was still in his theater makeup, so his eyes were sharply outlined in black, his skin was painted bronze, and his cheeks were rosy. Long, furry-pointy faun’s ears sprouted from the sides of his head. He was just buttoning his shirt over his bare chest as we walked in. My sisters stared at the dancer, like a pack of she-wolves who hadn’t had dinner in months. He winked at them, then turned to me.

“Ah, you must be Tsarevich!” Nijinsky said in his funny Polish-Ukrainian accent, bowing. Then he reached to shake the hand I held out to him. “So tall and strong, already—grrrrr, what a grip!” Nijinsky held his arm limply, pretending I’d broken it, to amuse me. “Maybe you become dancer like the great Nijinsky, yes? Come tour Paris with Mr. Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes and me—and kiss French girls. Shall I teach you dance?”

“Yes, yes!”—how I longed to say. “Let me fly with you! We’ll even take Anastasia, if she is good. Anywhere—anywhere! We shall fly together like Peter Pan, Michael, and Wendy!”

But I could not tell Nijinsky the truth. No flying for me.

Ashamed, I looked down at my feet and said nothing.

“So very kind of you, Mr. Nijinsky,” my father jumped in. “But you see, I’m afraid my son Alexei is very busy studying to be tsar.”

“Ah, too bad, Your Majesty. The boy would have made fine dancer, no? But of course, I understand. He will make even better tsar! Please, call me Vaslav. Both of you.”

Papa let me hand a bouquet of flowers to Pavlova. She smelled of baby’s powder, pancake makeup—and nicely musky like sweat. But I couldn’t stop dreaming of flying with Nijinsky.

Not long after that, even the thought of walking again would seem like a hopeless dream.

‡Gleb is one of Dr. Botkin’s sons.

Big Pair: my eldest sisters, Olga and Tatiana. Little Pair: the younger ones, Mashka (our nickname for Marie) and Anastasia.





CHAPTER FOUR

IT HAPPENED AT TSARSKOVE SELO, just a few weeks later.

I awoke in the half-light of morning, exhausted from pain. Dr. Botkin’s mud-bath treatments had done nothing for me. I’d spent a hard night. Through the first light of morning I could just make out in the hallway the dark form of a man wearing a sable overcoat. He was leaving the room of the children’s nurse, Maria Vishnyakova, closing the door quietly behind him. When the man turned back, I saw a flash of gold—from a heavy gold cross, which I recognized as a gift from my mother. Father Grigory! Maria, still in her nightdress, ran out after him into the hallway. She clutched at his back, sinking slowly to her knees. Her shoulders shook with her sobs.

“Shhhh! Get up, woman! It is no sin,” Father Grigory said in his rough but soothing voice. “Not when it is a holy act that cleanses the spirit.” He pulled Maria to her feet.

Then I recognized my mother’s footsteps—not as rapid as they’d been before her leg pain from sciatica. She was coming around the bend in the hall. Father Grigory pressed a guiding hand on Maria’s shoulder, and she quickly disappeared back into her room.

“My darling!” Mama said, approaching, kissing Father Grigory’s hands. “Thank God you have come!”

“How is the boy?”

“Worse every minute! He bumped his hip getting out of the bathtub—for days, Alexei hid this from me! His fever was over one hundred and four last night. And the pain! Grigory, Grigory, he begged me to take his life again! Can you imagine that for a mother to hear? I stayed with him, praying to the Holy Mother till he cried himself to sleep.” She glanced nervously from side to side. “Did anyone see you come in?”

“No one.”

“Good.” She led him into my room. I quickly shut my eyes and pretended to be sleeping.

I smelled Father Grigory’s hand—smoke, leather, ladies’ perfume—before I felt its familiar gentle roughness touch my forehead.

“Peace, Alyosha,” he said, whispering my nickname in his coarse Siberian accent, as comforting to me as a Tchaikovsky serenade. “Father Grigory is here.” I smelled vodka on his breath.

He must have taken off his coat, because I felt a silk sleeve brush my cheek.

“Still has high fever” Grigory said to my mother. “Go—leave us now. Do not worry your head anymore.”

My mother, obedient, left us.

Father Grigory gave me a couple of love-taps on the cheek.

“Hah! You think you fool Father Grigory?” he said after my mother had left the room. “How long you listen? You are awake like the sparrows in May! Open them.”

I opened one eye, squinting in the now-bright morning light streaming through my window.

“Go on. Both!”

I opened my other eye.

“I wasn’t listening, I just did not want to worry Mama. How did you know I was awake?”

He smiled at me. “Father Grigory sees past, he sees future, sees even things he doesn’t want to know. How do you feel?”

“I can’t bend my leg! It’s all twisted up like—” “Bah! Never mind. Father Grigory fix. Look at me, Alexei.”

I looked up at his face and found his eyes. Or, rather, they found me.

I never wanted to look into Father Grigory’s eyes, but could never stop myself. They belonged to a creature of the forest, not one who walks on two feet. Some found their souls in those clear, steel blue eyes, others lost theirs. Most saw the fires of hell in them, but a few, like my mama, saw only heaven. Only Father Grigory’s eyes could tame my bleeding. But people said they made women wild—and drove brave men mad. He took my hand.

As he mumbled a prayer, Father Grigory’s face turned yellow and waxy like a corpse. Suddenly he was struck by invisible lightning—trembling, moaning. Vibrating energy shot up one arm, down the other—right to my hand where it joined his. I was holding a bare electrical wire with my feet in water. I couldn’t let go! I screamed from a hundred fathoms deep inside my soul, too deep for anyone to hear me. Father Grigory went rigid, his eyes rolled back in his head. Then he slumped over my bed—a rag doll.

Slowly he raised himself, like Lazarus rising from the dead.

“It is done,” he said, and made the sign of the cross.

And soon I could walk again—at least till next time. But even Father Grigory’s great and mysterious power had its limits. He could heal me, but not cure me. He could stop my bleeding, but not bombs or bullets. And, next to my illness, these were what my mother feared the most.



CHAPTER FIVE

GILLIARD ALWAYS WRITES IN RED PENCIL on my papers: “Alexei, how many times must I tell you? Relate events in their proper order! First this happened, second that, third—something else.”

But I say that this is my life, I shall tell it in any order I please! Gilliard scowls when I say this and scolds me. But the Tsarevich does not follow rules; he makes them.

So now I will tell you about something important that happened to me a few years ago.

It was 1913—our family’s three-hundredth anniversary. Three hundred years since Michael, the first Romanov, had taken the Russian throne.

“We must let the people see us, my dear,” Papa said to Mama. “The mouzhiks, who work hard and till the soil, they love their tsar like a child its mother! It is only a few troublemakers. Only a few bad apples who try to make the people discontented.”

“It only takes one to take your life” Mama said grimly.

“I was born on the day of the long-suffering Job, and am prepared to meet my destiny.”

Papa rode out in front of the big anniversary procession in Moscow, down the street leading to the gates of the Kremlin. No Cossack regiment to guard him with their rifles and sabers. No carriage to shield him. Just Papa alone on his horse—slowly riding forward, sitting up straight as a samovar in the saddle, while the people on both sides of the Prospekt cheered him and sang, “God save the tsar!” Yes, cheering and singing! We rode behind in our carriages. I was never so proud of Papa as I was that day.

How different this was from the days of the 1905 revolution, when the people sang:

Nicholas, tsar, praise be to you!
Our sovereign, devil’s son too
Merciless butcher, be drowned in blood
Let all Romanovs meet death in the flood
Like maggots will perish all of your kin
You will also die because you have sinned
Kept people in jails, many are dead
Millions of others have no bread!
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