
 

 

Children of Ash 

By Erin Donohoe 

 

The story goes that the trees in the garden of the First Tsar grew golden apples. These apples were the 

fairest of all the fruit in Mother Russia, bright and succulent, hanging like drops of spring dew off the lowest and 

the highest branches of each tree. As long as these apples remained unharvested, the Tsar’s people would have their 

fill of food, and the soil would be fertile. But night by night, one by one, the apples were plucked off the trees, and 

no one in all the land—not the wise monks, nor even the priests—could divine what had happened to them. It 

seemed that God had cursed them. The land fell into misery and famine. The Tsar, who was kind at heart, tried 

to provide for his people out of his own storehouses, but soon, even they were depleted. The people grew restless, and 

the Tsar grew weary. 

One night, the Tsar’s son, Ivan Tsarevitch, slipped out in the middle of the night to gaze upon the golden 

apples that had enchanted him so. Suddenly, out of the sky came what appeared to be a falling star—it was 

bright, and burning. The closer it fell toward the garden of the Tsar, the better he was able to see it. He realized 

that it was not a star, but a great bird of fire and flame.  

The plumage of the firebird glowed orange and scarlet, like the color of the sunset. Sparks flew from the 

tips of its wings, which spanned over twelve feet from tip to tip, and there was smoke in its cry, and there were 

ashes in its throat. It was terrifying and beautiful to Ivan, who had never seen anything of its kind in all his life. 

The firebird came down, snatched up three apples in its beak in one swoop, and flew away in less time than poor 

Ivan had to cry out to the Tsar that he had discovered the thief. 

Ivan ran to his father and told him all about the firebird. The Tsar was furious at the news. He called to 

his other son, Iosif Tsarevitch, Ivan’s twin brother, and demanded that one of them catch the bird. Iosif insisted on 

taking the first watch that night, telling Ivan that, unlike him, he would have no trouble capturing the beast. But 

as the night sky darkened, he fell asleep and missed the firebird entirely.  

When the Tsar entered the garden the next day, more of the golden apples had been plucked, and worse, 

one of the apple trees had been burnt to a stump. He was furious with Iosif, who had bragged so boldly of his 

skill, and sent him away to church to confess his great pride. The Tsar then turned to Ivan to take the watch the 

next night. He was the wiser, the more alert of the two sons, and that night as the stars twinkled and the moon 

rose, the firebird fell to the earth—and this time, Ivan managed to grab hold of it by the tail. 

The firebird flailed and beat about his face and arms with its wings, screaming fire, and finally, when it 

had burned him, he lost his grip and fell into the garden—but not without managing to pluck a single crimson 

feather from the tail of the firebird. Ivan ran to the Tsar to show him the prize he had taken for himself. But his 

father was not pleased. “Whichever one of you manages to kill the firebird and bring it to me will inherit all of 

Russia,” he said. Iosif’s eyes glowed with the prospect of inheriting the throne. But Ivan felt pity on the creature, 

the most beautiful and wild thing he had ever seen. Of course, he could not tell his father this. So the two sons set 
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out on their horses upon the road to follow the firebird, which had flown toward the east, toward the mysterious 

land from whence it had come. 

Iosif and Ivan traveled throughout the forests of the motherland for hours and hours, but they could not 

find a trace of it.  That first night fell upon the forest like earth upon a grave. Neither of the brothers could see a 

single thing in the blackness, and the wind in the trees was a malevolent spirit, whispering at the backs of their 

necks. It was not long before they were hopelessly, desperately lost in the heart of the woods.  

Iosif, who had not repented of his pride, pretended to be brave, calling to his twin brother, “Stay near me, 

Ivan, for I know the way to go to catch the beast.” Ivan followed Iosif for a few miles, deeper and deeper into the 

forest, but the firebird’s lair was nowhere to be found.  

Suddenly, ahead of them, they heard a cry for help. An ugly crone had fallen into a river and had 

entangled herself in the branches of a fallen tree.  

“Help!” she cried. “I will drown!” 

“We must save her!” Ivan said. 

“Brother, it’s so dark! If we go into the river to save her, we might drown ourselves!” Iosif cried.  

But Ivan pleaded with him to be brave and forge ahead, and by the grace of God, Iosif listened. The 

brothers both rode into the rushing river and helped the old woman out onto the shore, where she transformed 

suddenly into a vila before them, tall and beautiful to behold. Iosif pushed his way in front of his twin brother to 

see the creature better, a woman made of wind and starlight. In her silvery voice, the fair spirit spoke to him. 

“I am Serafima, Queen of the Vila. Who are you to tread through my forest?”  

“I am Iosif Tsarevitch the Wise,” he bragged, “and this is my twin brother, Ivan Tsarevitch the Fool.” 

“I thank you, Iosif Tsarevitch the Wise, for saving my life,” Queen Serafima said. “In return, I shall 

grant you one wish.” 

Iosif thought of the firebird, the glory it would bring him throughout all of Russia, but more than 

anything, he thought of how this victory would prove him wiser and more worthy of the throne than his brother.  

“I seek the destruction of the firebird!” he proclaimed.  

 “To kill a free creature is a great and terrible wish—this shall cost you something dear. Are you 

prepared to pay the price, Iosif the Wise?” she asked him. Iosif hastily nodded his head, thinking only of his 

victory over Ivan. “Very well,” said the Queen. “Here is a magic mirror—only you can see into it. It will lead 

you to the lair of the creature. There you will see your wish granted.” Iosif took the mirror gleefully and rode off on 

his horse into the distance.  

The vila turned next to Ivan, who trembled in fear. “What is your wish, Ivan Tsarevitch the Fool?” He 

thought, and thought, and finally decided upon his answer. 

“Though, in truth, I do not wish its destruction, I do wish to know the true nature of the firebird.” 

“Perhaps you are not a fool after all, Ivan Tsarevitch,” she said. “The feather you plucked will lead you 

to it, and it will glow when you are within the very presence of the firebird. And by its light, you shall see its true 

face, in all its glory, and you shall know the creature for what it truly is.”  

“Thank you, your Highness,” Ivan said, bowing to the beautiful Serafima. She turned back toward the 

river to leave, but she hesitated for a moment, her grey eyes looking off into the distance, where his brother had 

been moments before. 
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“Ivan Tsarevitch. This creature—it is far closer to you than you can possibly imagine. To truly know 

him—his fate—it is to know pain. Do you understand?” 

Ivan shook his head slowly. 

She sighed.  

“You will bear the burden of truth, soon enough.” 

And with that, Queen Serafima disappeared into the wind.  

*** 

 

15 March 1963 

Dear Liliya, 

 

 Finally, I have found you, after all this time! I can hardly believe it.  

 I’m sorry, I should introduce myself first—after all, we’ve never met, although I am to 

blame for that, I suppose—I’m Irina Popova, your birth mother’s younger sister.   

You’re probably wondering what business I have in writing to you, especially now. The 

past nineteen years have passed quietly for you, (and successfully, I’ve gathered—I read in the 

paper that you are beginning your last term as a member of the corps de ballet at the Moscow 

Ballet School) but in sending you this letter, I have no doubt that I am waking up trouble while 

it sleeps, and for that I’m sorry. But there is an important matter concerning you that I can no 

longer keep to myself, especially now that the past ten years of searching for you have come to 

an end. Nothing is so burdensome as a secret, especially one as grave as this: 

Your mother—Tatyana—is alive. 

I cannot discuss details in this letter. I’m sorry to be so vague, but it’s for your own 

protection, and hers. I think it best that I meet with you in person in the near future, but it 

cannot be in public—we cannot risk anyone overhearing our conversation. Also, under no 

circumstances should you tell your adopted mother or father or anyone else that I sent this to 

you. My last intention is to cause alarm for Evgeniya or Vladimir. It is your story to unravel, but 

it certainly isn’t theirs, and I’d prefer to keep it that way. 

Meet me at my home outside of Leningrad, next Saturday, 22 March, in the evening, four 

o’clock. If this is not possible for you, write me immediately with an alternate time. Otherwise, 

you can take the train to the city and walk to my post office box on Saturday before four—I’ll 

leave you the key at the desk. There will be a note there waiting for you, detailing my home 

address, and money for a taxi from the city to where I live. Here is the address of my post office 

box: 

Russia, Leningrad 

Post Office Box 4107 

628622 

 

Once you arrive, we will discuss the matter further, and I’ll be able to tell you everything. 

Until then. 
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         Your Aunt, 

         Irina  
P.S. If you do need to write me back, please do not include your name on the return address, 

and dispose of this letter as soon as you can so that no one sees it. I find that burning works the 

best. 

***  

24 March 1963 

Dear Liliya, 

 

 It is Irina again. I have not heard from you, and I was sorely disappointed not to see you 

at my house this past Saturday. Maybe you never received the letter in the first place—it could 

have been picked it up by someone else, or else it was lost in the mail… But I’m sure I have the 

correct address! I must have written it on a hundred things so as not to forget it… So I’ll keep 

trying. I must. You see, you think you know the truth, but you don’t, not really. It’s not your 

parents’ fault. The Vorobyevs are good people, but they are only half-informed.  

 I can imagine that, as a young girl, they told you some story of how they picked you up 

from the orphanage in Leningrad when you were a baby. They probably told you that you were 

there because your parents could no longer take care of you, that they had died unexpectedly. 

This was the truth, but not all of it. If they knew all the details and were honest people, as I 

suspect them to be, they wouldn’t have told you that your parents had died, since the authorities 

never found proof. They would have told you that the social workers found you lying under a 

pile of broken glass and charred wooden stumps in January of ’44. You were approximately one 

month old. And they would have told you that it was speculated that at least one of your birth 

parents was of Romany descent.  

I did much research on the Roma during my time at the university (your mother quit 

school as soon as she could so she could run around with her friends and her many suitors, 

while I went on to study religion and anthropology)—they originated in India, you know. Most 

of them are performers, soldiers or merchants, traveling with carts and horses, spreading like 

dandelions over the face of the motherland. Many set up encampments wherever they go, 

settling in and packing up in a matter of weeks, or sometimes days, while some are more 

stationary. They occupy the streets of the city, the fields and forests of the countryside.  

I’m sure the wealthy patrons of the Academy that you’ve met call them the Russian 

Roma. It is politely distant, a name whispered from high windows—you know what they say, 

God is far up high, the Tsar is far away. I’m sure that the more common name, the one I grew 

up knowing, is considered less refined by sophisticated company—the name that defines them 

as thieves, as a people whose very nature causes them to take advantage. Like common garden 

weeds. But, then again, Liliya, given that they had left you for dead, perhaps, were I in your 
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position, I would have had no difficulty in calling them gypsies. I don’t know. I can only 

speculate. Clearly, your mother had no problem in associating with them. 

Perhaps I have said too much. Well. No. I suppose there isn’t much risk in telling you 

this part—your mother stole away from Leningrad in the middle of the night with your father 

and his band back in ’44. I was shocked and hurt when I found her note, to say the least. How 

stupid and naïve I was. At first I just thought she left because she could no longer handle taking 

care of me with my delicate condition (I’ve been prone to fainting since I was a child, but my 

spells had begun to occur more regularly around the time our parents died), and maybe that’s 

true, in part, but clearly there was something far stranger going on with her...I’ve included the 

note she left me the night she ran away, so maybe if you read it, you will realize what I did not 

for so long.  

I should have seen the signs—that fairy tale she wrote down for me. I still have it, you 

know, but I can’t bring myself to read it—it was the last thing she ever gave me, before…well. 

It’s too painful. Nevertheless, I should been able to put all the pieces of the puzzle together 

faster than I did. After all, I was the educated one of the two of us, but I suppose that for all my 

education, I was certainly a fool…At first, for too long, I thought she was dead, but certain 

patterns of—events—of the past ten years have indicated otherwise. And now I’m trying to find 

her, before it’s too late…But I talk too much.  

Again, if you would please meet with me so we can discuss the matter in private. It is 

urgent that we speak. Perhaps this coming Saturday, 29 March? The sooner the better. Again, 

here is my post office box address: 

 

Russia, Leningrad 

Post Office Box 4107 

628622 

 

Please don’t put my name on the letter, and write me back with your response. I hope to 

meet with you soon.  

        Your Aunt, 

        Irina 
*** 

1 June 1944 

To my little sun, Irinka: 

 

By the time you’ve read this, I will already be out of the wasteland that is Leningrad. 

Please, please don’t worry about me, my love. I know you’re probably angry and hurt, but I can’t 

take care of you anymore. I’m sure you’ll do well enough by yourself—you’re a woman now, at 

twenty, and your condition isn’t so severe that you can’t work or go to school, at least. Just make 
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sure to get lots of rest and don’t do anything to get yourself in a state. Your memory is bad 

enough, and blacking out only makes it worse. I fully believe that you are capable of taking care 

of yourself—you were always so independent, anyway! Much more than me, haha. I don’t think 

I was built to be depended upon—I get so tired, and I’m really such a beast to be around.  

Thankfully, now someone’s taking care of me for a change. Fyodor—do you remember 

him? He was the horse-trader we met in the city last March, the one with the great tattoo of 

Saint Seraphim on his shoulder. Perhaps you remember the little chat we had there.  

We were walking through the streets on the way to get our rations and there he was on 

the street corner, playing on a guitar right underneath the awning of the grocer’s. It sounded like 

something I remembered so I went right up to him, and you hung back until I had been talking 

with him about horses and jazz music for a while (he talked so smartly about it all—he told me 

later that he learned how to speak Russian through his interactions with the university students, 

a few of whom were musicians. Maybe you know them?), and then you came up and stared at 

him with those big sad eyes of yours, and he asked in his funny accent if you liked the song he 

was playing. You know, he said, humming: that song from the radio? And all you could sputter 

out was, Your kind have radios? And then he had to assure you that it was his radio, not anyone 

else’s. That he bought it with his own money. And you just stared and stared and crossed your 

arms over your chest until I pulled you away before I melted onto the street corner in shame.  

Hopefully he forgot all about that, but he certainly didn’t forget about me. I gave him 

our address and he has been writing to me since we met, and two weeks ago he asked me to 

leave the city with him as his wife, and I said yes! He really is a good man, Irinka. He assures me 

that he and his band will keep me safe. They have their ways of traveling in and out of the city 

without putting us in the path of too many of the old German landmines. I am sure I will be 

much happier out of this awful cage of a city, living with Fyodor and his band, seeing more of 

this great world, experiencing freedom that once seemed so far way! 

I don’t regret leaving this place—I hope that you know I would have wanted you to do 

the same thing I have done, were you in my position, had you known what I know. But I can’t 

live my life under so much fear and burden any longer! I have stories inside of me, stories that 

have to be told! Remember that one fairy tale mother always told us, the one about the 

firebird?…Probably not, your memory is so terrible, haha. Maybe I shall write a version of my 

own for you to keep. Someday, my little sun, I hope you will read these letters and know why I 

had to leave. But the mills of God grind slowly, as you always say. One day you’ll understand. 

         

Kisses, 

        Your Taty 

*** 
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1 April 1963 

Dear Liliya, 

 

I should have known that I would be left alone again. The only other reason I could 

think of for your absence this past weekend is that you don’t believe I am who I say I am. That I 

am a madwoman, roaming the streets of Moscow or Leningrad or Minsk! Maybe it would help if 

I told you more about me. 

I live a quiet life. My home outside Leningrad is surrounded by hundreds and hundreds 

of trees—oaks, pines, elms. A little wooden matchbox of a house, sitting in the middle of the 

most kingly of forests. I like it this way—quiet, that is. It calms the nerves, helps with my fragile 

tendencies. Cleaning it can be difficult, with all the leaves and dirt I track in from outside (I 

enjoy taking walks in the woods. It helps me to clear my head when everything becomes too—

blurry), but for the most part it is neat. Nothing much.  

The furniture is old but well-kept—most of it I took from your mother’s apartment (at 

least what was salvageable from after the birthday party—but that’s another story). There’s a 

blue, threadbare sofa with lots of patches in the parlor. Tiny kitchen with too many pots and 

pans to fit in the cupboards. My main space is my bedroom—I had to put my desk in there 

since this place is too small for a study. Perhaps if you were picky, you would call it cluttered—

books scattered about in little piles on the bed, sheaves of paper, and my newspaper clippings, 

all tacked up there on that one wall. I love the newspapers. I’ve collected them for a long time, 

now—I have a big pile stacked up by the fireplace. I forget to throw them out! My memory’s 

not what it used to be… That reminds me—I saw your name in the Moscow paper a few days 

ago. Congratulations on getting the leading role in Don Quixote—Kitri. I saw that ballet once, 

when I was still in school. You must be very proud. The photographs the newspaper showed of 

you were beautifully taken. Speaking of photographs, I have included a few here in the envelope 

of your mother, father, and me.  

From the bulletins I’ve seen, you most definitely look more like your father, which 

makes sense, knowing what I know from my studies of heredity. You can see him in the photo I 

included, the black and white one called “Fyodor and His Mare,” with him standing outside with 

his dappled horse. You have his dark hair (though hopefully not his mustache or thicket of 

eyebrow hairs!), and skin like his, the kind that I assume browns easily when the sun is high. I 

should hope you don’t have his smile—rabbity and yellowed from a lack of dental hygiene and 

an abundance of tobacco. I wonder if he disliked his teeth when he was young, though maybe 

the Roma don’t care about things like that—maybe you did, though. I remember meeting him 

the one time, and thinking that something was arresting about Fyodor. Admittedly, he was not 

handsome. I don’t remember much else about that encounter. But you are a ballerina, so you 

must be at least a little bit beautiful—an inheritance from your mother. 

The label on the bottom of her photograph says “Tatyana Ilyinichna Popova.” Her full 

name. You can see she’s at home there. I love that picture of her, of her profile—as if she 

turned around for a moment and, to her delight, discovered that someone found her pretty 
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enough to take a picture. You can see she was fair, with dark blond hair. I liked when she curled 

and pinned it back under that scarf, she always looked very smart. If you’re lucky, you have her 

eyes, that metallic grey color that always seems to glint with some sort of cheerful mischief. She 

never really wore makeup, except on her nose, which she thought slightly too large—of course 

that’s absurd, because she was really a beauty. Light and airy. You can see how thin she is, with 

her fine-boned arms floating out from her sides as she walks up the path. That’s the path to the 

house, there, in the right corner. Do you swing your arms like she did when you walk? No, I 

would guess you’re probably more graceful than that… 

The last photograph is of me. It’s much more recent than the others. Sorry that the 

background is dark, and sort of blurry. The camera was heavy and I couldn’t quite get the angle 

right. My hair was always a little bit more strawberry-colored than your mother’s. It used to be 

long like hers, too, but shorter hair is easier to deal with. They take you more seriously as an 

academic if your hair is short. I was never very photogenic. My smile is crooked and my eyes 

always look watery. Our mother used to call me her “little beggar.” 

Anyway, I hope those photographs mean something in terms of my credibility. I can’t 

really blame you for thinking I’m mad. Your mother always said I was a naturally lonely person, 

a white crow, and no matter how much I wished otherwise, it was true. I was the quiet child, the 

odd one out, brooding over books, and she was always vibrant and blazing with laughter, a 

bouncing spring refusing to coil. I wonder if you are like her. I wonder, as I’m writing this on 

these wrinkled pages, if your own handwriting is similar to hers, so sprawling and ungainly. If 

only you would write back, and then I would know for sure. I’m sure you know where to write 

to me by now.  Please write soon. So much is at stake. 

         Your Aunt, 

         Irina 
*** 

20 July 1944 

My little sun, Irina, 

 

I hope that you’ve been finding enough to eat, that you’ve been staying well and out of 

the way of the shelling and mines and all that horror left over from the siege. We’ve been 

hearing awful reports on Fyodor’s radio of the casualties—millions. Say it isn’t true.  My heart 

feels heavy for you, knowing that I left you alone in all this terrible suffering. Do try to stay 

serene—I know how you get upset, and then you have one of your episodes. Just do as I always 

told you. Find a quiet, dark place, breathe in and out, and you’ll be fine. And remember to stay 

away from glass and mirrors—they only make it worse. We don’t want another birthday party 

incident. Oh, Irinka. I hope that one day you can find it in yourself to forgive me for leaving, but 

I simply cannot return to that place of death. All I can do is give you a little comfort by telling 
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you that I am safe, though I can’t give any specific details about where I am—not that I know 

exactly where I am, anyway; after all, Russia is so big. 

 Anyway, we are traveling with the caravans, and they are feeding me, though not much! 

The food is disgusting, though I manage to eat more than anyone else, somehow. I’m always 

starving—I’m not used to hunger, I suppose. There are about 50 of them altogether. Some of 

them are musicians, or merchants of some sort, peddling jewelry made out of broken bottles. 

Most of the men are horse traders. I haven’t seen too much of the men—I know the unmarried 

women aren’t even allowed to talk to them.  

The women here aren’t exactly what you would call beautiful. They don’t bathe very 

much, so they smell, as you can imagine, with all their cigarettes and being around horses so 

much. Like patchouli and manure and strong vodka. But they move in a way that is beautiful, 

swinging the curves of their bodies around, so easy and unaware. So many are mothers, and so 

young! I met one skinny little girl who was having a baby, and she couldn’t have been more than 

14. Everything is very dirty here, the caravans, the clothes—we’re caked in mud most of the 

time, especially when it rains. I suppose we are traveling on the roads and through the woods, so 

it can’t be helped. Nevertheless, everyone seems content. I think I expected to see more of that 

famous temper among them, but I’m glad to be disappointed. In fact, I think I’m the worst of all 

of them—you know how I explode when I get angry. 

Fyodor often tells me stories of their people, the Roma. I tried to write them down word 

for word, but I couldn’t translate fast enough—his accent is very strong, and he uses a lot of 

words that sound like they could be Polish or German. He’s hard to understand. The other night 

he told me the origin story of his band. I know how you and your fellow classmates love origin 

stories. So, here is his story, as most of it as I could understand. As for the other parts, I 

embellished a little, you know, to make it sound better. Doesn’t it sound romantic, like those 

fairy-tales I used to write as a child? I feel as if it could be one... 

 The first band sprang out of the ground in a far-away place that was called Revena Ke 

Bala, or Hair-of-the-Raven. Only the people who lived there knew it by name—now it drifts 

away out of history and memory like a piece of pine in the sea, swept along by wind.  Now, the 

only traces of it remain in the strange way that the grass grow in wide circles so that the plains 

look like cowlicks on horse-hide. There aren’t any trees left—most of them are burned stumps 

with roots that reach, unseen, into the ground. 

 But as they were Roma, roots never mattered much in the first place. After they left their 

birthplace, they hunted and gathered their food. Then, as time went on, some became 

merchants, musicians, magicians, peddling their wares in tents that they would carry with them. 

They set up their tents in concentric circles, with the larger tents for the King of the Roma and 

his harem in the center and the smaller tents on the outside. In the middle of these two circles 

was where they kept their painted caravans full of wares. Instruments, spices, wooden dolls, 

items of sorcery. In the center of the tents was the bonfire, where the Great King of the Roma 

would tell his tales and weave worlds for his people. In the golden age of the encampment, the 
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very breeze that circled the people of Revena Ke Bala sang with passion and magic and wandering. 

It was a place with color and life, for hundreds of years. 

 He told such a pretty story. And then he stomped out his cigarette. I asked him for more. 

He told me that after the Red Terror began back in ‘19, only two of their whole encampment 

remained. The first was an old woman named Rawnie with white hair and white eyes—I met 

her. Supposedly she is directly descended from the original king of the Roma. She saw the 

soldiers smash the caravans into splinters, breaking the bones of the people like they were glass. 

He said she saw them burn the tents to the ground, where the slept, and march her people away 

into the forest to be slaughtered. Everyone but one little boy—Fyodor. 

Another thing you will be certain to appreciate: after Fyodor told me this story, he asked 

if I had any good ones to share with him (they like stories, this people! So exciting). So, I told 

him that story about the firebird. After I finished, he stared at me when I was done and—I kid 

you not, Irinka—he told me I was a terrible story-teller. My face must have said it all, because he 

immediately apologized and went back to his tent. 

Oh, how I wish you could have seen it. I’m working on that firebird story I talked to you 

about. It’s not finished yet, but I think you’ll enjoy it when you finally read it. Perhaps it will 

resonate with you in some way…I wish you could be here with me, so I could tell it to you in 

person. There is so much to see here—so many colors, so much life, freedom one cannot 

experience behind stone walls! I wish you could come out here with me, but then again, I know 

how you get with your fainting spells. It would be too much excitement for you, probably. 

Anyway, I’ll keep in touch. 

        Kisses, 

        Your Taty 

*** 

28 April 1963 

Dear Liliya, 

 

By now, it is clear to me that you have no interest in talking to me. I understand that—

you’re probably furious. How could I expect you to seek after my company, after all these years 

of never reaching out to you? I know it’s my fault. I should have been able to find you sooner. 

Perhaps it will mollify you to know that I would have reached out years ago, had I known how. 

I’ve been trying to find you and a way to contact you for a very long time—I never forgot about 

you. But it’s taken so long to finally see it all come together. I remember when I first knew. 

It was in my bedroom, ten years ago—nearly halfway between the night when I thought 

your mother had died and now. It was around three in the morning—some strange hour—I had 

just finished reading the newspapers, and my hands, stained with ink, were trembling. Perhaps I 

had exerted myself too much? Or maybe I was just overtired. I couldn’t really remember. I think 

it was because I had just read an article about a fire that had happened about ten miles from 

here, in one of those new apartment complexes—the ones that look all the same. I had just been 
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in the area that day, speaking to one of my old colleagues from my university days. He and his 

children, along with three other families, were killed. Engulfed in flames as they slept. The 

authorities proposed that it was some mad arsonist with no agenda—though it seemed likely to 

me to be a reaction against Stalin’s new leadership in the city, which, of course, they would never 

be allowed to print. It was the third arson case in the past three months, and not a single 

policeman could determine who the killer was, nor a scrap of evidence. 

There was a picture in the paper, though—in the foreground were the police, but in the 

background there was a woman, standing, looking out at the rubble, gripping something in her 

hand. I peered closer, took a magnifying glass. At first I thought it was a handkerchief—but 

upon looking closer, I realized my mistake…I wish I could tell you what she held, Liliya, but—if 

I wrote it down, the evidence would incriminate Tatyana. You and I both know that the regime 

has ways of reading these letters. So I won’t be stupid. All I can tell you was that it was 

incontrovertible, physical proof that your mother was alive and well. And near. 

My head spun and my vision started to blacken at the corners. I nearly fainted. But I 

whispered prayers, put my head between my knees. I stopped myself—inhaled, exhaled slowly, 

like Taty had always told me. Slowly my vision returned. It was that moment that I knew I had 

to find you, to talk to you at all costs and explain everything. 

But of course, now that I have found you, sought you out—you refuse to respond to me. 

I must insist on warning you of the danger you are in if you don’t respond soon. Though of 

course, I can’t blame you for not believing me, not wanting to talk to me. I simply repel 

everyone in my life, and I suppose I always have. 

I suppose the best way to explain it is to tell you a story about a birthday party. Did you 

know that your mother and I share the same birthday? 21 August. She was born 1923, and I was 

born two years later.  

Anyway, it was 1941. It was your mother’s eighteenth birthday, my sixteenth. Our 

mother and father had died only months earlier. Tatyana had just used her inheritance to buy her 

own little apartment in the city, near the university, and I went with her because, well, I had 

nowhere else to go. We had been scrimping and saving every kopek we had until then—well, I 

should say I had, your mother had a bit of a spending habit—until Taty decided that we should 

treat ourselves for the day. I gave in. She bought a brilliant red party dress, and in my new white 

one I felt pristine and cool, more like a swan than an ugly duckling for the first time I could 

remember in forever. Taty and her little girlfriends made us the usual pies, and she made and 

sent out the invitations to all of our cousins and friends from school to celebrate with us.  

It felt like every student in Leningrad came to our apartment that night. The girls milled 

about the room, swirling around each other like tops in their full skirts and shirtwaists, while the 

boys knocked their glasses of vodka about, laughing loudly and lifting their eyebrows at the girls. 

Hardly anyone I knew came, although I hadn’t very many people to tell her to invite in the first 

place. But there was one boy—Dmitry, whom I thought handsome. He was one of the only 

people to receive an invitation from me. I hadn’t expected him to come. We chatted for a bit, 

and I thanked him for the present he had bought, telling him that I was sure I’d like it. That was 
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when he looked confused and said that he thought this was just Taty’s party. Because apparently 

that was all it said on the invitations she made—that it was just her party. No mention 

whatsoever of me. I replied rather rudely to Dmitry, who then left me to go talk to Taty. 

They all started singing happy birthday to us, most of them shouting Tatyana’s name. 

Now I understood why. I gripped the sides of my dress in anger. In the large mirror hanging on 

the wall in the parlor, I could see a reflection of Taty, laughing gaily in the corner with her 

friends. I peered into it for a moment, glaring into my reflection, the color high in my cheeks, 

my eyes over-bright—and it cracked. There was a rushing sound, a scream from somewhere far 

away. Our guests dropped to the floor like drunken rag dolls. And then I blacked out. 

When I woke up, the windows of our apartment were shattered, shards scattered across 

the room. Our guests, who had hidden themselves under the table, were cut up and crying.  

Everything looked like it had been singed—especially my dress, which was now covered in soot 

and full of blackened holes. Cheap material, I suppose. When I found Taty, her grey eyes 

widened as she looked at me, trembling and watering from the sting of the smoke. She was 

cowered in a corner of the dining room, as if she had tried to burrow through it in an attempt to 

flee, to hide. I would always remember her that way.  

Hiding. 

Broken shards of mirror covered everything—stuck bizarrely into the sides of the walls, 

burrowed in the cracks between floorboards, cutting into the skin on my arms and face, a 

shimmering dust in my eyes and ears. In another life, at another birthday party, it could have 

been mistaken for glitter. I could see bizarre distortions of myself, of Taty, all around me—tears 

on an ashy cheek, a tattered edge of red, all reflecting in on one another so that I could see 

infinite fractions of some things, while others, though equally shattered, remained out of sight. 

A few days later, Taty told me that that night, our birthday, was the night the first 

German bomb had dropped on the city of Leningrad... 

I can’t write anymore. I feel ill, thinking about all this. I’d better go lie down before I 

have one of my episodes. Please write to me soon. I need to talk to you. 

Your Aunt, 

         Irina 
*** 

12 August 1944 

My little sun, Irinka, 

 

I hope you are faring well, taking care of yourself—no fainting episodes, I hope? I’m 

sure you’re doing fine. You’re smart.  

I was talking to Fyodor last night about stories. I was explaining to him that every time I 

try to tell a different story it always ends up becoming the same one in the end—it’s like it’s 

buried so deep within me that it colors every fiction, every little universe I dream into existence! 
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Somehow I can’t escape from it. It’s sticky like honey and stains deeper than blood—the story 

of what is broken, so monstrous and ugly, and the person who not only knows something 

salvageable exists underneath it all, but who digs deep between the ribs until they find it and 

hold it and heal it until it begins to beat beauty and love and life! And no one is ever the same.  

Transformation. It is precious. Perhaps it is just that, though—a story, and nothing 

more—but if so, it’s the best story we have, in my humble opinion! Certainly, it is my own story. 

Maybe it is yours, too.  

I told him all this and he kissed me on the mouth. Oh, Irina. I’m so in love with him. 

How can one help but love a husband who does not treat me as some sort of pathetic creature 

with clipped wings? He knows how changeable I am, and he loves me anyway, in all my forms. 

These feelings I have are exhilarating and terrifying to behold…I feel an awakening, in a way. 

It’s very strange. I hope this is making sense to you. I’m sure it must. 

I told Fyodor the ending of my story last night, the one with Ivan and Iosif. I haven’t 

written the ending down yet. I don’t want to give it away before I send you the finished copy. 

It’s really—what it’s about is protecting the people you love from pain. And sometimes you 

have to do hard things in order to do that. He told me he wasn’t sure if he liked my idea very 

much. So I tried to get him to understand. I said, What if I were dying of a cancer that could 

never be healed? He spit on the ground. I kept going—Would you tell me? Even if there were 

no way to treat it, and telling me would only trap me in misery? Would you still tell me? 

I thought it made perfect sense, but clearly, he disagreed. Yes, he said. Because lies are 

traps. It’s no life—lies. The truth—is not a trap. Is hard. Hurts, yes sometimes. But not a trap. 

Truth—that’s life. Freedom. Truth is—. 

Honestly, his Russian is so garbled, I could hardly understand him at that point. Maybe 

the humidity was getting to me. It was something about ‘giving new wings to dying sparrows,’ 

whatever that’s supposed to mean. I went into my tent after that because the fire was too hot 

and I was tired from all the translating. 

 Keep well. Don’t worry or fret about me. I love you very much, my dear sister. 

           

Kisses, 

          Your Taty 

*** 

15 May 1963 

Dear Liliya, 

 

I can’t wait much longer to talk to you. It’s all converging. The fires. Have you been 

watching the news—the patterns? It’s really quite extraordinary, their scope. Do you read the 

papers? Maybe you don’t. You probably don’t have time to read, with all of your recitals. I can 

imagine you now. You know, your mother used to dance, before she ran away. I had a dream 

about it the other night.  
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I dreamed that I was watching you, floating above you, playing Kitri—one of the most 

vivid dreams I’ve ever had. You were waiting in the wings. It felt like an eternity. Or maybe only 

a fraction of a second. The house was dark, and I could hear the newly-installed electric light 

bulbs buzzing from downstage. The red curtains quivered in anticipation. The house was full, 

most of it obscured by shadow. It is strange to me, how nervous, how proud I felt as I floated 

up there. Maybe that’s what it feels like for Evgeniya every time she comes to one of your 

performances and watches you dance. 

In my dream, the maestro stirred his baton, and the music for Kitri’s entrance began. 

And then—you entered off stage left, rose up onto your toes, and danced. You had clearly 

forgotten about any letters I sent you, any strange tales of your mother. Only this moment 

existed. Only this place. Your red costume twirled around you and your Spanish fan fluttered 

and waved, like I imagined a blackbird would, about your hand. The castanets clicked, orchestra 

soaring. I floated high above you. When I saw you, twirling and pirouetting and leaping—

flying!—across the stage, I was overcome and, then I started to cry, but instead of tears, pearls 

and rubies fell from my eyes onto the stage… 

Liliya, you looked so much like her. It was like seeing her all over again. You were 

beautiful. But then, you heard me as I wept, as the glittering gems fell onto the stage, and as you 

were leaping, you looked up where I floated and saw me. And your face twisted in horror, and 

then from your back burst great fiery wings, and you screeched. 

And then I woke up. It’s strange, how much I remember from this dream. I hardly 

remember my real life, let alone a false one. My memory just keeps getting worse and worse with 

time. I’ve been fainting more often lately. Waking up in places where I didn’t fall asleep. Perhaps 

it’s just stress—the burden of a secret weighing on me. Your fate.  

Oh, Liliya. I so want to protect you. You must know—your mother—she was such a 

fool, and so selfish! It shames me to admit that when she found out she was pregnant, she asked 

me to take you in—to meet her in secret in the village where she and your father’s band were 

staying. I went, too! I was going to take you in, and finally, I would be able to have a child, as I 

had wanted my whole life—the one thing I ever wanted, to take care of someone else, to be a 

mother, a wife.  

And damn your mother! She had everything I wanted. Everything! And she didn’t care at 

all—about any of it. But here—here was my chance. I was going to come and rescue you. That’s 

why I was there—that night that everything changed. You were almost my daughter—I was 

supposed to take you home.  

My head is spinning—I need to tell you what happened. I’m trying to protect you. If you 

don’t come to me, I will be forced to come and find you myself. Please just respond. Please. 

Please find me, Liliya. Please.  

Your Aunt, 

        Irina 
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*** 

15 December 1944 

My little sun, Irina, 

  

I’m sorry I haven’t written in so long—months!—but I suppose I cannot hide it any 

longer. I’m nine months pregnant. Due any day now, actually. You must be surprised—I wasn’t 

showing yet by the time I left, and I hid my morning sickness rather well, I must say. You 

couldn’t have known. I was scared to tell you because I know how you must have felt about me 

running off with Fyodor, your reservations about the Roma, how much you love children and 

would do anything to have one if you could…I could not deal with the guilt of keeping it from 

you anymore, and if we ever met again, you would have discovered it, anyway. So, there it is.  

Remember when our cousins came to visit last summer, Uncle Grigory’s little one, 

Mashka? She ran to my arms and begged me to pick her up, and she was so heavy! It was 

shocking. So heavy. I could barely hold her, and I said to Uncle, I—I can’t carry her! I hoisted 

her up by the armpits as best I could, but she grunted and wriggled out of my arms like a little 

fish and cried that I had hurt her. And she ran to you, and you swooped her up like she was 

lighter than a feather and tickled her sweet little chin and she giggled. I think of that moment 

often whenever I look down and see myself growing so large. It’s cumbersome. I hate that my 

own body has become a burden to me. And when that stops being a burden, my child will be. 

You know what they say. From fire to flame. 

Oh, I must sound absolutely rotten to you. Fyodor would probably agree with you—he 

cannot wait for the baby to arrive. From the high curve of my belly, I am sure it’s a girl, but I 

know that Fyodor wants it so badly to be a boy, to carry on his family line. I just don’t know 

anymore…we’ve been having horrible arguments for the past few months. He found out that I 

had been talking to Rawnie about ways to undo a pregnancy…I told him I didn’t think he 

should be surprised, since I told him when I realized that I was pregnant how I feel about 

children. I said, I thought that just the two of us was enough—you, and me, the open air, the 

horses, the fire. A baby—it would change everything. Being a mother…it’s so much to worry 

about. I felt imprisoned in Leningrad, by the war, by…burdens that shouldn’t have been mine. 

You know that.  

He put his head in his hands, and I kept talking: That’s why I left! I feel free with you, 

out here. I love—out here, with you, I’m—aren’t I—am I not enough? He winced and his dark 

eyes seemed so full of sorrow—sadness looks so romantic on him—but then it turned to 

something hard and cold and he got up and left.  

A few minutes later, I heard glass shattering. I left my place by the fire, stepping over the 

twigs and into the woods, where I saw Fyodor throwing bottles against tree trunks. The air 

smelled of vodka. I watched him for a while, shaking and until he was done. I crossed my arms 

over my chest. What a waste. You know, it’s only good luck if you break it accidentally, I said, 

motioning to the glass. He turned to me, and the tears on his cheek were silver rivers glinting in 

the darkness. 
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The vodka is bad for babies, he said. He walked back to the caravans. We haven’t really 

talked since then, but Fyodor’s been keeping me on a very close watch to make sure I don’t try 

anything… Oh, Irina. I can’t do this. I can’t raise a child…I don’t know what to do. I can’t keep 

this child. I can’t. I refuse to be caged. 

I just had a thought. Maybe it’s crazy. Irina…you can take the baby. Perhaps I am 

overtired as I’m writing this—my heart feels like it’s on fire with maddening hope—please! 

Would you meet with me here in Zoyanovska and take the baby? In secret, of course. Fyodor 

can’t know. We can do it in a month’s time—we’ll all still be here, until the first of February, and 

you can just meet us... I can figure out how to explain it to him later...yes! This is perfect—

everything the both of us have hoped for! I know you’ve always wanted a child, anyway. I know 

you’d take good care of it. Oh, you’d finally get to be a mother. And I’d be just—Tatyana, as 

always. I feel as though I’ve just been struck by lightning! 

My hand aches from the cold. I cannot write any longer, neither this letter nor the last 

part of my story about the firebird…it will have to wait until another time. I’ll just send you 

what I have so far. Stay safe, little sun. Please, please hurry back with a response. I would be 

forever grateful. 

          Kisses, 

          Your Taty 

P.S. I have included a small token for you that I took from home along with what I have written 

so far of my story. Perhaps it will help to bring my words to life. 

 

*** 

28 May 1963 

Dear Liliya, 

 

 I’m sorry. But I must see you. I regret what pain this has caused you, what this may mean 

for me. But this secret—it’s like a bomb—the longer I wait, the deadlier it becomes. She’s 

closer—the circles are getting smaller. 

          Your Aunt, 

          Irina 
*** 

25th June 1960 

Dear Liliya, 

 

This will be my last letter to you. After you read it I hope you’ll understand why I’ve 

done everything I have. I will try to explain everything the best I can. 
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I had to come and see you in person, in Moscow. And the only night I could think of, 

the only night that I knew exactly where you would be and when, was at your performance of 

Don Quixote. I know you saw me out there in the front row—you must have recognized me from 

the photo I sent. I saw you fumble your steps—ruin an otherwise perfect performance. Heard 

the audience gasp. All my fault. I left, right after that. And this morning, I read the reviews of 

Don Quixote in the paper—again, I am so sorry—and realized the extent of my stupidity and 

selfishness in coming, in writing to you, in ruining what could have been the best night of your 

life. Perhaps even your career.  

I cannot cling to the foolish hope that you will agree to meet with me any longer. But 

maybe my actions will make more sense to you once you read this—what I have been waiting to 

tell you (at least in these explicit words) for so long: the truth about you, about your mother. 

To be honest, I remember almost nothing of what had happened that night that the 

village of Zoyanovska burned away—the night before the social workers found you. It was 

January, a month after you were born. After finally making my way there on horseback, I was 

wandering through the village in search of you and your mother so that I could steal you away, 

relieving her of you, her daughter. Her “burden.” 

But mere minutes after I arrived in the middle of the night, Stalin’s soldiers arrived on 

horseback. Honestly, it was only a matter of time. I had warned your mother over and over 

again of Stalin’s men and their hatred of gypsies—of everything they stood for. But your father’s 

band had not been cautious enough in covering their tracks. Perhaps the soldiers were drunk. Or 

maybe they had heard that Fyodor’s band was in town, making their music and bumming 

cigarettes off the locals. Who knows. I suppose it doesn’t matter—it’s not as if cruelty cares 

much for reason, anyway. I was walking to your mother’s caravan when they came, cantering 

unabashedly through the town square where the Roma stayed. They began lighting the wagons 

on fire with torches, breaking shop windows with their sticks, and firing indiscriminately at the 

people who still wandered about on the street…the women, the children. There was shouting, 

glass shattering, gunfire. 

A man, who I realized almost immediately was Fyodor, and some others took pine 

branches from the kindling piles in their caravans and lit them on fire to defend themselves 

from the attackers. The soldiers beat them down before my very eyes. I had never been so 

terrified in my life. At some point in during the attack I saw Fyodor jump up, mount the 

commander’s horse from behind, and slit the man’s throat with his knife…Perhaps he intended 

to keep the horse for himself…I’ll never know. And then one of the soldiers shouted something 

I couldn’t understand, and they all began shooting at him, at your father, and as his body shook 

I saw the blood blossoming out of your father’s chest. He fell right outside in an alleyway, 

coughed up some more blood, and stopped moving. 

 I was frozen. And somewhere, far behind me, I heard the sound of a baby, crying. I’m 

sure it was you. I whipped around wildly, searching, lifting burning beams of wood, scorching 

the skin on my hands, blistering. I was desperate to find you, my new daughter, my ounce of 

hope—isn’t it amazing how wildly and recklessly alive one becomes, with hope?—but I couldn’t 
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find you, I couldn’t!…I don’t remember much after that point. All I know is I could hardly see 

anything. I fell to my knees because the smell of copper and smoke was suffocating me and my 

chest felt like it was ripping open, and as I tried to scramble away toward you, out of the corner 

of my eye, I saw your mother round the corner, saw her find your father’s body… I saw Taty 

contort her mouth in what looked like an anguished sob. It occurred to me that her arms were 

empty…She had left you, somewhere, to burn… 

It was at that point my vision went. I could see only blackness. And then I heard a sound 

come from somewhere very close, like the screech of metal on metal, inhuman, animal. It sort of 

sounded like Taty, but maybe not…it was so eerie—almost like her voice, but different 

somehow, distorted, like it was coming from someone else and not her. It was like something 

that tears and burns the throat and lungs and mouth, trembling and echoing and reverberating in 

my head…I had never heard anything like it before in all my life. It was at that point that 

nothing made sense to me anymore. I blacked out. 

When I woke up, the village was gone. 

 In its place—a twenty-acre graveyard of crumbled wagons and thatched roofs and 

hissing stones. Ashes from the charred remains floated up like ghosts on tendrils of smoke to 

block out the sky. They fell on my eyelashes, coating everything so that the world in front of me 

was blurry and monochrome—no spark of violent orange or slit of blue sky. Everything—this 

place, the soldiers, the gypsies, my sister, and, I assumed, you—consumed by fire. After I lost 

my vision, I must have crawled under something—maybe slabs of stone walls? I’m still not quite 

sure—that blocked my body from the flames and allowed me to escape most of the destruction. 

I wasn’t burned very badly anywhere at all. A few cuts, scrapes. Blisters from where I tore 

through the embers. But everything else! All the colors—it was like they had been singed away. 

The land they left behind was one of black and white and ashes. I could only spot a single flame, 

burning as witness, flickering defiantly on the end of—I had to touch it, to feel its weight in my 

hand to be certain—a crimson feather. 

 Liliya, it was then that I knew what your mother was. What she had tried to keep from 

me. I didn’t want to believe it at first. There had been so many signs. For many years, I thought 

she and her secret had died. I went into hiding, fearing Stalin’s men would blame me, her sister, 

for the deaths of his soldiers. I kept out of sight. But there were whispers over the years, that a 

baby had been found…And then, the fires started happening again, ten years ago. One after the 

other, circling closer and closer. I traced the coordinates, found the patterns as I pinned them to 

the wall, traced over and over. I knew she was alive, that she was untamable. That she would 

never be able to stop. And I realized that there was still a chance you were alive, somewhere out 

there, unaware of what strange power you carried in your blood—power you got from her. You 

know what they say—extinguish the spark before the house is on fire. 

I had to find you, if only to protect you.    

And everyone else. 
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It just took me too long to start my search. To reach out. And now, everything I’ve 

touched has been ruined. It’s hard to live with myself, to go on knowing what I’ve done to you 

by showing up in your life and spilling your mother’s secrets. 

 But now you know. I’m so sorry—sorry for everything. 

          Your Aunt, 

          Irina 
*** 

14 August 1963 

Dear Liliya, 

 

 I hope that you are reading this at home, and not standing at the post office in 

Leningrad. I am writing this because I haven’t heard from you since you told me to leave you 

alone, and I’ve decided that I no longer wish to see or hear from you, either. So, if you are at the 

post office, please keep the money I gave you for a cab and use it for train fare home.  

 You’ll also see that there’s another envelope there with your mother’s story inside. That 

one she kept talking about. I finally plucked up my courage and read it the other day, all the way 

through it. She never finished her story, you know? She died before she could ever write the 

ending for me. Or maybe she did finish it? And it burned up in the fire at Zoyanovska…I do 

not know. But I cannot bear it.  

 It’s for you to keep. Don’t read it until you’ve left Leningrad, if you’re there. I assure you, 

it’s better this way—if you just turn around and leave me. And there’s something else in there 

for you as well—a fragment of my past. Hers. Yours, now. Keep that, too. It was something 

your mother gave to me. Maybe it will help you understand.  

 See, I’ve been thinking about the phenomenon that occurs when you look into a mirror 

with a mirror behind you. Have you ever done that, Liliya? You see yourself, over and over 

again. Millions of Liliyas, millions of Zoyanovskas, millions of birthday parties… All of time and 

history and its secrets, contained in that little mirror. I’ve been thinking about our stories, how 

they cycle in and out of time, beginning and ending and changing, and beginning again. 

 You see, my whole life I’ve been tracing and retracing your mother’s history, your 

history—going over the holes, the missing pieces, the patterns. It was always something I was so 

inclined to do. But in this field, I’ve realized that the more and more I go over the holes, the 

wider they become, so wide that they swallow me up.  Like that mirror. And now I can’t help 

but feel that maybe the truth I knew for so long is actually just a convenient piece of fiction, 

written by—written for!—a mind whose capacities for memory and patience and truth and pain 

are now failing. It seems to me now that the cracks in the mirror are unavoidable, that maybe 

who I thought I was seeing was never really there, but is someone, something else 

entirely…Maybe more was lost in that fire than I thought.  
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 It occurred to me for the first time, in all these years of surety, that I could be wrong 

about absolutely everything—well, maybe not everything. But the essential thing. In fact, at this 

point, it seems likely. Or maybe I’m just mad—yes. Perhaps I am mad after all. I’m so sorry. I 

never meant to push you away, to hurt you the way I have. But it is my curse. One I cannot 

escape, ever. I regret everything. 

 Please, do not bother yourself with me any longer. 

          Your Aunt, 

        Irina  
*** 

21 August 1963 

Dear Mama, 

 

 I have so much to tell you. I realize that you might be mad at me for leaving you without 

warning to go to Leningrad. I had to see someone—a woman I learned about a few days ago. 

Her name is Irina Popova. She’s my birth mother’s younger sister. Please don’t be angry with me 

for being in contact with her. She wrote me some letters a while ago, and asked me to come and 

see her at her home. But apparently there was a problem with the postal service, and they only 

just got delivered to me two days ago, all in a big bundle. The postman’s face was so red when 

he delivered them. He told me that for some reason they had gotten lost, and that he had just 

found them a few days ago.  

 I opened the first one, and when she told me who she was, and I could hardly believe 

it—I’ll admit, I was angry after I read the first few. What business did she have with contacting 

me, anyway? Interrupting my life this way. And Mama—she included letters from Tatyana. 

That’s my birth mother’s name. Please don’t cry—I know this is upsetting to you. I cried, too. I 

felt so many things at once, and I was certain that I wasn’t going to contact her, at least at first. 

But as I read more of her letters to me, I began to pity her as well. She seemed so desperate to 

contact me, so helpless, and fragile. To be frank, I thought she was ill, and I thought I would go 

over and see if there was anything I could do to help, since she had gone through all that trouble 

to write to me, after all—maybe visiting her would calm her nerves, or at the least I could 

perhaps find someone to check on her once in a while. I bought my train ticket on Thursday, 

and left Friday night while you and Papa were still asleep. 

The train ride to Leningrad was long, but worth the wait. Did you know, it is the first 

time I’ve ever been to the city? I got there a few hours before sunset, so I had some time to 

explore, though I spent the majority of my day on the Trinity Bridge, just people-watching. The 

sky was bright blue, reflecting off the surface of the Neva and the golden domes of a huge 

cathedral. Huge, rectangular stone buildings, palaces everywhere. I stood on the bridge near the 

river and watched the people walking past me. A woman with one of those fashionable modern 

haircuts walked her dog past. She was talking to an old lady, who bent low with her head scarf 



Donohoe   Children of Ash 21 
   

 

tied, maybe to protect her head from sunburn. Groups of business men in cars sped up and 

down, honking at one another on their way to work. Sitting on the other side of the bridge was a 

man with long black hair and an untrimmed beard, staring like sad hound dog out at me. He was 

cradling a bottle of something. The air smelled like cigarette smoke, river water. Summertime. 

I headed straight for the post office. When I got there, I told the secretary at the front 

desk that my name was Liliya Vladimirevna Vorobyeva and could I please have the key to Box 

4107. The lady gave me the key, and I opened the post box, which was a lot fuller than I 

expected.  

There was a note with Irina’s home address; an envelope with a few rubles for a taxi ride; 

another envelope, addressed to me, with a letter from her and another envelope inside it with 

my mother’s handwriting on it; finally, the letter I had written her a few days before to tell her I 

was coming—clearly, it had only just arrived, and she hadn’t had a chance to read it. She didn’t 

know I was in Leningrad, on my way to see her. 

At that point I felt a little worried, because honestly, Mama, she seemed sort of upset in 

her last letter, to put it mildly, and I feared she might do something—rash. I called for a taxi 

right away. The driver was French. Thankfully I remembered enough from all my years at the 

Academy to get along fine. The French cabbie and I had been driving for half an hour through 

the Leningrad byways when I suddenly spotted the sign from the note and shouted at him to 

stop. 

The man cursed, veered over and braked hard. Taking a steadying breath, he pointed to 

the sign, waved his hairy hand ahead. He grumbled something in French, which meant 

something like, Can’t drive here, anyway. He took another look at me, eyebrows pinched, and 

his mouth fell open slightly. Like a fish. He asked again if I was sure that this was where I 

wanted to be left—something about, You know what they say about these woods? The trees, 

did looked ominous, even from where I stood on the road. I pulled out the 50-ruble note that 

Irina had given me. I didn’t say anything except thank you. Clearly he forgot his question while 

ogling the payment in his hand. I could tell by the look on his face that he couldn’t decide 

whether the generosity of my tip was due to what he must have interpreted as naive stupidity, or 

due to the fact that I didn’t want him to ask me any more questions. Maybe he thought both. 

Anyway, he started the cab up and drove away. I started walking up the ravine. 

Mama, it was so green there. The thick canopy of the Kovalevsky was like a shroud over 

the undergrowth below, blocking out the majority of the sunlight and creating eerie green 

shadow-puppets on my arms and fingers. Irina wasn’t lying when she said it was quiet there—far 

quieter than anything in Moscow. Only birds whistled in the trees. I thought about my birth 

father, Fyodor, about where I come from. He lived among those trees, once upon a time. His 

people were cut down here by the Bolsheviks back in ’19, buried deep beneath layers of dirt and 

roots and time and forgetting. And now they’re my people, too. Or they will be, one day....It’s so 

strange how everything I thought I knew about myself for so long has changed.  

Don’t be afraid, though, Mama. I can practically see your reaction as you’re reading this. 

You’re probably at your vanity mirror right now. I can picture your hand slipping slightly on 
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your tube of lipstick as you read the word “changed” and smudging the left corner of your 

mouth, then correcting it with one swipe of your little finger. You need not worry about me. I 

am still your Lilichka. But onto what I really want to tell you. 

As I got closer to the top, I felt dampness in my armpits, on my forehead. At first I 

thought it was just because I was out of shape, sweaty, but the heat became so strange and 

unbearable that I had to think something was wrong. And as I climbed higher, I recognized an 

unmistakable smell in the air. Smoke. 

When I finally made my way out of the edge of the forest at the top of the crest of the 

ravine, the place where the sunset turned the sky brilliant pinks and oranges, my breath caught in 

my chest, and I held my hand up to my mouth. 

Nothing was there. 

Everywhere I looked—at least half a mile in every direction, down the other side of the 

cliff and even part of the valley beyond. It was clear that there used to be trees there—great 

winding live oaks and tall pines straight as soldiers, probably. Now, stumps. Everything before 

my eyes rested peacefully under a fine layer of ashes. It almost looked like snow. 

Directly ahead of me was the wreckage of what I had to assume had once been Irina’s 

house. A black stain in the middle of a white blanket. All of it, burned away in what could have 

been only a few hours. My mind was racing. I called out to Irina, over and over again. 

No response. No movement from within the ruin of her charred house. I called her 

name until my voice became hoarse with all the smoke. Still, nothing.  

I climbed through the debris of the house, through the remnants of cardboard boxes 

whose contents were completely destroyed by flame and smoke. I couldn’t find a trace of her 

anywhere. Everything had been ravaged by this fire—everything. The only remnant I found was 

a scarlet feather, singed, resting on the edge of a crossbeam. The answer to only one of a million 

questions. 

It was then that I opened up that envelope, the one with my mother’s story in it. It had 

my mother’s handwriting on it—so much like mine. Inside was the story of a firebird, two 

brothers, their father. A vila queen, wishes, golden apples. You know, my mother never finished 

it, but it somehow felt like she had. To me, anyway. I don’t know.  

There was still a certain weight to the envelope, even after I took out the letter, so I 

looked inside, and in the corner was a piece of something the size of my thumb—a shard of 

mirror. A remnant that I knew my mother had kept from that night when the bomb hit 

Leningrad.  

And suddenly I could just see Irina so clearly, standing in her bedroom one week ago at 

her desk among all her newspaper clippings and photographs and mad letters and stories and 

history books and looking at this little sliver and seeing herself in it. Her eyes. The eyes of a 

“little beggar.” I can see her remembering that birthday party and how everything she ever 

touched was destroyed, and thinking about my mother and how maybe for once in her life she 

had tried to be unselfish but had failed. Maybe she was thinking about me, the life she might 

have had. And perhaps it was all too much for her.  
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As the sunset sank below the horizon, I looked out into the wreckage and remembered 

something. 21 August. 

I sang Happy Birthday, to the both of them. 

Wherever they were. 

After throwing the piece of mirror onto the ground, I left. 

I took a ride with a stranger back to Leningrad, and I bought one train ticket for 

Moscow, which leaves tomorrow. I’m finishing this letter on a bench on the Trinity Bridge, and 

for some reason, Mama, I just can’t think about Irina or Tatyana or even the fire. All I can think 

of is the Roma. How on earth did they survive all these years, anyway—hundreds of years of 

death, hunger, others’ disdain. It’s as if they are the last embers in the firepit, the ones that 

smolder secretly underneath the ashes only to burn the foot of the fool who is arrogant enough 

to believe they have gone out. Maybe they really are like dandelions—resilient. Little fragments 

of history that refuse to die. I don’t know. Maybe I’ve been reading too many books since being 

out of the studio. 

Oh, I miss it so much! I hate being graduated. I’m tearing up. I miss the barre, the 

mirrors. My pointe shoes. But I think most of all, I miss how it felt to dance. Honestly, I think 

I’ve forgotten it quite a bit. Not just how my muscles move, but what it really felt like!  

I remember when I was Kitri—how it was to dance in that role. It’s funny. Remember 

when you asked me what my favorite section was, and I couldn’t tell you? I think it’s because 

when I fly across the stage like that, I’m just—so overcome, I’m just myself, but wilder, and—I 

think whoever I become in that moment just sort of—erases everything else. I never remember 

the exact combinations, or how I did. After I dance, all I have left is the feeling. Nothing else. 

But maybe it’s good that I’ve forgotten it a little bit, now that my show is over. Maybe if I 

remembered how it felt, it would just make the pain of missing it that much worse.  

I’m looking out over the Neva now. It’s stunning, Mama, dark, and glittering. Warm light 

from the windows of the Imperial Palace glows on the surface water. Down the length of the 

bridge, I hear the guitars, an accordion wheezing, the familiar thrum of the balalaika. A song that 

has only begun to unravel. In a moment, I will tie together the bundle of letters that Irina gave 

me, and hold them out over the river. 

I will light a match. 

          All my love, 

          Liliya 


