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            Prologue

         
         
            Leningrad, August 1941

         

         On a Friday, on a cheap street near the Neva, on an unmade bed in a colorless communal apartment, a very young woman rocked
            in pain. The midwife, sitting in the corner with her chin in her hand, waited to catch the babies—two babies, with the Germans
            knocking on the door of the city. The midwife had lived through the loss of two husbands and five children and had already
            witnessed two wars. She’d delivered babies in ditches and whorehouses and prisons. And yet she could not imagine a worse entry
            into motherhood than this particular day, in this particular room, and she pitied the little blond woman writhing on the bed,
            whose name was Elizaveta.
         

         
         Elizaveta was a dancer, and she was no stranger to pain. Once, while performing with the Kirov Ballet, she’d sprained a ligament near her right ankle and still finished her solo, and Stalin himself gave her a standing ovation as she hobbled off the stage. But it seemed to the midwife that the closer Elizaveta got to bringing her children into the world, the more she faded from it. She bucked and strained as if she wanted to fly out of her body and leave everything—and everyone—behind. Her eyes darted from one wall to the other. She looked as though she’d lost her very soul somewhere in the room and it would be hers again, if she could only find it. Her faded blue nightgown, borrowed from a sympathetic neighbor down the hall when Elizaveta’s belly swelled too much to wear her own, was too big and hung off one shoulder. 

         
         Just as the midwife commanded Elizaveta to push, a tank rumbled down the street and shook the bed. The men and women of Leningrad,
            who’d spent the summer digging ditches and building fortifications around the city, had been warned two days before to prepare
            to fight or flee. While Elizaveta labored, everyone else in the city was packing or preparing or running at full steam between
            the two. The air smelled of hot ash and panic.
         

         
         And this is why no one congratulated Elizaveta when the last pangs came and her daughters were delivered into the midwife’s
            bony hands. They were beautiful babies—good and strong, with loud, lusty cries, the kinds of babies who could weather anything.
            The midwife had seen enough bad births to know to be thankful for the good ones, but she had no well-wishes to offer. She
            glanced at the red-faced new mother and again felt pity for her, stuck with two babies, and alone, with an invasion breathing
            down their necks. She laid the babies in their mother’s arms and tried to think of something suitable to say. But when the
            afterbirth was delivered and the midwife bent to cut the babies’ cords, an old injury in her back began to twinge, and the
            sharpness of this sensation flattened her pity into annoyance. She muttered only that now the linens needed washing, and where
            was she supposed to find soap in a time like this?
         

         
         Elizaveta’s neighbors, who heard the entire birth through the thin walls of the communal apartment, weren’t much better. They all shook their heads at Elizaveta’s fate. To have one child in these times was a misfortune; to have two felt like negligence. The building supervisor, an old man in the apartment three doors down, had a soft spot in his heart for the little dancer. When he heard the babies’ first cries, he went to cross himself in response, but a plane buzzed low overhead and his fingers froze over his collarbone and he dove under his bed in fear—and that was the closest thing Elizaveta got to a blessing that day. 

         
         The midwife, anxious for her own family and eager to get away from Elizaveta’s hollow eyes, packed up her things in a hurry.
            Later, when she unpacked at home, she would realize that she’d left a sharp pair of scissors behind. The babies still lay
            where the midwife had placed them, rooting around for their first meal, and Elizaveta made no motion to help them. She stared
            straight ahead as if the birth had made her blind. The midwife stood to go, and just before she closed the door, Elizaveta
            gave her a look that curdled her stomach.
         

         
         The midwife should have stayed longer. It wasn’t good to leave new mothers alone; you never knew what they would do. She should
            have offered some comfort. But what comfort can be offered to a woman on the eve of war? The midwife knew no happy fate awaited
            this mother or her children, and she wanted to stay and help, but her own family waited at home. To give herself the strength
            to leave, she hardened her heart and said, “If only you’d kept out of trouble,” and then turned and slammed the door.
         

         
         Elizaveta was nineteen years old, and she had no family. Her parents, like so many, had been killed in the Year of ’37, dragged
            off to the Gulag under false accusations of inciting insurrection; her grandparents were lost to stray gunfire during the
            Revolution. She was an only child, and now she was alone, with two children of her own.
         

         
         The closest thing she had to siblings were her fellow dancers at the Kirov Ballet, and even these substitutes were absent. That morning, at the company’s first class of the day, it had been announced that the entire company—dancers, seamstresses, orchestra, and all—would be evacuated to Molotov that evening, along with all the students and teachers at the Vaganova Ballet Academy, the Kirov’s school of ballet. As Elizaveta’s daughters cried in concert with the sirens outside, all of her fellow dancers stuffed the essentials of their lives into duffel bags and suitcases and prepared for the evacuation, along with all the government officials the state had deemed too important to die. 

         
         The Kirov was the pride of the Soviets, the premier ballet company in the world, and Elizaveta had once been its most promising
            dancer. While even talented ballerinas excel in a single specialty—some bodies are built for leaping, or for quick pirouettes,
            or for long, sinuous arabesques—Elizaveta, who had sacrificed her childhood at the Vaganova, seemed poised to take them all.
            The speed of her allegro was as breathtaking as the majesty of her adagio, both underlined by a magnetism that was impossible
            to define or ignore. She seduced entire audiences with a single glance.
         

         
         But when she became pregnant, Elizaveta’s body, which she’d known so well, became foreign to her. Her spins slowed, her attack
            softened, and her balance—thrown off by her stomach, which, in the eyes of the other dancers, grew much faster than a pregnant
            stomach should—ebbed away by the week. Her name appeared on the company’s casting lists less and less and then disappeared
            altogether. During Elizaveta’s fifth month, the company physician took her aside and warned her to stop attending classes—not
            because he thought she was in danger but because the ballet master, who preferred absolute uniformity in his dancers’ appearances,
            instructed him to do so. “You don’t want to hurt yourself,” the physician said. “Or your child.” Elizaveta said nothing in
            response, and she did not come to class again—and because of this, she did not hear the announcement that the company was
            being evacuated.
         

         
         Katusha, Elizaveta’s closest friend, realized this an hour before the train was supposed to leave for Molotov. She arrived at Elizaveta’s door at four that afternoon. In one hand, she carried a suitcase containing everything she owned; with the other, she carried a basket of food, an assortment that took her all day to find in the few unshuttered shops across town. 

         
         She was too late. Katusha heard the babies crying, knocked hard, called Elizaveta’s name and knocked harder. No voice came
            in reply. The building supervisor, who had gone out in search of some sort of present for the babies and came up empty, arrived
            at that moment and, hearing the babies’ wail and seeing the alarm on Katusha’s face, pulled his keys out of his pocket and
            hurried to the door without being asked.
         

         
         The door swung open and rattled on its hinges. Katusha and the building manager rushed in and, seeing Elizaveta, stopped short.
            The little dancer, the one for whom Stalin applauded, the one for whom everyone had such hopes, the one who, until nine months
            ago, was poised to become the prima of the Kirov and perhaps all Russia, perhaps the entire world, lay with slit wrists on
            the bed, the sun streaming into her open eyes. Even in death, she was graceful: her arms were splayed out as if in a final
            port de bras, her hands open, her feet wide apart. She was naked, and her body bore both the marks of her pregnancy and the
            art to which she’d dedicated her life: her toes were gnarled and calloused, her limbs winnowed away to nothing but muscle
            and bone, and the great flap of her belly lay empty. In her first and only act of love as a mother, she had taken off her
            faded blue nightgown and wrapped her daughters in it. Her daughters, pink and wailing, lay between her feet on the bed.
         

         
         If Katusha had come an hour earlier, if she had not spent the afternoon searching shop after shop for bread and sausage and sweets to tempt her friend’s waning appetite, if the invasion had started a week later, if Hitler had not grown greedy for the wide reaches of Russian land and the ripe wheat fields of Ukraine, if Elizaveta’s lover had not made false promises and then abandoned her, if the ballet master had not taken offense at the variations of the female form, Elizaveta might have lived. If she had lived, she would have been evacuated with her babies to a safe haven on the sea, and the babies might have grown up as ordinary sisters living ordinary lives. 

         
         But that is not the story that there is to tell.

         
          

         The world turns by hands as selfless as Katusha’s. The oldest of a family of seven, she’d nursed her family through illnesses
            that claimed several of her siblings and cared for an infant sister after her mother died in childbirth. She was a very practical
            person, one who knew when and how to put herself aside, to do what needed to be done.
         

         
         But it wasn’t a sense of duty that made Katusha step toward Elizaveta’s cooling body. Oh, how she had longed to fold that
            body into her own, to kiss her hair, to give her the love and care she’d needed and deserved. Katusha had stood by for years
            and watched Elizaveta hung out to dry by a chain of thoughtless lovers, had listened to her weep over them, had consoled her
            however little she could. None of these men saw Elizaveta as Katusha did: the kind of woman you could spend a lifetime loving,
            the kind of woman worthy of devotion. The kind of woman whose love could move you to give everything away. Katusha had never
            told Elizaveta of her love, and now death had carried her too far away to hear.
         

         
         But love is as strong as death. Katusha understood what she must do. She closed Elizaveta’s eyes and took Elizaveta’s daughters
            in her arms, and they became hers from that moment.
         

         
         There was no time for a funeral. The first evacuation train was leaving at six, and there was no guarantee that the second would make it past the Germans. Katusha wrapped the infants in sheets from their mother’s deathbed and left Elizaveta with the building manager, who promised to have the undertaker carry her away. In the end, he would bury her with his own hands, just a day before the blockade began in earnest, and three weeks before he died himself, the building’s first victim of starvation. 

         
         Katusha made it to the train station just as the conductor gave the call to board. Several hundred people crowded the platform—dancers,
            set painters, musicians, teachers, propmen, choreographers, seamstresses, husbands, children, wives, along with several dozen
            government officials and their families. As they boarded the train, everyone told themselves that they were leaving only for
            a day or two, that this trip would be like every other trip they’d taken to the country. In truth, they would return three
            years later, after Leningrad had been shelled and starved to its very limits.
         

         
         But the dancers did not yet know any of this, and they settled first in Molotov and then Tashkent, performing for bands of
            weary soldiers, and heard very little of what went on at the front. Every now and again there would be a letter telling them
            that another part of the Kirov had been destroyed by artillery fire. But for months, and then a year, there was silence, and
            only the knowledge that everyone they knew back home was suffering more than could be understood, that Leningrad was filled
            with things too horrific to be spoken. The Germans cut off all food supply to the city, in hopes of starving the entire city
            to death, and waited for it to fall.
         

         
         Yet the city did not fall. The siege kept on, and the city population dwindled from two million to one million, and still, it did not fall. Shostakovich penned his hymn to Leningrad, and all the musicians of the Leningrad Radio Orchestra who had not starved were called to assemble. In August 1942, a year after the siege began, on the same day that Hitler had planned to have a victory banquet at the Leningrad Astoria, the orchestra—skeletons in baggy tuxedos—performed Shostakovich’s symphony in the Grand Philharmonia. Loudspeakers, flown in by helicopter, broadcast the symphony out over the entire city, over the living and the dead, and over the Germans, who had been shelled that morning to ensure their silence, and who, hearing the symphony, began to despair of finding victory. 

         
         As the dancers waited for the war to end, they lived in dachas in Tashkent and did their best to keep up their strength. They
            shivered through classes in a drafty warehouse. Though far better fed than those left behind, they, too, struggled to find
            food. They performed Swan Lake in flimsy costumes that hung like rags from their bodies, for crowds of people in quilted hats and jackets who’d driven for
            hours to see them, and everyone dreamed of the day when they would return home and perform at the Kirov again.
         

         
         And there, by the bright blue ribbon of the Tashkent Sea, Katusha raised her babies. The Kirov ballet master, who felt somewhat
            culpable for Elizaveta’s death, gave Katusha a paid leave of absence from the company and fought for her to have a little
            room of her own in the settlement, while most of the dancers were packed six or seven to a bedroom. The accompanist, who missed
            her nieces and nephews back in Leningrad—all of whom, she would later discover, had died—borrowed a crib from someone in the
            village and placed it next to her piano in the rehearsal room so Katusha could still come to company class if she wanted,
            a kindness for which Katusha was very grateful. She named the babies Maya and Natasha.
         

         
         The men and women of the company, in need of distraction both from the suffering back home and the austerity of their own lives, adopted Maya and Natasha as their own. Everyone wondered if they would grow up to be great dancers. How could they not, as Elizaveta’s daughters? (Nobody knew who their father was, not even Katusha—though some had their theories—and this didn’t seem to matter much one way or the other.) Between rehearsals, the dancers amused themselves by staging tiny races between Maya and Natasha and seeing who would toddle over to them first. As the girls grew, everyone began to notice differences between them—many differences, as if their existence was an exercise in opposites. Maya was shy, Natasha was outgoing. Maya had brown eyes, Natasha, blue. Maya was slow and contemplative, Natasha quick and impulsive. And the dancers loved both equally. 

         
         In 1944, word came that the siege had ended and the Kirov had been repaired, and the company boarded the train in June at
            the same station where they’d arrived three years prior. Everyone held their breath, prepared for the worst—after all, Moscow
            had once burned to the ground, and hadn’t it risen again?—and wept when the train pulled into the station. There it was, the
            ancient city they had loved and left—pockmarked and shelled and scarred, but free, and theirs again.
         

         
         In September, the company performed at the Kirov for the first time since the siege—Petipa’s Sleeping Beauty—and when this performance was announced, so many people swarmed around the outside of the theater, eager for tickets, that
            the dancers barely made it inside for rehearsals. Many of the performers pitched in with last-minute repairs to the theater:
            prima ballerinas swirled around with mops instead of partners, and the men climbed high on rickety ladders and washed windows.
         

         
         Katusha, who left the company and joined its costume shop in order to raise the girls, brought Maya and Natasha to opening
            night, though they were still too little to sit through an entire ballet. She took the twins by the hand and marched them
            up Glinka Street, past demolished houses whose original shapes she still remembered and past palaces reduced to rubble. Despite
            all the destruction, the city retained much of its beauty. The palace of Catherine the Great gleamed as brightly as it had
            when royals ascended its stairs. Nevsky Prospect stretched long and wide and proud as in the days of Gogol. And the Kirov
            Theatre was restored to its former glory.
         

         
         Ah, the Kirov, the Kirov, the richest and grandest venue in Russia, every surface covered with gilding and scrollwork and crests. An enormous chandelier hung from the ceiling, big enough to squash four men flat if it fell. Four tiers, dotted with candelabras, encircled the stage like diamond bracelets on a woman’s wrist. Katusha winced when she saw the great stage. Elizaveta had wanted nothing more from life than to dance on that stage until she died. 

         
         Perhaps Elizaveta haunted it still. Perhaps she watched Katusha and Maya and Natasha take their seats in the very top ring,
            just against the lip of the balcony. Maya, who had become a quiet and pensive little girl, started when the orchestra began
            to play. The swell of music held her in awe, and she listened with rapt attention, so pleased that it frightened her. Natasha,
            eager as ever, sat with one hand gripping the balcony, leaning toward the stage as if she wanted to fly into it. Though they
            were too little to have such thoughts, both of them would look back on that evening as the moment when they found what they
            wanted from this life.
         

         
         And who wouldn’t want it, when being a professional dancer meant you were a cut above, meant that you were given better food
            and warmer clothing, maybe even a more beautiful apartment—that when you or your family were sick, you went to the special
            hospital for Party members, the one with private rooms, instead of the filthy public hospitals that packed fifty patients
            to a ward? And maybe, as long as you kept your wits about you and didn’t go out of your way to be stupid, you wouldn’t be
            arrested, and you would be spared the random interrogations and knocking on doors and cartings-away in the dead of night that
            had haunted everybody for as long as they could remember.
         

         
         Years later, when the girls grew and Katusha told them the story of their rescue, she did not cast herself as the hero; she told them that the state itself had saved them, that it had whisked them away to shelter with the other artists and dancers and Party officials and their families. Katusha’s words sank into their marrow. Like a mother, the state had nurtured and cared for them since the day of their birth, and someday, it would be their duty to give back in kind. 

         
         And this, in those postwar days, when the United States was emerging as an enemy, was what the state wanted for a gift: it
            wanted ballerinas—ballerinas it could send out all over the world as proof of the superiority of its people. Male dancers
            were impressive—they communicated the muscle and the determination of the Soviet people, strong calves and arms a fleshly
            shorthand for artillery and armaments—but ballerinas even more so. The ballerina, with her sweetness and her secret strength,
            could convey all that had to be said to the West and the rest of the world. You could fall in love with her and not know you
            were falling in love with Russia; you could appreciate the graceful reach of her port de bras and not know that you were appreciating
            the distillation of a thousand years of history into a single sweep of the arms. You could admire the sculptured elegance
            of her body as a work of art, not considering what it really was—the work of an athlete who had trained for her entire life
            in Soviet gyms, supported by the Soviet state, fed on Soviet crops, and dressed in fabrics made by Soviet factories. A male
            dancer could impress, but a ballerina could dance out and disarm the world, could leave the audience asking what sort of philosophy
            had produced something so beautiful.
         

         
         That first night at the Kirov, Maya and Natasha were too young to understand all this. They fussed after the first intermission
            and fell asleep during the prince and princess’s pas de deux, which even Katusha felt dragged on. But when the curtain first
            rose from the stage and their eyes were still dazzled by the grandeur of the dancers, by the precise placement of their feet
            and hands, by their jeweled tiaras and painted eyes, both girls were so awed that they reached for each other’s hands in the
            dark. 
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            Leningrad, September 1958

         

         Maya and Natasha sat in the back of a cramped red trolleybus, trying not to look at their watches. They were seventeen years
            old, and they were very, very late—which, as usual, was Natasha’s fault.
         

         
         It was the first day of their last year at the Vaganova Ballet Academy. Half an hour before, they’d left Katusha’s apartment
            with plenty of time to catch the 4:30 trolleybus, which would have put them at the Vaganova early enough to claim their favorite
            room in the dormitory, which would have settled the nerves that had cost Maya sleep since June. But Natasha turned back at
            the last minute to repack her suitcase for the third time. Though the bus trip was only twenty minutes long, Natasha was convinced
            it would permanently wrinkle everything she owned.
         

         
         The bus was crowded, and the two girls shared a seat, both to save room and because closeness was their usual attitude. When they were little, they’d pushed their beds close enough together that they could sleep holding hands. Katusha had reminded them that morning to stick together and care for each other during this last year of school, but her words were unnecessary. For Maya and Natasha, being close was less a preference and more a biological necessity, as if each held some source of energy the other couldn’t live without. 

         
         “Pinky,” Natasha said. “His name was Pinky.”

         
         “It was not!” Maya said. “I never would have fallen in love with someone named Pinky.”

         
         “You were six!”

         
         “That didn’t make me an idiot.”

         
         They were constructing an oral history of Maya’s unrequited loves, a list so long that its beginning was apocryphal. Neither
            of them could remember the name of Maya’s first love, a freckled boy from their first year at the Vaganova. He’d dropped out
            after a semester, at which point Maya fell for him. (Maya specialized in falling for unattainable people.)
         

         
         “What is it with you and names that start with P?” Natasha said. “Pinky, Petrov, Pyotr . . .”
         

         
         Maya shushed her. “Don’t be so loud!” Pyotr, their quietest and slenderest classmate, was her latest obsession. But he lived
            in his own little world, one that did not include Maya, and her infatuation served no purpose except to give Natasha something
            to rib her about.
         

         
         Every time the trolleybus accelerated, it pressed Maya into the hard vinyl seat. On an ordinary day, the bus’s mechanical
            rocking calmed and soothed her, but today all she could think about was keeping her hair in place. Though they wouldn’t have
            any classes until tomorrow, she’d twisted her hair into its usual position—a high bun that must, no matter what, remain aloft
            and intact—in an effort to feel more like herself. That is, more like the self she longed to be. That is, more like a dancer.
         

         
         Natasha put her suitcase on her lap and peeked inside as if it carried kittens instead of clothes.

         
         “I will never understand,” Maya said, leaning forward so as to spare her bun from smooshing, “how you can care so much about such ugly clothes.” 

         
         Despite Khrushchev’s mania for material goods—“Every American has a toaster and refrigerator,” he’d complained in a recent
            speech, “and why not us?”—everyone still wore the same shapeless, lifeless garments they had under Stalin, the same stiff
            shirts and itchy wool trousers, the same dresses of various unflattering shapes and prints. For all the attempts at modernization,
            fashion had not improved, and no amount of repacking would have kept Natasha’s wardrobe from looking shabby.
         

         
         “It’s important to take good care of our things,” Natasha said. She handled her worn cardigans like they were precious imported
            goods purchased from Passage, the grand department store on Nevsky Prospect that they sometimes glanced into but never patronized.
            “Because someday, we’ll have nice things. Maybe even someday soon.” She was convinced that when they joined the Kirov company
            next year—for her, this was always a “when,” not an “if”—they’d suddenly have every luxury they could imagine, and that, more
            than anything, was what Natasha wanted.
         

         
         Maya and Natasha did not look much alike. None of the other passengers, tied up in their own troubles, had even realized the
            two slender girls were sisters, let alone twins. Natasha had her mother’s face—the full, round cheeks and lips, the blue eyes
            that were as quick to clear as to cloud over. Maya’s long face and slightly beaky nose looked nothing like her mother’s or
            sister’s. But both girls had the same dark hair, the same clear skin, the same wide, eager smile. They looked like cousins—both
            pretty, both young, but only distantly related.
         

         
         Their life together was a dense construction of secrets—like Pinky and Pyotr—and shared preferences—summer over spring, pirozhki over pelmeni—and inside jokes, like their penchant for referring to themselves in the plural as “Matasha” after an elderly teacher jumbled up their names. Chief among their pastimes was a nameless, wordless game, the sort of game you could only play with someone you’d known before words were necessary. The game consisted of putting your foot on top of the other person’s foot without their noticing and pinning their toes to the ground. The key was to do it sneakily, when the other person’s attention was elsewhere. They’d been playing it for so long that they did it without thinking. 

         
         Natasha was easily distracted, which meant Maya almost always won this game. She’d snuck her foot on top of Natasha’s nearly
            as soon as they sat down and left it there, a sensation so familiar it was comforting to them both. But when the bus rolled
            to its next stop, Natasha gasped. “Look!” she said. “Pyotr’s getting on!”
         

         
         “Where?” Maya leaned toward the window. “I don’t see him.”

         
         Natasha freed her toes from underneath her sister’s and clamped down on Maya’s foot. “My mistake,” she said, shaking her head.
            “Maybe it was actually Pinky.”
         

         
         “You cheated,” Maya said. “And his name wasn’t Pinky.”

         
         “It was too. And sometimes you have to cheat to win.” Natasha pointed out the window again, this time with genuine enthusiasm.
            “Look!”
         

         
         The bus had stopped beside the Kirov Theatre. Though Maya and Natasha had seen the Kirov in every light and every season,
            they’d never seen it quite like this—a majestic layer cake in aquamarine and white, the early autumn sun shining on it just
            so.
         

         
         “Soon, we’ll dance there every day,” Natasha said, “Just like Elizaveta.”

         
         “Like Elizaveta,” Maya repeated, the corner of her mouth tugging down.

         
         They’d always referred to their mother by her first name. They picked this habit up from Katusha, who loved to tell them of their mother’s grace, her immense talent, her dream of becoming one of the Kirov’s brightest stars. When they were old enough to ask, she’d told them Elizaveta had died in childbirth, which, in Katusha’s mind, was less a falsehood and more a necessary slimming down of the truth. Being motherless was bad enough—why burden the girls with the facts of their existence? 

         
         But their mother’s name carried a new significance now. Last New Year’s Eve, the truth came out. Food and alcohol being much
            more plentiful than they were during the war, everyone overindulged themselves out of relief and rejoicing and a bit of fear
            that this new prosperity wouldn’t last. Katusha, who had a weakness for sweet spirits, emptied half a bottle of plum brandy
            and, growing weepy, told the girls that their mother had killed herself. “When the Kirov doctor sent her home, he took away
            the only thing she loved,” Katusha said. “She belonged at the Kirov. She was too beautiful to die.” And then she praised Elizaveta’s
            beauty, describing every feature in surprising detail—her eyes, blue and calm, like the Neva; her small and slender hands;
            her eyebrows’ startled arch—and fell asleep.
         

         
         Maya and Natasha tucked a blanket around their godmother and went to bed. Through some unspoken pact—perhaps a sense of honor
            toward Katusha, or horror at their mother’s suicide—they never mentioned Elizaveta’s story again, to Katusha or each other.
            But it curdled inside of them. Natasha, lying awake that night, decided Elizaveta’s thwarted desire had been her undoing.
            Surely life was bearable if you got what you wanted. Maya, however, could invent no comforting aphorisms for herself. It was
            one thing for your birth to cause your mother’s death (weren’t mothers always dying of childbirth in fairy tales?) and another
            for your mother to look at you, newly born, and choose death instead. Maya wondered what had been wanting in her.
         

         
         As the bus pulled away from the Kirov, Natasha thought of the glory awaiting her inside, as it had for Elizaveta. Sailors lingered outside the theater with bouquets of red carnations in hopes of catching their favorite dancers. (For Natasha, one of the chief draws of being a ballerina was being admired.) But seeing the Kirov made Maya think of the spring recital last June, which was the last time she’d been inside and the first time she’d realized she and her sister might have different futures. 

         
         The spring recital was the Vaganova Ballet Academy’s annual showcase, an evening when Leningrad’s cultural elite packed the
            Kirov to hunt for future stars. Maya and Natasha, along with several of their classmates, danced an excerpt from The Nutcracker in identical pink tutus and with identical choreography: two piqué turns and an arabesque, something even the children at
            the Vaganova could do with ease. Natasha executed hers flawlessly, but just as Maya rose en pointe to make her first turn,
            the shank in her pointe shoe snapped, and she wobbled and fell to the floor.
         

         
         That the shank had snapped at that particular moment was an extraordinarily bad stroke of luck. That it had snapped at all
            was, regrettably, a little bit Maya’s fault: she’d known it needed to be replaced for weeks. Though she could have gone to
            the Vaganova’s cavernous shoe storeroom and asked for another pair, she knew that her arches looked better in these worn-out
            shoes, so she wore them anyway. She was lucky, her teachers told her afterward, that she hadn’t been hurt.
         

         
         But Maya didn’t think of herself as lucky. She would have been lucky if the shank hadn’t snapped at all, or if it had snapped
            after she finished her solo. To fall onstage felt like a terrible omen. Maya wondered if the ghosts who haunted the Kirov—Petipa,
            perhaps, or Anna Pavlova—had decided that she was not destined to be a dancer.
         

         
         Maya knew better than to believe in ghosts: to believe in ghosts, or saints, or souls, was to be backward, to cling to the foolish superstitions that had once stupefied the masses. But some Russians still prayed for the souls of those they loved; some Russians sought help from the saints though forbidden from acknowledging their existence—and Maya, every now and again, thought she felt her mother’s presence, always unexpected, and often unwelcome, as if her mother wanted something from her that she could not give. Maybe Elizaveta’s ghost lingered in the Kirov too. Maybe she’d reached out and snapped the shank in Maya’s shoe, jealous that Maya might live the life that she had not. 

         
         In the split second after Maya fell—even now, the thought of that cold stage floor on her back made her shudder—she looked
            up and saw Natasha, who, ever the performer, continued dancing with the others, did not offer her a hand up, did not break
            her smile, did not even look down at her. She danced as if nothing had happened. She danced as though Maya did not exist.
         

         
         This was the first time Maya noticed something known to every teacher at the Vaganova: Natasha, unlike her sister, knew how
            to seduce an audience. The teachers, who had long stopped looking for any sign of Elizaveta’s talents in Maya, often had to
            remind themselves that Natasha was not their old friend reborn.
         

         
         Though this was a frequent subject of conversation in the Vaganova teachers’ lounge, Alexei, the school director, forbade
            the teachers to speak of it in front of the girls. “What would be the point?” Alexei would say. “Natasha has a presence: you
            can’t teach it; you can’t create it. You either have it or you don’t, and Maya doesn’t. She’ll join the corps at the Kirov
            when she graduates, dance until she ages out, and then perhaps she’ll join Katusha in the costume shop.”
         

         
         In reality, Maya was capable of much more than her teachers or even she was aware: she was just as strong as her sister, but, out of an unconscious desire to avoid anything that could jeopardize her most precious relationship, Maya held herself back. That, and every now and again she got distracted by her fellow dancers during class. She’d become mesmerized by the formations of bodies around her and fall a step behind. 

         
         But Maya had no idea that she did either of these things: sometimes she thought that her timidity was hereditary, as if the
            muse that blessed her and Natasha possessed a finite number of gifts to distribute, and her sister’s excessive grace left
            her with a deficit. Other times, Maya blamed herself for her middling talent. Her teachers encouraged this view: they told
            her that she thought too hard about every little movement she made instead of letting go. This advice only worsened Maya’s
            self-consciousness, and after the disaster at the gala, she was kept awake all that summer by thoughts of her deficiencies,
            imagined or real.
         

         
         These thoughts weren’t the only thing that kept Maya awake. Early that summer, Natasha had fallen in love with Ivan, a fellow
            member of the senior class. Ivan had watched Natasha dance since they were children, but as he stood in the wings at the spring
            concert, sweaty from his own variation, he found himself transfixed. He fell in love with her not because she was beautiful—though
            that was certainly the first thing that got his attention, and who wouldn’t fall in love with Natasha, sixteen, with jewels
            in her hair?—but because she, out of all the other dancers crowding the stage, looked like she was enjoying herself the most.
            Ivan had suffered a great loss as a child, and he was not sure life could be enjoyed. But perhaps life would be easier alongside
            someone who appeared to enjoy it—and this was why, the moment the curtain fell, Ivan began to woo Natasha, whose vanity made
            her an easy conquest. For the rest of the summer, they were each other’s shadows.
         

         
         Katusha tried her best to fill the hole Natasha left behind—playing checkers with Maya, asking about her hopes for the school year, taking long walks with her by the Neva River—but she was a poor substitute, and Maya made no secret of this, and soon Katusha left her to her own devices. Maya sat by the window, missing the nearness of her sister’s body, picking at the paint on the windowsill and waiting for Natasha to come home. To her, being without Natasha was like missing a lung—who could live without it? 

         
         Now, squeezed in beside Natasha on the cramped little trolleybus, Maya was able to pretend that her sister was only hers.
            She leaned her head on Natasha’s shoulder and pressed her foot onto hers and watched the city whirl by. As long as she had
            Natasha, as long as the two of them kept close, they’d have love enough to survive anything.
         

         
          

         The Vaganova Ballet Academy sat on a narrow street with a park on one end and the Fontanka River just beyond. It was a quiet
            street in a quiet neighborhood, stuffed with theaters and somnolent cafés that livened up only in the evenings, like nocturnal
            dollhouses. The school was long and narrow and yellow and faced a building of its exact make, a twin, creating a canyon effect
            that could feel, depending on the mood of the passerby, confining or comforting, a prison or cocoon.
         

         
         Early that morning, the school acquired a steady hum, like a beehive taken up by a new colony after long lying dormant. The worker bees, left alone all summer and weary of the quiet, applied themselves to their tasks with renewed vigor. The administrators piled fresh paperwork onto their desks, admiring the tidiness of their stacks, lamenting streaks and blots in their copying. The teachers compared their student rosters and envied and consoled one another for their lots. The academic tutors freshened up their chalkboards and then stood by the window, smoking one last cigarette before the stampede arrived. The physical therapist rolled up all her clean towels and re-counted her supplies, fretting over how little of everything she had. The laundress put fresh sheets on every mattress and put extra sheets on mattresses that were stained or yellowed. And the janitor, armed with his ancient push broom, swept through all of the classrooms one last time, even though he’d dusted all of them the day before and knew they were spotless. 

         
         Maya and Natasha arrived at the school so late that everyone was already at dinner. But fate appeared to smile on them: their
            favorite room in the dormitory was unclaimed. It was unclaimed because it was, in fact, a converted broom closet, but that
            had never bothered Maya and Natasha. Though they lived with Katusha in the summers, they rarely had time to visit her during
            the school year. This little room was the place they thought of as home, a place to sleep between the classes and rehearsals
            that kept them busy six days a week, a place to rest on the seventh. They’d lived in it since they were eight years old.
         

         
         Home would not, to the outside observer, have appeared remarkable, or even suitable for two growing dancers. The floorboards
            were creaky and splintery, but dancers’ feet are used to hardships, and loose floorboards proved a boon for sneaking contraband
            past the dorm mothers—cigarettes, perfume, spare condoms (which everyone called by their official name, Rubber Product #2).
            The room was very small: between the two beds, the dresser, and the girls themselves, there was barely room to move around.
            Neither girl minded this: until this year, all either of them needed was a world just big enough for themselves.
         

         
         Maya breathed a little easier now that they were here. She loved this little room—loved the way it had sheltered and nurtured them since they were too small to stretch out to the foot of the bed. This was the place where they’d taught themselves to sew ribbons onto their pointe shoes, Natasha bloodying her fingertips in the process. It was the place where they’d lain awake the night before every single recital and performance, too excited to sleep. It was the place where they’d hidden tiny bottles of vodka last spring, when they’d passed their examinations and been promoted to their final year. All Maya wanted was to spend the night here with Natasha, pretending like everything wasn’t about to change. 

         
         The girls tossed their worn suitcases on their beds, snapped them open, and began their yearly ritual: placing their few prized
            possessions on their respective sides of the room. Natasha: a couple dog-eared photos of Ivanka Plisetskaya, the flame-haired
            dancer she adored; a cake of pink soap a friend smuggled back from Paris; a tattered little bear of unknown origin. Maya:
            a picture of Katusha at the lake; a leaf-green hair ribbon Natasha bought her last year; a tarnished silver watch that the
            ballet master had given her on her eleventh birthday. The girls arranged their possessions in corner shelves above their beds,
            shrines to the things they loved.
         

         
         This was the last time they would perform this ritual. Maya rubbed a smudge from the watch face and returned it to its resting
            place. Where would this watch rest a year from now? Maya closed her eyes and tried to imagine a hotel room someplace far away
            and wonderful, maybe Paris, with ruffly drapes on the window. She tried to imagine her body, not her now-body, but her year-from-now-body,
            more skillful and confident and strong. She would come home to this room in Paris late at night, after performances, with
            Natasha. They would be older, and happier, and—and—
         

         
         “My God,” Natasha said. “I’m so tired of this place.”

         
         Complaining about the Vaganova was one of Natasha’s favorite pastimes. Every week, she’d find a new reason to be miserable.
            The soup was too hot. The classrooms, too cold. The teachers were backward or imbeciles. Everyone who was friends with Natasha
            had resigned themselves to hearing these refrains over and over. It was a little flaw you overlooked in order to love her,
            like a missing tooth or a mole. Usually, she made it a month or two into the school year before the complaining started—but
            on their first day? This was new.
         

         
         Maya sat on her bed, which squeaked in its same old way as if in greeting, and started rerolling the little balls of tights that had freed themselves on the way over. “You’ll get used to it,” she said. “You always do.” 

         
         She slid her foot out toward her sister’s and pounced on it again, hoping to make Natasha smile, but Natasha pulled it away
            and sat heavily on her own bed, drawing her knees up to her chin. “I always hate it,” she said. “The only good thing about
            being here is Ivan.”
         

         
         A pair of Maya’s tights, which she’d just succeeded in rolling, uncoiled in her palm. “Thanks a lot,” she said. She balled
            up the tights and beaned them toward Natasha, hoping to elicit a yelp or at least a satisfying thump, but the tights ricocheted
            soundlessly off Natasha’s forehead and landed limp on the floor. “You sure know how to make a girl feel important.”
         

         
         Natasha flung the unspooled tights back at her sister. “You know I didn’t mean you,” she said. “Just wait—when Pyotr finally
            notices you, you’ll feel the same way. All you’ll want to do is be with him, and you’ll forget I even exist.”
         

         
         Maya smiled at her sister’s exaggeration. She could never forget Natasha—how could your right hand forget your left?—and she
            opened her mouth to say as much, but someone knocked on their door.
         

         
         Natasha jumped up and opened the door, and there was Ivan. He picked Natasha up and spun her around, and she shrieked and
            laughed and made a show of trying to escape from his arms, though both Ivan and Maya knew she didn’t want to escape them.
         

         
         Maya turned back to her tights and rolled them tighter than was necessary. Ivan was always kind to her (and, truth be told, she even found him a little handsome), but every time he came around, she had to resist a physical impulse to shove him away—or, when she was feeling nettled, which these days was more often than not, to punch him in the face. (In her defense, Ivan did have the kinds of features that are so sculpted and perfect they’re nearly offensive in their handsomeness; in other words, his face was eminently punchable.) Their room suddenly felt much too small, with him standing in it. 

         
         Ivan put Natasha down. “Want to go out for a bit?”

         
         “God, yes,” Natasha said. “Anywhere.” She put on her shoes and threaded her arm through his and that was that. They left without
            saying goodbye, without even acknowledging that Maya existed.
         

         
         Maya yanked open her dresser drawer and shoved her tights inside, where they promptly unrolled again. “See you,” she said,
            to no one.
         

         
          

         Maya and Natasha never set an alarm clock when they were at school. They didn’t need to. At 6 a.m., footfalls thumped through
            the hallways. By 7 a.m., it was a stampede. One hundred girls of various ages had to fit into an oblong bathroom, with showers
            at the end and two rows of sinks in the middle. Fearing shoves and sharp elbows, the littlest girls woke up early and rushed
            in first. Maya got up at the first stampede, as was her habit, and started stretching. Natasha rolled out of bed at the last
            possible minute, and then only because her sister poked her in the small of her back and yanked off her blanket. Every day,
            Maya swore that she was never going to do this for her sister again, but she always did it anyway. Maya kept Natasha on task;
            Natasha kept Maya in good spirits. Both of them knew they could not function without the other. Both of them knew that, as
            Katusha had reminded them, they needed to take care of each other.
         

         
         The two girls put on the same style of uniforms they’d worn since they were tiny—gray leotards, matching skirts, pink tights, with a thin sweater on top—and packed bags with the usual necessities—soft shoes, pointe shoes, spare needles and ribbons and thread, along with the accoutrements of studying—before joining the others in the cafeteria. Breakfast was paltry—the lunch ladies, as always, had been instructed not to overfeed the dancers—but they were used to it, and nobody wanted a stomach full of porridge on the first day of classes. There was far too much at stake, because that morning the ballet master was going to give his annual address. Ordinarily, this would have been just another boring assembly, but on this day, both Maya and Natasha anticipated it keenly. Today, the ballet master would announce the details of the spring gala, which would be their last student recital before—they hoped—moving on to the Kirov. 

         
         The entire senior class would audition for the Kirov in the spring. The number of students accepted depended on several mysterious
            and unpredictable factors: the quality of the graduating class, the company budget, how many Kirov dancers had injured themselves
            out of careers, what the Kirov ballet master had had for breakfast. Sometimes twelve students got in. Sometimes two.
         

         
         Of course, the Kirov wasn’t the only ballet company in the country, and anyone who didn’t get in usually ended up at the Bolshoi
            or the state ballet in Tbilisi or one of the smaller regional companies that dotted the countryside. But the Kirov was the
            best, and it was what everyone wanted. Since they were children, they’d all been packed into buses and driven to Kirov performances
            year after year; in Leningrad—and in Russia as a whole—to be an elite dancer was to dance for the Kirov. The company was rumored
            to be going abroad in a year or two, which only made it more desirable—everyone wanted to see London and Paris and possibly
            even America, an unheard-of adventure.
         

         
         Eleven students were graduating that year, and all eleven of them sat together at one long table in the cafeteria, but this
            was more out of a desire to avoid all the younger students than some comradely urge toward togetherness. (Everybody knew that
            one of the greatest privileges of making it this far was being able to look down on everyone who hadn’t.)
         

         
         As children, these students had all been friends. But every year, as more and more of their peers lost interest, failed examinations, or suffered injuries, the group grew smaller and smaller, and there was less room left for good will among them. The older they got, the more was at stake. They saw what had happened to their older siblings and cousins, the ones who didn’t have the protection and provision that the ballet offered, the joyless lives they lived: the lucky ones wasting away at desks packed into musty rooms, and the unlucky, who crossed the government (either in accusation or reality) and ended up in prison—or worse. Each student had sworn to themselves that they, and not someone else at the table, would get into the Kirov. 

         
         And so, they’d splintered into factions, much smaller arrangements that provided the social sustenance everyone needed—but
            with the unspoken understanding that these, too, could someday crumble. There were Ivan and Sophrony, meaty young men, the
            lifters, and Anya, Kira, and Olga, the daughters of Party officials, pampered as spoiled cats and never seen without each
            other. Vasili and Vasilia played the role of the tragic young lovers whose constant reunifications and partings gave the entire
            school something to talk about. Sinewy Olaf arrived at the school years after everyone else, long after all the friendships
            and circles had crystallized. With curly hair and dark eyes, he was the handsomest boy in class, but in social situations
            his eagerness to take part gave him a perpetual hunch, as if leaning in to whisper confidences. He always hovered on the outside
            of groups like a gnat, annoying everyone with some new gossip in an attempt to endear himself. Pyotr, who had an elegantly
            pointed nose, moved half a second more slowly than everyone else, as though suspended in water. Maya and Natasha kept to themselves—or
            at least, they had, until Ivan upended everything.
         

         
         All the seniors chewed in silence. Many of them had slept late over the summer and weren’t used to the early hour, nor the din of the silverware clattering around, nor the shrill and eager voices of the younger students. Everyone’s nerves were wound so tight that when Sophrony reached across the table and accidentally jostled Anya’s teacup, she smacked him. “You idiot! Keep those meat-mittens to yourself, if you can help it.” Nobody knew it, not even Olga or Kira, but she had a hangover—anxious about the start of school, she’d drunk herself to sleep the night before, and the clatter of the teacup bothered her much more than the loss of tea. 

         
         Sophrony’s jaw clenched. “Bitch,” he muttered, wiping the spilt tea with his hands, which didn’t seem so large to him.

         
         Olaf leaned toward Anya. “Why are you so irritable today?” He stood and walked over to her and sniffed suspiciously. “Are
            you drunk?”
         

         
         “No,” Anya said, swatting at him. “I’m just tired. And you’d make anybody irritable.”

         
         “Stop it,” Ivan said. He leaned in with a napkin and helped Sophrony mop up the tea. “Let’s try to get along, children.” He
            spoke as if he were teasing, but he wasn’t. His mother had disappeared when he was eight years old—she and his father had
            always argued, and one day she’d left Ivan at the ballet school and never returned. She left a note that said she’d run away
            to Germany, which cursed Ivan’s father with ceaseless interrogations and Ivan with a deep need to keep the peace. “When we’re
            all in the company, we’re going to have to all be friends, you see?”
         

         
         “We’re not all going to be in the company,” Olaf said, taking his seat again. He squashed a lemon wedge with his fist, startling
            Maya, who’d been staring quite shamelessly at Pyotr and his perfect nose. Had Olaf’s hunch not marred his beauty, Maya would
            have found him attractive too, and this compounded her embarrassment.
         

         
         Natasha sighed. “Says who, Olaf?”

         
         “Karinska told me,” Olaf said. He folded his arms again and surveyed his audience with obvious delight, basking in their attention. “The ballet master has some sort of bad news to tell us today. She wouldn’t tell me what. If I had to guess”—he put his hand on his chest for emphasis, signaling his worthy expertise—“I’d say they’re only accepting ten students this year.” 

         
         Nobody said anything. They had good reason not to believe him. Most of his rumors weren’t true—or, at least, the full truth
            was much less interesting than what he spread around. Last year, after Natasha declared pantomime her favorite class of all—she
            loved to tell a story with her hands—Olaf told the entire school that Natasha planned to run away and become a movie star
            in America.
         

         
         But this rumor was too tempting to be ignored. Everyone knew that Olaf spent a lot of time with Karinska, their partnering
            teacher, after class. And if any of the teachers would know the status of the company’s ranks, it was Karinska—she was friends
            with everybody there, and she coached several of their principal dancers in roles she’d originated in her mythical youth.
         

         
         Ivan took a loud gulp of tea as if to interrupt the silence. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “What if they were
            accepting eleven? Wouldn’t that be wonderful?” he said, pouring much too much milk on his porridge. “Then we could all stay
            together.” He winked at Maya, which had the opposite of his intended effect. “I think the future’s bright for everybody.”
         

         
         “What do you mean?” Olaf said. “Why did you wink at Maya when you said that?”

         
         Ivan ignored this question, but Maya blushed at it anyway. She knew why Ivan had winked: he felt sorry for her because he
            assumed she’d be the odd one out.
         

         
         Anya folded her arms and frowned at Olaf. She was the queen of her own little faction, and she didn’t like the idea of a teacher
            favoring someone as insignificant as Olaf over her. “Even if that was true, why would Karinska have told you?”
         

         
         Olaf shrugged. “What can I say? She likes me best.” She didn’t. The truth was that he was a very fragile boy, and Karinska knew it—to correct him in front of the others would crush him, so she reserved her biggest corrections for after everyone else had gone, and when Olaf shed a tear or two over his insufficiencies, Karinska slipped him a rumor to sweeten the bitter medicine. “I have a way with older women.” 

         
         Pyotr threw a napkin at him. “Pig.”

         
         “Perhaps,” Olaf said, removing the napkin from his head and folding it delicately into quarters, “but a knowledgeable pig.”

         
          

         After breakfast, Natasha disentangled herself from Ivan and hurried to her sister’s side as they pushed their way down the
            crowded hall to the auditorium. “Ignore that idiot,” she said. She took her sister’s hand and squeezed it. “He doesn’t know
            what he’s talking about.”
         

         
         Maya took her heavy bag from her shoulder and let it fall to her feet. “Maybe. But you know my chances aren’t good if they
            only take ten of us.”
         

         
         “Oh, that’s nonsense, and you know it,” Natasha said. “I’m so tired of hearing you talk like this. You’re hardly the worst
            one in class.”
         

         
         This was true—Olga and Kira usually trailed last—but Maya was too deep in a tailspin to pull out. “I’m not the best, either,”
            she said. “And what if I don’t get in? What if I don’t get in anywhere? What’s going to be left for me?” She imagined herself
            working with Katusha in her basement costume shop, ruining her eyes over needlework done by the light of a single bulb.
         

         
         Natasha slung an arm around Maya and squeezed her shoulders. “Don’t fret, little goose. I still say that adagio of yours will
            take you far if you let it.”
         

         
         Maya stopped in a doorway to wipe her eyes, Natasha still by her side. Pyotr sauntered along in his usual obliviousness. Olaf walked by and then stopped when he saw Maya crying. “What is it?” he said, looking both eager and alarmed. “What did you hear?” 

         
         “Mind your own business,” Natasha said.

         
         “Is it about the Kirov? Did they tell you something already?” Olaf leaned in. To Maya, his hunch made him look like a vulture,
            one who fed on other people’s troubles. “Are you not getting in? What did you hear?”
         

         
         “For fuck’s sake,” Maya snapped, “leave me alone.”

         
         Olaf stepped back, surprised to have been shouted at by Maya, of all people. “I’m only trying to help.” His mouth twitched,
            and he looked so sad that Maya almost felt bad for shouting. But then he said, “If you tell me what you heard, I can ask Karinska
            if it’s true—”
         

         
         “Goodbye, Olaf,” Natasha said, pushing him toward the hallway with a finger. Olaf frowned and slunk away.

         
         Anya, Olga, and Kira swept past, casting glares at them as they went. Natasha leaned close to her sister. “Look,” she whispered,
            “Anya and Olga have gotten too fat. And if Kira tries to partner somebody with boobs like those, she’ll knock him out cold
            with her first pirouette.”
         

         
         Maya smiled despite herself. This was how it always went: no matter how frightened or discouraged she got, Natasha always
            knew what to say to restore her confidence.
         

         
         Triumphant, Natasha kissed her sister’s head. She needed the comfort of reassuring her sister as much as her sister needed
            reassuring. She scooped up Maya’s arm in hers. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go sit behind Karinska and see if her teeth fall
            out when she starts snoring.”
         

         
         The school auditorium was packed when they arrived. As always, there weren’t enough seats for everyone, and the littlest students
            crowded the floor in front of the stage. The room was hot, and everyone fanned themselves and chattered loudly as they waited
            for Alexei, the school director, to take the stage.
         

         
         Alexei broke from the huddle of teachers gathered toward the front. He was very tall and thin, with streaks of gray at his temples, evidence of the difficulty of his job. Every year, those streaks grew a little wider. Everyone hushed as he ascended the short flight of steps up to the stage. He was the kind of man who never had to ask for anyone’s respect, because it was just given to him: everyone who knew him admired him, and everyone who admired him felt grateful for having such a person to admire. 

         
         He looked out at them all, these children under his care. Like anyone for whom teaching is a vocation, he was happy to see
            them return—at least, most of them. He saw Olaf whispering in another student’s ear and shook his head, knowing that Olaf
            would soon hover outside his office, pestering his secretary for new gossip. Alexei cleared his throat and even Olaf sat at
            attention.
         

         
         He began by telling them the same things he always told them, the things that Nikolai, Minister of Culture, urged him to say.
            As dancers, but also as Russians, they must always comport themselves with dignity and integrity, etc. Alexei reminded them
            to tend their bodies with discipline and care, warning against the excesses of smoking and drinking and sweets. “Sweets,”
            he said, looking down straight at Anya and Olga, “ruin dancers.” Anya, not easily cowed despite her throbbing head, kept her
            chin raised proudly, but Olga, filled with shame, tried to shrink down into herself, which made the chocolate wrapper in her
            jacket pocket crinkle, which made her want to die. Kira thanked God that her mother hadn’t let her eat anything but watermelon
            all summer.
         

         
         The ballet master went on to tell them that this year’s spring gala, to be performed in June, would be Stone Flower, a ballet that had been a hit in Moscow the previous year. Some students applauded at this; a handful of others groaned. Not everyone appreciated the story ballets about Russian mythology, with their folk-dance interludes. “Great,” Maya muttered. “I’ll probably get cast as the witch, and they’ll make me dress up like a lizard.” 

         
         “What?” Olaf whispered, turning around. “What did you say?” Maya ignored him, and when Olaf repeated his question, Natasha
            kicked the back of his seat.
         

         
         Having given his speech, Alexei dismissed the students and exhaled. He had successfully concealed one piece of distressing
            news he’d learned from the Minister of Culture: the Kirov, whose dancers had done an unusually good job of avoiding career-ending
            injuries this year, would likely only be accepting a handful of students for their corps de ballet in the spring, which meant
            that most of the graduating class would have to go elsewhere. Alexei would allow fate to winnow the students; a few of them
            always dropped out before the end of the year, and not everyone would be a match for the Kirov’s high expectations anyway.
         

         
         But an additional unpleasantness remained, one he could not keep a secret. Alexei descended the stairs, his eyes sweeping
            the crowd in search of the two people he least wanted to see today. His heart sank when he found them. “Maya,” he called.
            “Natasha. Please come here.”
         

         
         Alexei descended from the stage and leaned against it, folding his hands. He sighed. These two young women, whom he’d watched and guarded for so many years, weren’t children anymore, and soon they would grow out of his protection. He knew exactly what this news would do to them, knew all too well, so he steeled himself against it, against them, and this was why his voice hardened when he told them that now, thanks to a new law, only one member of any family would be allowed abroad at a time. “The government—” He hesitated. “The government has found it is safest for everyone if other family members remain at home while one of them travels. And it’s ridiculous, of course,” he said, twisting his hands without realizing it, “the very idea that either of you would run away while abroad—I can’t imagine either of you doing something this foolish—but still, the Kirov has informed me that, as a result of this new law, and the tours they anticipate taking abroad in the years to come, they will not be hiring any groups of siblings until further notice.” Nothing was more embarrassing to Khrushchev than a celebrity defection. In the last four years alone, they had lost two chess players, a handful of soccer stars, and even a couple KGB agents to the West. 

         
         Alexei, though relieved he’d delivered his news, braced himself for its aftermath. The girls were wilting visibly in front
            of him. Natasha glanced anxiously at Maya, whose eyes trailed to the floor. Alexei opened his mouth to say, “I’m sorry,” but
            what came out was, “I’m late,” and he slipped away from them and into the hallway, cursing the Minister of Culture for ever
            having given him this job. 
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