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Аннотация
The novel is an imaginative and spirited narrative embracing both diversity and universality. Set in smalltown America (199~) The Russian newcomers provide a fresh perspective on a close-knit college community. The story follows them and offers to the reader the unique opportunity to explore not only the surface differences between Russian and American lifestyles, but the more profound similarities. Uncertainty, infidelity, and betrayal plague both the immigrants and their fellow townsfolk, but such universal redeemers as love, family, and friendship are the fundamental ties that bind. Narrowed to a specific 14-month time frame, but enhanced with flashbacks and epilogue, the novel shows everyday life in both countries. Jealousies, lusts, and misdemeanors (and even organized crime) have their place, as do finer passions for truth, learning, love. The tale is, by turns, tragic and heartwarming, but always, and ultimately, hope-filled. Содержит нецензурную брань.


Foreword

Many Russians live in big American cities. They have their communities; they even have their newspapers and TV stations. But in this small town, which proudly called itself «city,» a siren still sounded every Saturday morning at ten o’clock, reminding the residents of the Cold War.
Six people, who arrived at one time, were the first Russians to ever come to this place. This is why the townspeople were curious, and the town hall was full, when the mayor welcomed the new citizens.
There was a couple without kids: a tall, athletic, broad-shouldered man about forty years old and a woman, who looked to be substantially younger than her husband. Her plain pale face with small, refined features reminded one of a marble mask, and a long, thick chestnut braid adorned her head.
«Vera Grach and Oleg Merkulov,» the mayor introduced the couple, and they waved their hands.
Next was a young family: a slim blonde man, his wife, a stout short woman with doe eyes and curly black hair, and a five-year-old girl.
«Vlad Lapin…» The mayor faltered for a second, seeing the last names of the females written a little bit differently from Vlad’s, with the additional «a» at the end. The mayor thought his secretary had made a mistake. He did not know that it is typical for Russian family names. «Please, greet Nina and Larisa Lapina.»
«Larisa, say „Hello!“» The woman gently pushed her daughter forward, but the shy girl with pigtails and big pretty bows stayed close to her parents, even when the mayor gave her a teddy bear as a welcoming gift from the people of the town.
Last in the queue of people introduced was a slender single girl in her mid-twenties.
Like a cloud, fluffy blonde hair framed her sad face. Her name was Marina Aleksandrova, and she took up a guitar and all the Russians sang the traditional «Katusha,» the song that is played at every hockey game.
That was how the Russians came here.

Chapter 1: The Babysitter

In the students’ laboratory, professor David VanStein was speaking on his cell phone with his wife Megan. «Honey, I bought these tickets almost a month ago! Is it so difficult to find a babysitter? What about Ashley?»
«She can’t today; they’ve some special meeting to attend. She told me about a week ago. I just forgot. Sorry…»
David closed his eyes. «How stupid,» he thought. «She’s sitting all day long at home, and can’t even find a babysitter.»
«Why don’t you ask some student?» Megan suggested.
«Yes, why didn’t I think about it?» The advice of his wife surprised David.
«Okay, I’ll try,» he said coldly and hung up.
He looked around the laboratory, thinking about a possible candidate, and the first person who caught his eye was Marina Aleksandrova.
The teaching assistant was patiently explaining a task to a student. It happened frequently during laboratory work. Lazy or light-minded students did not prepare for the lab, and did not know what was required or how to go about it.
Sometimes the students asked such senseless questions that they astonished David, but Marina listened to them without irritation and peacefully answered.
The professor came close and addressed the student. «You should have read it at home!»
The student made a plaintive face and started making excuses.
«It’s okay.» Marina glanced at David, and turned to the student again. «Did you understand? If you have any questions, I’ll be glad to help.»
The student walked to the lab table, and David shook his head. «I’m simply amazed that you have the patience to explain the same things again and again.»
«I was the oldest child in my family,» Marina answered calmly looking at him. «I’m used to being patient.»
Her odd gaze mixed up his thoughts.
«What strange eyes she has.» For the first time in their communication David noticed it.
Transparent gray-blue, they looked like pieces of frozen water screening her emotions, hiding her thoughts. It was impossible to determine what she felt or what she was thinking about.
«It’s not a girl, but a puzzle,» thought David.
«I’ve never seen you smiling,» he wondered. «Why?»
She didn’t reply.
«I have a problem,» a student interjected, and David forgot what he wanted to ask.
* * * * *
Only at the end of the day did David remember that he had not found a babysitter, but all the students had already left.
«Great!» David thought with bitter sarcasm. «Just great! What am I gonna do now?»
His eyes mechanically took in the empty laboratory, and halted at Marina.
The teaching assistant wrote something in the laboratory book, closed it, and started to pick up her stuff, ready to go home.
«Marina.»
«How strange that this idea came to me only now.» he thought.
«Do you have any plans this evening?»
Marina tossed her head and gazed over at him. She came close.
«Why do you ask?» She said tenderly and with such open hope that David was amazed. «I did not plan anything special…»
«Could you baby-sit my kids tonight?» David asked. He saw she was disappointed, and, confounded, he added: «I’ll pay you…»
She snorted; her eyes were as cold as ice.
«No way,» she answered sharply. «I mean, I’ll be happy to do it. But without payment.»
«Why not?»
Not a grin, but a ghostly smile flashed from her lips. «Have you ever heard, „Russians have their own pride?“» Marina went back to her desk and got her purse. «If you want me to baby-sit your kids don’t even try to offer me money.»
Fully confused, David nodded.
* * * * *
«Thank God!» Megan smiled, seeing her husband enter with the girl. Megan addressed her. «Have you ever babysat anyone?»
«I had a younger sister and two brothers,» Marina explained calmly. «My mom often left me with them. Sometimes we spent a few days all alone.»
Her accent surprised Megan, and she recalled that David had told her his teaching assistant was Russian. Deep instinctive fears and worry about her children stirred in Megan’s soul, but she pressed it down with her mind.
«Don’t be stupid,» Megan ordered herself. «Why should we be afraid of her?» And she started to explain to Marina what to do with the kids.
* * * * *
Hannah VanStein hated it when her parents left her at home, like she was a baby. She was seven, almost eight years old, and did not think of herself as a child. She hated all babysitters, and when Megan and Marina entered her room, she started wailing.
«Honey,» Megan pleadingly addressed her. «Marina is a kind lady. Please be a good girl.»
«Don’t worry Mrs. VanStein.» Marina sat down near Hannah’s dollhouse. «We’ll be fine.»
«What did she say?» Hannah did not understand a word. Amazed, she even forgot to cry.
«I said,» Marina carefully pronounced every sound. «I really like the vest on this Barbie.» She pointed to the doll.
It was Hannah’s favorite toy. Very old, with thinning hair, it was still first in the girl’s heart. Hannah was glad that this unknown lady who was talking so strange liked her doll, and noticed its new and really elegant vest.
«I made it myself.» Hannah said proudly, taking the doll out and trustfully handing it to Marina.
«Wow!» Marina took the toy.
Megan smiled. «Honey? We’re going, okay?»
«Bye, mom!» Hannah did not even look at her mother. She addressed Marina excitedly. «Have you ever seen such a beauty? Her name is Lola. She’s a princess.»
«Then we shell made a crown for her,» suggested Marina, and Megan quietly left.
* * * * *
David would have not thought about Marina, but Megan talked about her all the way to the city, and even during the play. The image of Marina involuntarily appeared in his mind, disturbing and worrying him.
He recalled how she flung herself towards him, there in the laboratory. «Why?» he thought, and was afraid to allow himself honestly to admit the reason.
* * * * *
Two weeks later when the VanSteins organized a picnic, David, as an adviser of Vlad Lapin, invited him, with his wife Nina and daughter Larisa.
With delight Hannah looked at the big beautiful bows that decorated Larisa’s pigtails. Nina Lapina brought the same for her, but Hannah did not like to tie her hair, so she refused. Seeing how Nina got upset about that, Megan VanStein took the bows and said thanks.
«I’ll try later,» she assured Nina, and the girls moved aside, still assessing each other.
Larisa was five and younger than Hannah, so Hannah looked down on her. But Larisa’s timidity touched her young hostess, and Hannah recalled that her parents had told her to be polite.
«My Lola is a princess.» Hannah showed Larisa her doll with the crown that Marina helped to make.
«My Margarita is a police officer.» Larisa held up her Barbie.
After her time talking with Marina, Hannah had accustomed herself to understanding Russian people, but Larisa spoke with barely an accent anyway. Hannah looked at the Barbie with skepticism. «If she’s a policewoman why is she not wearing a uniform?»
«She’s not on duty,» retorted Larisa. «She’s a guest.»
Hannah accepted the explanation, and the girls started to play together. They seated the dolls around the toy table and put candy on their plates.
«It will be a tea party,» suggested Hannah. Larisa did not argue.
Nina Lapina did not speak English well, so she could not keep up conversation for long, and when more guests arrived she moved close to Marina Aleksandrova.
Seated on a plastic chair with her elbows on the molded arms, the teaching assistant propped her chin up with her fists and kept her eyes on the people in the yard.
«Hi,» Nina smiled, and sat next to her. «I think we should get to know each other a little better.»
«I’ll be happy to,» Marina replied with sincere gladness. «Why does your daughter speak English so well?»
«It’s a touching story.» Nina smiled. «Our neighbor in Russia was American. My mom once saved her doggie, and they became friends. She spent a lot of time with Larisa and taught her English without any charge.»
«Wow.» Marina sighed.
The women kept silent for a while, pensively looking around. This day there was no sun; the sky was hidden behind an unbroken cover of grayish blue clouds. The warm and humid air was still, casting a drowsiness over everyone and arousing in their souls odd, various, and bizarre fantasies.
«What do you think about Vlad’s adviser?» Marina suddenly asked.
«About David?» wondered Nina, looking at the host.
«Yes, about David…»
Marina’s dreamy voice surprised Nina. She shrugged her shoulders. «I don’t know him well yet.»
«Don’t you think he looks like a pirate?» continued Marina, still staring at David. «Have you ever seen a professor with a beard and mustache?»
«Yes.» Nina laughed. «You’re right, he looks like some buccaneer! I don’t like brunettes, but… It would have been so romantic. Imagine a pirate ship, they captured us…»
«Yeah.» Marina breathed out a slight moan. «Captured…»
While the adult guests were talking, Dylon, Hannah’s baby brother, crept closer and sat next to Larisa. Laughing, he stretched his arm out towards the toy table.
«Mom!» Hannah called with displeasure. «Dylon is disturbing us!»
«Play nice!» Megan glanced at them, and turned to the adults again.
Hannah pursed her lips, but Larisa cheered her up, «It’s even better. He can play with us.»
She addressed the boy, «Would you like a cup of tea?» She gave him an empty plastic cup. The child took it, looked at it all over, and made a motion that he was drinking.
«You see!» exclaimed Larisa. «He understood.»
Merriment returned to Hannah, and, smiling, she moved a plate with sweets to Dylon. The boy grabbed a handful of the candy and stuffed his mouth.
«No!» Hannah angrily shouted at him. «You should take just one.»
The boy coughed, and candy fell from his mouth.
Feeling that something was amiss, the girls stared at Dylon. He choked, his face went purple, and he tumbled.
«Mommy!» the girls squealed at once, and ran to the adults.
The women rushed to their children. Nina Lapina quickly checked Larisa out, and sighed with relief, seeing she was fine. But Megan saw her son suffocating and convulsing, and she screamed with horror.
«Call an ambulance!» she yelled at her husband. Perplexed, David ran to his son, then back to the house.
Suddenly Marina flew to Dylon and grabbed his feet. Holding the boy upside down, she started to shake him, and Megan watched them with bewilderment.
«What is she doing?» Megan thought. «She’s killing my son!» But as in a nightmare, she could not move a limb.
Dylon coughed, a candy fell from his mouth, and he cried. It was the best music that his parents had ever heard. The voice of the boy rang loud and clear. He was all right now, and Marina passed him to his mother.
«Marina,» mumbled David. «You saved his life!»
He opened his arms to the girl. Marina came close and hugged him, pressing herself to him. She put her head on his shoulder, and he sensed her trembling.
Suddenly, he noticed that everybody was silent, staring at them. David saw the baffled gaze of his wife, and he felt embarrassed.
«Marina,» he said very carefully. «It’s over. Thank you. Thank you so much!»
The girl slowly raised her head, looked around, and her face went red.
«Excuse me,» she mumbled, and almost ran away.
Everybody exchanged glances. This episode ended well, but the picnic was irretrievably spoiled, and soon, one by one, all the guests left.
* * * * *
Late in the evening, when the VanSteins were in bed, Megan spoke to her husband with irritation in her voice. «When Marina hugged you, it looked as if you liked it.»
«I couldn’t push her away when she had just saved the life of our son, could I?» David tenderly retorted. «Don’t be jealous. She saved our Dylon. She saved him.»
Megan wept and hugged her husband. Soon she fell asleep, but David just lay there for a long time thinking about Marina. His wife was right, when he sensed her so close he felt excited.
«But it was just a natural male reaction,» he whispered, looking at the calm face of his sleeping wife. «Marina’s just a young, pretty girl…»
«Pretty, eh?» a mocking inner voice sounded so loudly in his mind that David got scared, and he carefully smoothed Megan’s messed locks, admiring his wife. But this revived his memories of Marina’s hair smelling like fresh grain and tickling his face when she put her face on his shoulder. Damn! The same shoulder upon which Megan’s head was reposed right now.
«It’s okay.» Shaken, David suddenly felt sick. «I just have to be more careful and colder when communicating with Marina.»
This thought calmed him, and he was able to sleep.
* * * * *
The next day Nina Lapina visited Marina. She came alone, and Marina wondered, «Where is your daughter?» as it was evening already.
«I left Larisa with Vera Grach,» Nina explained, looking around the apartment with curiosity.
It was a studio, and at first sight one was able to guess that here lived a single teacher or scientist. Papers were piled everywhere. A desk with a computer took the central position in the room. Some tables against the walls and a couch instead of a bed finished this picture.
«How long have you known Vera?» asked Marina, walking to the kitchen with Nina following her.
«Since we were kids,» Nina replied, taking a cup of tea from her hostess. «She lived a few floors above in the same apartment building. She’s our best friend. When Vlad got the position in the U.S., he told Vera how to apply for study here. She sent samples of her work, and the University invited her, and, moreover, they gave her a grant.» Tasting the tea, Nina sat on the couch and took a cookie from the plate on the coffee table.
«Really? Is she so gifted?»
«I’m sure she will be the next Picasso!» exclaimed Nina emotionally.
«And who is her husband?» Marina moved an office chair from the computer and sat next to Nina.
«Oleg?» Nina shrugged her shoulders. «A businessman. Selling, reselling cars, apartments. It’s all that I heard. I bet even Vera doesn’t know for sure. They got married just before they moved to the States. They barely had time to finish all the formalities. What was he doing in Moscow? Some Russian business, I suppose.»
«A crook, eh?» Marina snorted.
«It’s none of our business, is it?» Nina smiled. «Nah, he’s a good person, he’s teaching Vlad how to drive a car, he helped us when we moved. No, he’s not bad. Vera told me she doesn’t like his greediness for money, but I don’t know… Vlad, for example, is a very niggardly man, but I think it’s better than if he was a squanderer.»
«Vlad told me you were studying in the same group in the University, right?» asked Marina, as a new idea came to her.
«Yes,» confirmed Nina. «But I did not graduate.»
«No matter. Could you help me to finish checking the students’ tests? I have a lot of work left, but I’m babysitting tonight.»
«Of course, I’ll be happy to help. But how did you find a client? Most of the people in town are still afraid of Russians.»
«Maybe,» Marina answered calmly, and held out a bunch of papers. «But I’m sitting with the children of the VanSteins.»
«Ah.» Nina nodded. «Yesterday when you helped Dylon, you so impressed all of us. You are a hero. It’s a shame, but if something similar happened to Larisa, I would be only able to faint or sob, not act in such a resolute manner.»
Looking at the first test, Nina did not notice the face of Marina flush. Thinking about David, she closed her eyes for a second, recalling his hug. The memories of his tender strong arms around her body filled the girl with hot sweet emotion and her breathing became panting with thrill and excitation.
«My God!» Nina gasped with great surprise. «This student classified oxygen as a poison gas.» She checked the next paper. «The molecular mass of water is sixteen tons? What the hell is this?»
«Cool down, buddy.» Marina smiled at her reaction. «Just count the numbers of mistakes, okay?»
«Deal.» Nina shook her head, still murmuring with amazement.
The woman silently helped with the grading, then Marina said thanks and drove her home.
Nina opened the door, and Marina heard Larisa screaming happily: «Mommy, Mommy! Aunt Vera taught me how to draw a horsie.»
A huge feeling of loneliness fell heavily on Marina, and she quickly drove away, dreaming about David. When she finally saw him standing on the porch of his house, like a captain on the bridge of a ship, the painful, ashamed joy jammed her heart.
He icily nodded to her and got into his car, and Marina entered the house.
Seeing her, Megan VanStein compelled herself to smile. «Thank you for coming.» It was all that she was capable of saying, and she silently went outside.
Marina heard the VanSteins’ car pull away. She sighed, then sat down with the kids. Soon the merry bustle with them cheered her up, and the pain of loneliness hid deep in her soul, but the girl knew it would be back when she would have to leave.

Chapter 2: Meeting True Love

Whites are wrong if they think that every African man reacts like Othello.
Thirty-two-year-old Jeff Menard was under control when his wife… Well, it was his girlfriend to be accurate with titles. When his girlfriend informed him that she was leaving, Jeff created neither scandal nor scene. He felt offended but did not show this. He calmly helped his ex to pack her belongings, and even waved his hand while she drove away.
After she left, he returned to the house and thoughtfully removed everything that reminded him of her.
He took a shower, and that evening he went to bed a little earlier than usual. A police officer, he wanted to be in a good shape for tomorrow’s shift.
* * * * *
Vera Grach parked her car on the riverbank. She had discovered this rest area and wanted to show it to her friend, Nina Lapina, because they both loved nature.
«Look how beautiful the view is from here.» Vera smiled, seeing that Nina was impressed. The autumn forest displayed a whole range of hues and tints from a very light yellow to brownish red and dark purple.
The women got out of the car. Nina took the bag of snacks; Vera carried the box with her painting equipment and her easel. They chose a table and started their picnic.
«It looks like Russia,» Nina said sadly, observing the river. Vera sighed. They silently ate, thinking about their motherland.
«Why don’t you get together with Marina?» Nina asked suddenly. «We are the only Russians around. I think we should stay together.»
«I don’t like her,» Vera answered slowly. «I don’t like gloomy people.»
«She has gone through so many ordeals.» Nina was talking, keeping her eyes on the river. «Her father was an alcoholic, as was her mother. One day her parents got so drunk that when the fire started, they didn’t wake up. Both her brothers were gone, too. Her sister was sent to a different orphanage. They lost each other forever. Oh, she’s a real heroine. She was able to find strength and fight her fate. She graduated from the University. She worked and studied. No one supported or helped her; she did it all alone.»
«Gosh.» Vera shook her head. «I didn’t know that. But I don’t feel that she needs my friendship.»
«No, she does!» Nina exclaimed emotionally. «I visit her often. She feels so alone.» She stopped short. «Look, I’ve been watching that for a few minutes, but I can’t figure it out. Is it an animal or just a plastic jug or something?»
Vera turned her head. The women looked hard at a white spot moving in the water not far from the riverbank.
«It’s a cat!» Vera gasped. Forgetting about everything, they ran to the river.
When they got close they saw a white cat. The current carried it, and the animal uttered plaintive meows. Despite their disgust for water, cats can swim well, and the women were surprised that this animal could not get out of the river.
Struggling through bushes on the bank, they ran along the water’s edge.
Nina noticed a few rocks led almost to the middle of the river, and she started to walk upon them carefully.
But her foot slipped. She lost her balance and fell into the water. Now, she was not afraid to get wet, so she just waded through the waist deep water towards the cat and grabbed it.
When she pulled the cat out, she saw its back leg was tangled in a net. This was why the animal was so helpless.
Nina struggled out of the water, and Vera helped her. She gave Nina her jacket, and the women ran back to the car.
* * * * *
Jeff Menard parked his police cruiser near an apartment building and checked the address. He got out and knocked. The door was opened immediately, and he went in.
He saw two young women and recalled that they were Russian. Then he looked around the apartment with curiosity. One woman started to talk, but he only understood the word «cat». Another woman was painting, and she put down the brush with visible displeasure.
Jeff’s eyes involuntarily stopped at her braid. It impressed the young policeman. He had never seen a white woman with hair so thick. The long chestnut braid went all the way down to her waist. Like some fantastic snake, it stirred with any movement of her body, emphasizing every curve.
The woman turned toward him, and her braid fell onto her chest, between her breasts. Jeff was afraid she would misunderstand his gaze and lifted his eyes. Her paleness and strange, severe beauty struck him like a gangster’s bullet. Jeff just stared at her face, barely realizing that the first woman was trying to explain something to him.
«We catch a cat!» she said.
«Found,» the woman with the braid corrected her. «Nina, you should say, „We found a cat.“»
Her tender voice sounded very soft and a little tired. Jeff forced himself to look at the other woman.
«We found a cat,» Nina Lapina repeated obediently. She pointed to the couch, and the policeman saw the fluffy white cat.
«Are you sure it’s not one of your neighbors cats?» Jeff took out his notebook.
«I’m sure.» The woman nodded. «I already know all the cats around here.» She got worried that she had violated some law, and looked at her friend for support.
«Yes, officer.» Vera addressed Jeff. «We found this poor animal when it was struggling out of the river.» She smiled. «I’m almost finished this picture. Wanna look?»
Jeff stepped closer and gazed at her work. It was a sketch, showing two women rescuing a cat from the water, and an impressed Jeff only shook his head. He saw her signature on the paper. Vera Grach, and he was surprised; as he knew an African-American girl with the same name.
«My God!» Vera glanced at her watch. «Sorry, officer, I’ve gotta run. Nina will explain everything.» She took the picture, closed the box with her painting paraphernalia, and, waving her hand, she left.
Jeff stood still, trying to understand what he felt in his soul. But his sense of duty compelled him to go back to business, and he addressed Nina Lapina. «Okay, ma’am, could you tell me exactly where you found the cat?»
* * * * *
Vlad Lapin had driven home, and saw a police car in the parking lot. Thinking about his family, he hastily got out of the car, rushed into the apartment, and almost collided with the police officer.
«What happened?» Vlad saw his wife and calmed down a little. «Is Larisa okay?»
He spoke English so the policeman would understand.
«Don’t worry, honey.» Nina smiled. «I just found a cat.»
Vlad sighed with relief. Then he demonstratively frowned, «It’s very typical of you.»
His job was over here, so Jeff Menard picked up the box with the cat inside and left. Nina followed his car with her eyes, then hugged her husband, «I’m sorry. But the poor kitty almost drowned!»
Vlad laughed, grabbed Nina in his arms, and spun her around a few times.
«Thank God you are all right!» he exclaimed happily. «One day your jokes will give me a heart attack.»
«You already took my heart away,» whispered Nina, bringing her lips close to his.
«I love you, my wonderful little girl.» Vlad panted with adoration, kissing her, and Lapina smiled, recalling the first day she had seen her future husband.
It had happened eight years ago, when Nina was seventeen, and it was her first day in the University. Shyly, the girl had peeped into the classroom, then gone inside. The other students had looked at her, and Nina asked, «Is this group P-16?»
«Yes,» a girl replied. She took out a notebook, and Nina understood that this girl was the monitor of the group, so Nina came close to register her attendance.
«You’ve missed two days,» the monitor said. «The government gives us free education, so you must not be late or skip school.»
«I was sick,» murmured Nina. «I have a certificate from the doctor.»
«Okay.» The girl made a note. «Just remember in future.» She surveyed Nina and grinned. «You’re Jewish, aren’t you?»
«I’m Russian,» Nina retorted. «You can check my papers.»
«Give me a break.» The girl snorted. «You are too ugly to be a Russian.»
Oh! This hurt Nina more than anything, and she silently went deep into the room and sat down at a free place.
«Don’t mind her.» A plain girl sat next to Nina and sighed. «Just five guys for twenty of us. We have no chance, buddy. But we are here for study, not looking for a man, eh?»
Nina nodded. «Ugly,» she thought with bitterness. «I’m ugly…»
«Victor!» the girls screamed, and Nina looked at the young man just entering. Athletic and tall, he waved to the auditorium, casually sat at his place, and struck a pose.
Nina sighed, watching some of the girls move closer to Victor. But a new guy entered the room and her heart jumped like a frightened bunny. Very slender, this blue-eyed blonde was cute as a cherub. His slightly curly hair emphasized the affection in his tender face. Bashful and shy, he looked like the Little Prince of Saint-Exupery.
«It’s an angel.» Nina only could stare at him. ' How could this creature walk on Earth? He should fly…»
«The right man for an ugly girl,» a mocking voice sounded in her mind, and she thought with vexation: «Who cares about him? What kind of man could he be?»
But her heart did not want to hear her mind.
A technician came into the room. She pulled a wagon carrying a big gas cylinder. Nearing the central table, she tried to put the cylinder on it, and she could not, as it was too heavy. Then the thin «angel» hoisted the cylinder with one of his hands, and put it in its place on the table. A whisper of delight ran over the hall.
«Thank you, Vlad,» the technician said.
«Vlad!» Adoring the sound of his name, Nina exclaimed impulsively. «You are a real noble knight.»
His long gold-colored eyelashes flapped like wings of a butterfly as he glimpsed her.
«He looked at me.» Exited, Nina did not even notice gazes from the other girls.
«It’s her job, tubby, to take care of the equipment!» the monitor girl loudly addressed her, for the second time driving Nina into the puddle of painful shame, as she was always concerned about her weight.
«You deserved it,» Nina said to herself. «You’re stupid! If you are ugly, then sit silently.»
But she could not resist herself.
She tried to catch the attention of this guy, but she could not. A group of girls followed Vlad all day long, in the cafeteria, during the reception, at the next lecture. He did not see her behind those tall blondes, and Nina dared not push someone away, as the others did many times to her.
The only relief for Nina was that Vlad Lapin looked very concentrated on study and was so absorbed that he did not even notice the efforts of those girls.
They accompanied him until he returned after school to the apartment building for male students, where entry of females was prohibited.
«He’s dumb,» the monitor girl said with disappointment. «Third day. I bet he’s gay. Or just sick. I give up. There are other guys here.»
The girls went in different directions.
«Sick?» Nina thought about Vlad. «Gay? No matter, we can be just friends. Oh, God! Just to see him… Just to see.»
At home, Nina stared at her reflection in the mirror, and watched as her mother, Alla, came close. They lived together, alone. Alla divorced a long time ago, and Nina did not even remember her father.
The woman tenderly caressed her daughter’s black ringlets. «How was your first day, honey?»
«Mom, am I ugly?» Nina asked instead of giving an answer.
Alla sighed. «You are beautiful, it’s just that not everybody likes classic beauty. I’m afraid you’ll never find a man who can appreciate you enough.»
She left, but Nina still searched her own face; she was satisfied with her lips only.
«It’s considered that big eyes are beautiful. Lie! I look like a cow!» Nina took sunglasses and put them on, trying to hide her eyes, but now her long nose made her resemble an owl. She threw the glasses away and cried with despair.
«I am ugly,» she thought again. «Nothing can help.»
* * * * *
«God Bless America,» thought Nina, smiling with those memories. «So many women around are stout and black-headed. I’m not a social outcast anymore.»
* * * * *
Jeff Menard finished all the formalities in the local animal shelter and returned to his police cruiser. He got in and hesitated for a while. Deliberately, Jeff turned his computer on and typed: «Vera Grach.»
He gazed at the screen. Married. This word killed all his hope.
«Of course, she should be,» Jeff muttered inaudibly. A bitter pain pricked his heart. «I’m a fool. Such a woman…» And he turned the computer off.
* * * * *
A few days later, as Jeff Menard was driving his police cruiser along the small road behind an apartment building, he saw a vehicle moving in the opposite direction.
He recognized the car of Vera Grach, and he sighed. To his surprise, the car was moving very erratically, and he thought that Vera might be drunk.
However, when the vehicles neared each other, he saw Nina Lapina was driving and Vera was next to her. Jeff understood that Vera was teaching her friend how to drive. The car passed by the police cruiser, and Jeff continued to watch it in the mirror.
A few hundred yards farther down, the road turned. Nina lost control, and the vehicle, still heading straight, left the road and vanished from Jeff’s view into a ditch.
Jeff gasped and whirled his cruiser around.
He reached the place where the accident had happened, got out, and looked down.
He sighed with relief. The slope of the ditch was not steep. The car just stopped, and both the women, safe and sound, were standing near it looking at each other in confusion. They heard the police officer’s arrival and turned toward him.
Vera waved her hand, and Jeff neared.
«Officer,» she started to talk. «We have a problem.»
«Don’t you remember me?» asked Jeff, and both Russians gazed at him.
«What am I talking about?» He thought trying to take himself under control. «Who am I to her? Just a policeman.»
«I remember you.» Vera smiled. «You took away the cat that we found.»
Chuckling, Nina gently poked Vera and whispered something into her ear.
«Stop it, Nina.» Vera did not let on, but he understood.
«They noticed my feelings!» Jeff thought, averting his eyes. «I look stupid.»
«I read somewhere,» Vera was addressing Jeff. «A man put a bouquet of the flowers on the porch of his neighbor. The owner of the house reported it to the police, and the man was arrested.»
«Crazy lady,» Nina giggled. «I wish someone put flowers on my porch.»
«I think you’re right, Nina.» Vera fixed her glare on Jeff, and the embarrassed policeman wanted to change the subject. He looked at her car.
«Your car is much cheaper than your husband’s,» he said with surprise.
«We have separate accounts and budgets,» Vera calmly answered, reviving hope in his heart. «We spend money how we want. I need to pay for my study, and the paints are very expensive. Oleg has his own business in Russia. But my account is all the money that I have. I have to be practical.»
«I don’t understand,» Nina cut in. «Why Vera doesn’t kick her light-headed hubby out and find some good, serious man instead.»
«Oleg loves me,» explained Vera, moving her braid in front of her. Enchanted by the view, Jeff watched her long thin fingers mechanically playing with her chestnut hair. «Immigration is a very difficult process. It would be a dishonest act and a betrayal to divorce him.»
«And this is why…» Jeff felt irritation, and lost his careful manner. «you’re ready to sacrifice your life, and maybe the happiness of some other man?»
«Yes, because I appreciate and value such feelings.»
«Don’t you think another man can have the same or maybe even stronger feelings for you?» He saw Nina walk aside leaving him alone with Vera, and he fell silent.
«You don’t know me.» Squeezing her braid, Vera stared at Jeff. The small, refined features of her dizzyingly white face made her look like a mouse.
«I feel as if I’ve known you all my life,» Jeff replied very quietly, and Vera lowered her eyes thinking about her husband.
Vera had been dating Oleg about two months when she received the invitation from the University.
She was afraid that she had misunderstood. She went to her trusted professor, then to the Embassy of the United States.
Everybody confirmed these papers, and an excited Vera barely believed her luck.
She was sorting her belongings when Oleg entered her apartment, and she felt confused. He was a nice man, he helped her, but Vera had no strong feeling for him. She was happy to have a reason to break up with him in a friendly way, without, she hoped, a scandal.
«Oleg.» She tried to talk calmly. «I’m sorry, but we have to stop seeing each other.»
He gazed at her, and Vera finished quickly. «I’ve got a fellowship to study in the U.S.A. I’m moving there.»
Without a word, Oleg circled the room twice.
It seemed as if he could not decide what to do. Suddenly, he approached Vera, fell on his knees, grabbed her hands, and started erotically kissing them.
«How could you think I’d leave you because of that?» He was talking, with a catch in his voice. «I can’t live without you. You are my sunshine and air. Let’s get married! I’ll go with you to the ends of the world!»
Dazed, Vera could not reply; she just did not know what to say. Oleg caressed her and his skillful touching enchanted her, as usual mixing up her thoughts.
Panting and trembling, they helped each other undress, and, drunk with excitement, they hastily got into bed.
«I’m not a whore, am I?» Vera could barely think. «I probably do love Oleg, as I can feel such pleasure. Oh God.» She lost herself for a moment, but thoughts about moving came back. «It’s so difficult to live alone in a foreign country. Well, the Lapins will be in the same city, but they have their own family. Oleg loves me. God, how he loves me! He can always find an out to any situation. It’s great to have someone beside you. Someone whom you can trust.»
The deep vortex of enjoyment sucked her in, and she melted into it.
When she finally opened her eyes and saw Oleg’s face close to her, Vera had difficulty recalling what they had been talking about.
«Would you marry me?» She heard his tender voice, and she nodded. Worry lodged in her heart for a second, but he gasped with such sincere gladness that all her concern was gone at once.
«Everything will be fine,» she thought.
* * * * *
«My name is Jeff.»
The sentence dragged Vera back to the present, and she stared with amazement at the black police officer, discerning true and powerful passion glowing in his dark brown eyes.
«Jeff,» she repeated, dreamily. «Jeff.»

Chapter 3: The Last Day of October

«Honey, it’s too cold outside.» Nina hesitated, then looked through the window at the first snowflakes whirling in the air like white bees.
«But I can’t go without a costume!» cried Larisa. «You’re a bad mom. Why didn’t you buy me a costume?»
«You chose this yourself.» Nina pointed at the ballerina’s dress. «At the school party you were the cutest one. It’s not my fault that the weather became so cold.»
«But I need a costume to go out.» Larisa still wept while an upset Nina looked at her with compassion and pain in her heart.
«Sweetie, we have no money to buy another one.» The woman stopped short as an idea came to her. She ran to the closet and took out her white lacy blouse with long sleeves and a brown mini-skirt.
«Put on your clothes,» she told Larisa, and when the girl did, Nina pulled the blouse straight over Larisa’s orange coat. She tied the collar and the sleeves with ribbons, and admired the job that she had done. It seemed now as if the girl was wearing only this blouse.
Then Nina put the skirt on her daughter, and tied the belt so it fit the girl’s waist. Since Nina was very short for an adult woman, the skirt reached Larisa’s calves.
Next Nina took her straw hat and tied it onto Larisa’s head with a pink scarf. Nina decorated her daughter’s shoes with bows, and Larisa looked like a peasant girl. She ran to a mirror checking herself out, and laughed with delight.
«I am a shepherdess!»
«Yep, honey.» Nina gave her a big toy lamb. «And you won’t be cold now.»
«We’re ready!» exclaimed Larisa, seeing her father, along with David VanStein and Hannah, enter the room.
«Are you crazy?» Vlad gasped. «It’s snowing outside and you wanna send Larisa out wearing only that?»
«Not to worry, honey.» Nina smirked, explaining about Larisa’s costume, and Vlad hugged his wife. «You’re the smartest woman ever!» He kissed her, then his daughter. «Good luck, my girls.»
«Where is Megan?» Nina asked David.
«She’s with Dylon. He is too small to go out,» said David, patting Hannah’s head. «Besides, he feels unwell. Maybe next year.»
And they all, except Vlad, left the house.
Vlad looked around the deserted room and sighed. He yearned to go with his family, but he had no driver’s license yet, and he was not familiar with the town. His eyes rested on the plate of candy that Nina had prepared for treating the children who would come to the door, and the thoughts of the young scientist changed.
«Interesting,» he thought. «How many calories in one portion of the treats?»
From the kitchen he brought a scale and plastic cups, and started sorting the candy. Wrapped up in the task, Lapin took his notebook, and did some calculations.
«Don’t forget to count out the weight of the papers,» Vlad told himself, forgetting everything. «Minus the weight of the sticks of the lollipops…»
The knock at the door disturbed him. Vlad jerkily opened the door. «What? What do you want?»
A boy wearing a pirate’s costume looked at Vlad in bewilderment. «Trick or treat.»
Vlad came back to reality.
«Sure.» He held a cup brimming with candy and dropped its contents it into the child’s bag. «Here you go.»
«Wow!» The encouraged boy shook his bag. «Thank you, sir!»
«Happy Halloween.» Vlad closed the door and wanted to go back to his calculations, but he heard a tapping. He threw his notebook and thought angrily, «If I turn off the lights and go to the bedroom, I can count and no one will disturb me.» But, shaking his head, he returned to Earth at once, and taking the plate with candy, Vlad said to himself, «Have I cracked or what? It’s a children’s holiday. Relax, buddy!»
During the next few hours he just opened and closed the door giving candy out, and he was surprised at how many children were in this small town. The process became rote for Vlad, and when the door opened and Nina and Larisa came in, he mechanically held out a plate towards them.
«Daddy, daddy!» exclaimed the girl, showing her bag. «Look how much candy I got!»
«Some people offered candy to me, too.» Nina was talking with a winsome grin. «They said, „Let your sister have some candy, too!“» She burst out laughing. Vlad just smiled at his female family members, deriving joy from their naively happy report.
«And I saw a dog with horns,» Larisa said, piling her candy into the almost empty plate.
«Yeah, Vlad.» Nina’s doe eyes sparkled with emotion. «I thought I was going insane. Picture it. The door opened, and I saw a goat in the house. But it was just a golden retriever.»
«Goldy is her name,» cut in Larisa, rummaging into the candy.
«Yep,» Nina continued. «Her owner put something like a cap with devil’s horns on her head. Oh, he is such a cute old guy. You know, with a walking stick, neat clothes. Very nice man.»
«He asked me,» yawning, Larisa interrupted her. «And others asked me, „Aren’t you cold?“»
«Oh, what time is it?» The woman gasped. «Go to sleep, go to sleep.»
«But the candy…» The tired girl became capricious, and Nina took her in her arms, and brought Larisa into her room.
Vlad looked at the sweets, then at the plastic cups, and took up his notebook and calculator again.
When Nina finally came back to the room, he was asleep, with his head on his arms, half lying on the coffee table, and the plastic caps with candy in them surrounding him.
The woman took his notebook, and shook her head. «Oh, Vlad, Vlad…»
She gently woke him and helped him get in bed. Even falling asleep, Vlad still murmured about the calculation, and Nina lay next to him, pressing his head to her chest. «Sh-sh-sh. Enough, honey,» she whispered with all her tenderness. «Sleep, sleep, my beloved man.»
His closeness revived her memories and Nina thought about their first date.
That day Vlad unexpectedly asked her to marry him and invited her to a soccer game.
It was a great surprise to Nina. Vlad was her true love, the love from the first sight, but Vlad neither courted nor flirted with her before. He only paid attention to study, and the girl was sure Vlad even did not notice her existence.
That day a professor offended her, and Nina was crying in the University’s corridor. Then Vlad came to her and made his proposal.
«Would you marry me?» he asked casually, and the girl could not believe her ears. Vlad hugged her. «I’d like to go out with you. Right now. Would you come?»
She nodded, and did not even think that it was strange. It was her chance, and Nina rushed into this adventure, like jumping into the water.
It was also the last day of October, and the first snowflakes parachuted from the gray sky. It was very cold even for Moscow, but the frost could not cool down the true soccer fans gathered at the stadium. The stormy reactions of Vlad amazed the girl, because in most situations he was very reserved.
She did not understand all the details of the game, and only followed her beloved man.
If he was getting upset, she felt tears in her eyes. When he shouted, cheering on their team, she was screaming too.
And when the visitors scored a goal and the stadium fell into a deep gloomy silence, the girl sensed such hatred for the player who did it that it surprised her.
But the host team soon tied the score, and when a player from the host team scored the final goal, the stadium burst into an elated victory ovation.
«We won!» shouted Vlad, grabbing Nina into his arms. Carrying her like she was a child, he spun around a few times.
No one had ever done this to her, and the wowed girl panted, wild with euphoria. It was their first day together, and she prayed that it would not be the last.
When they went downstairs to the metro station, people going from the game were throwing coins making a glittering tapping stream of money running down along the steps.
«Why are they doing this?» wondered Nina. Vlad shrugged his shoulders.
«We won. It’s a tradition.»
She saw him hesitate, but he took out a small coin and threw it too.
«Oh, you’re a tightwad,» the girl thought, but even this only increased her feelings for Vlad.
At home, as Alla opened the door, the giddy Nina gleefully addressed her: «Mom, I’m gonna get married!»
While her daughter was telling her all the details of the day, Alla just stared at her.
When the girl finished, smiling like a drunk, Alla slowly replied, smoothing her daughter’s hair. «It’s okay. Even if he abandons you with a child, I’ll help you raise our baby, don’t worry.»
Nina could not reply, and Alla left the room.
«Abandon me?» This thought made the girl anxious, but another, stronger feeling immediately pushed all her worry aside. «No matter! I was happy today. No matter what happens next. No one can take this day from me. No one.»
* * * * *
Recalling that day, thinking about her family life, Nina thought, «What did I do that God sent me such happiness?»
She was tired after the Halloween walk, but Nina also was glad, as she liked this tradition. It was the first Halloween in their life, due to the fact that this holiday does not exist in Russia.
Asleep, Vlad was next to her, and, feeling his calm breathing tickling her breasts, Nina smiled, losing herself in the thrill of peace and love.

Chapter 4: To Be With Your Loved One

At the same time that Nina and Larisa Lapina were getting home, Vera entered the city supermarket to do her shopping. In spite of the fact that today was Halloween, she knew no kids would be at her door, because she lived in an apartment building.
She was not in a hurry, and at a leisurely pace she walked down aisle after aisle looking for staples.
«Hello!» she heard. Vera saw a black police officer, and she recognized Jeff Menard.
In this small town they often met by chance. They had already had a few short talks, and Vera smiled. Nobody was around them now, and they were free to chat for a while.
«Hi, Jeff,» she whispered, giving him a playful glance. «Ready for trick-or-treat?»
«I’ve already given out a lot of candy,» murmured Jeff, looking at her with adoration. «Many children came into the police station for Halloween.»
«I didn’t know…» Vera stopped short, and turned toward a shelf, pretending to choose a product. Jeff did the same as two women entered the aisle at almost the same time.
Waiting for these outsiders to leave, Jeff, with an impatient sigh, rummaged through boxes of cookies as unnecessary for him now as a package of salt for a person suffering thirst.
The women stood not far away and started a lively discussion, and Jeff saw Vera give him a quick look. They did not need words. Pushing their carts, they left the aisle from different ends.
Passing a few aisles, they walked in parallel until they found one without people, and entered, meeting in the middle. They laughed, enjoying mutual understanding.
«Gosh!» Jeff giggled. «I feel like I’m meeting with a Russian spy.»
Smiling, Vera wanted to reply, but her face clouded again, for another man came into the aisle. He soon left, but Jeff sighed as his playful mood faded. He noticed Vera glancing at her watch, and asked her, «Are you late for something?»
«Almost.» Vera looked at him with an apologetic smile. «Tonight there is a Halloween party on campus — a short play, dancing after, snacks, et cetera. I’m curious to see it.»
«Can I go too?» Jeff asked unexpectedly, even to himself. Vera looked at him with compassion.
«Sorry,» she murmured. «It’s for students only. Bye.»
«I understand,» he sighed watching her go.
* * * * *
In the police station, Jeff sat at his desk and browsed through his papers. His shift was already over, but he just did not want to go yet to his empty home.
Then he overheard a colleague talking with his student son.
«Dad, you promised,» the student whined. «The whole party depends on you. Don’t wreck our Halloween.»
«The students’ party?» Jeff got interested. «What happened?»
«I foolishly promised my boy to take part in the play,» explained Jeff’s colleague. «But the chief gave me a lot of paperwork for tonight. I can’t, I really can’t.»
«Is it a difficult part?» asked Jeff, and they stared at him. «I mean, can I replace your father?»
«Great!» exclaimed the student. «All you need to do is just go on and say one phrase: „Your Majesty! Be ready for anything!“, then stand behind the royal throne. That’s all. It’s almost the last scene of the play. Just a few minutes. But the costume… it’s a knight’s costume, the whole-body armor. Not real, of course. It’s fabric. The helmet is aluminum. Is it okay with you?»
«No problemo.» Jeff laughed. «Let’s go.»
* * * * *
He repeated the phrase all the way to the campus. Not worried about the play, Jeff was only concerned if Vera would be there.
«What if something changed and she could not come?» he thought. «Okay, at least I’ll have some fun.»
* * * * *
In the changing room, the student gave Jeff the one-size-fits-all costume, and the police officer started pulling it on straight over his clothes. While he was donning his armor, some other students led David VanStein into the room.
Tired after the Halloween walk, David had forgotten to put on his costume at home, but the students would not allow him to enter the party wearing casual clothes.
«No-no-no!» objected a female student in the costume of a sea cadet. «You have to change.»
«Yes! Yes! Yes!» the others supported her.
«Marina, please.» The professor smiled seeing Jeff in the room. They nodded to each other and said, «Hi!»
«I know a great costume.» Marina grabbed some clothes and held them out to David. He could do nothing but put them on.
Here were wide Turkish trousers, a redingote and musketeers hat. David tied around his waist a scarf belt fitted with a fake saber. Everybody gasped, as he looked exactly like a pirate captain.
«Are you happy now?» David asked with sarcasm.
«Yes, I am,» Marina murmured inaudibly. She recalled the many books she had read as a teenager. In these stories, females often changed into male costumes to be with their beloved men. Now she did the same, and Marina chuckled to herself seeing her plan work.
Busy with his outfit, Jeff did not notice when everybody left. His colleague’s son helped him with the helmet, then went away also, and only the director of the play was left.
The show had begun.
Hiding behind the curtains, Jeff watched for a while, then grew bored. He peeked through the opening between the panels looking for Vera. He saw her sitting in the fifth row at the edge, and, smiling, he kept his eyes on only her.
«Go, go.» The whisper of the director took Jeff by surprise, and almost running he went to the stage, barely remembering his words.
«Your Majesty!» he pronounced solemnly, as he slowed, walking now toward the twin thrones. «Be ready for anything!»
The helmet severely limited his view, and when he stumbled over something, Jeff did not realize what had happened. He fell, but being a well-trained professional, he skillfully rolled and sprang up at once. The policeman did it automatically, as if avoiding a bullet, but it seemed so showy and spectacular that when he got to his feet he heard a delighted «Wow!» run through the hall.
And no one noticed the comedy of the situation: that real armor would never allow one to move so effortlessly.
But the episode had another fate than to end like this. The stage was not big, and getting up Jeff bumped into something and involuntarily sat… straight onto the lap of the «queen».
The hall fell silent for a second, then a common guffaw shook the walls. Jeff got up, bowed to the «royal couple», and said, «I told you, Your Majesty, to be ready for anything!»
He listened with pleasure as the audience gives him an ovation and whistles of approval.
«I saved the day,» Jeff thought placing himself behind the thrones.
The play took its course and soon finished.
As all of the cast members took their bows, David VanStein picked up a microphone.
«Thank you for your attention,» he said, addressing the audience. «Thank you for your play.» He turned toward the actors. The spectators applauded, and the players bowed.
«Dear friends,» continued David, looking out into the hall. «Happy Halloween. Enjoy the party.»
The music struck up, while everybody talked and moved the chairs aside, placing them along the walls and making a space for dancing.
Remembering his fall, Jeff went into the hall stepping very carefully. The costume hid his entire body, even the hands, and he wanted to put Vera to a test, to check her feelings for him.
In the middle of the hall the people started dancing. It appeared they all danced together, but one who looked with attention could see that almost everybody had separated into couples.
Marina was next to David. As she had correctly guessed, her male costume threw him off, and the professor lost his careful manner.
Forgetting his decision to be cautious when communicating with her, David was talking to Marina with an amicable frisky tone, as if she were a real boy. He was telling open-minded jokes. Sometimes he gave her a friendly push and tapped her shoulders and back. Enjoying his treatment, Marina thought, panting: «God, is it a dream? Yes, yes, a wonderful sweet dream.»
«So, cadet,» David winked. «Are you ready for adventures?»
«For you, my captain,» she answered, exhilarated and jocund. «I’m ready for anything!»
This phrase reminded them of the play, and they laughed, glancing at Jeff Menard as he slowly passed them. Keeping his eyes on Vera dancing in the group, but without a partner, Jeff joined the dance, and addressed her. «Hi!»
Wearing a simple long dress, she looked like a noblewoman from the Early Middle Ages, and her paleness harmonized with this image. It corresponded with his costume.
«Perfect match,» Jeff thought.
The woman looked at him. «Have we met each other?»
«Yep.» Jeff watched her. She did not give away any emotion.
«Dear Beautiful Lady.» Jeff bowed. «Would you be merciful to me, allowing me to be your gallant servant at this party?»
«Okay,» she replied so coldly that if Jeff did not already have feelings for her, he would have given up all his efforts.
«Was your falling part of the play?» she asked. «Or just an accident?»
«Sometimes when you fall,» Jeff said in a cordial voice, «it’s difficult to know if it was just an accident, or the Hand of your Fate.» He saw Vera did not understand, and he explained. «I mean falling in love. With someone.»
Her features were still showing boredom, and she looked at her watch.
«I have to go soon,» Vera said icily. «My husband is going to pick me up.»
«Soon?» Upset, Jeff suddenly felt stifled inside the helmet, and he opened the visor.
«You!» Grach gasped, and Jeff could not believe his eyes, as a joyful smile lit up her face. «It was not nice to trick me like that.»
«Sorry,» he murmured.
«Why you didn’t tell me about you were going to take part in the play?»
«I wanted to surprise you.»
«You surely have done it.» Throwing frolicsome glances his way, Vera was dancing, curving her body like a snake, and an enchanted Jeff could only stare at her.
«Vera!» they heard, and, seeing how she instantly lost all spirits and became confused, Jeff understood at once who called her even before he slowly turned toward the door and saw Oleg peeping into the hall.
Smiling, Oleg said a few phrases in Russian. Vera lowered her head and quickly whispered, «Bye Jeff.» She, then almost ran to her husband.
Jeff stood still. He had known she was married, but, for the first time, he realized, realized with all his soul, what it meant, and the hopeless horror of the situation struck him.
This cocksure, red-headed white man with the self-satisfied grin took away his darling woman, took her away as was his right. Jeff saw Oleg hug his wife and leave with her. Jeff imagined how at home they would make love, and, suffocating, he tore the helmet off.
He looked over his costume and got embarrassed. This disguise, his acting in the play, seemed to Jeff now as a boyishly stupid deed.
«You looked like a fool,» he said to himself, and left the party.
The cold rain with snow lashed him outside the building, and as he struggled through the raging gusts of the storm, Jeff felt as if he were part of a real black Sabbath, and raving witches were trying to tear him into pieces.

Chapter 5: Lana

The best friend of Vlad, Ruslan Grafinsky, had arrived yesterday, and it was the first time he had visited an American bar. When they entered, he looked around with curiosity.
Vera’s husband remembered Ruslan from Moscow, and he suggested celebrating Ruslan’s arrival, but Vera refused to go with them, as she had to work on a project. So Ruslan, Oleg, and his American pal, Nicholas, went together. Although Oleg had lived in this town for seven months, he always took Nicholas with him for consultation.
«I think we should take Vlad as well,» Ruslan said to Oleg. «But I know he doesn’t like bars.»
«Vlad is not bad, but he’s a dull person, and he’s under the thumb of his wifey.» Oleg snorted. «Relax, pal, welcome to the U.S.A.!»
They ordered their drinks and snacks, and continued talking, speaking English, so Nicholas could take part.
«What a nice girl,» Ruslan said suddenly, watching the people at the counter.
Oleg looked too. On one stool he saw a girl. He had seen her earlier, but, for his taste, she was too plain and stout, and the note of Ruslan surprised him.
Oleg looked closer at her, and noticed that she was not fat at all. Yet she was still not his type of woman, and he shrugged his shoulders. «I don’t think so.»
«No, really.» Ruslan smiled. «She’s a beauty.»
«Forget about it, buddy.» Oleg pointed to a huge young man sitting next to her. «With a boyfriend like that you have no chance.»
«He’s not her boyfriend, but a bodyguard,» Nicholas calmly explained. «What’s the matter?» he asked, as both Russians stared at him.
«Bodyguard?» repeated Ruslan.
«Yes, her daddy is a big cheese, and after dark she’s always under escort.»
«You’re kidding.» Oleg leered at the girl again. «The children of rich people study at Harvard or Oxford, not in a city like this hole.»
«First of all,» Nicholas spoke with irritation, as he felt offended. «Our University is one of the best in America. Second, many men, many minds. I think she’s just bored with her fancy life. You know, this is not the best bar in the city, but Lana, her name is Lana Limpson, comes here almost every evening. It’s stupid. No one will come near her. Everybody knows her father, and nobody wants trouble.»
The Russians glanced at Lana again, and Ruslan sighed. «You’re right, Nick.»
Oleg did not reply. He was thinking. Resolutely getting to his feet, he went to the counter and sat next to Lana Limpson. She looked at him with timid hope.
«Hi,» he said. «Why is such a pretty girl so sad?»
She smiled.
«Wow.» Oleg gasped. «Your eyes are brighter than stars in the summer night sky. What is your name?»
«Lana.» She chuckled. «Lana Limpson.»
«I’m Oleg. Oleg Merkulov,» he said, to her surprise quite casually, and the girl realized he was new here.
«You are Russian, aren’t you?» Lana leered at the man with interest.
He was much older than she, yet he looked great. Very tall and athletic, broad-shouldered, this red-headed man with piercing brown eyes was simply handsome. She thought he looked like some ancient Roman god. All his movements were full of masculine grace, showing off his physical strengths. Though his legs were a little shorter than they should be for someone his height, they were well shaped and toned, and the powerful muscles of his strong thighs were visible even through the fabric of his jeans.
Lana looked at Ruslan and Nicholas. She knew the American, as they had grown up in the same town, and she guessed that the other one was Russian.
He was average, and his appearance did not impress, but surprised her, for Lana discovered that he seemed very similar to her. He also had dark blonde hair, and his eyes were the same olive drab color as hers. It was as if she saw her reflection in a mirror, and an open-eyed Lana inspected him with curiosity.
«He looks tired.» She noticed surveying his exhausted face. «Definitely, he’s had a difficult past and probably went through some grief a short time ago.»
Suddenly she met his gaze, and was amazed at how odd it was. This young Russian man stared at her with adoration and abhorrence at the same time, as if she was doing something extraordinary. As if she was eating spiders for a bet, for example, or dancing on the table stark naked.
His glare intrigued her, and Lana waved. Ruslan and Nicholas just saluted back, but did not come close. Then, pursing her lips, the girl addressed Oleg again. «Why do people ignore me?»
Oleg demonstratively looked at her bodyguard, and Lana winced.
«I promised Dad that I’d take Tom with me if I go to a bar,» she explained with bitterness in her voice. «Tom’s just a good friend, like an older brother to me.»
«Your daddy is right,» Oleg sighed. «Such a beauty as you are has to be under protection, like a rare, brilliant, sparkling diamond.»
«You call me such funny names.» Lana tried to laugh, but she could not. She liked it. This man was talking with a strange, hard accent, and all these nice words sounded very unusual, with masculine sexual inflection.
«I just said what I thought.» Oleg turned to the bartender. «John, give everybody a drink on me.»
«Why?» asked Lana, astonished.
«I want everybody to be as happy as I am now,» Oleg pronounced, gazing at her. «I met you, and it’s the best day in my life. I just want everybody to be happy.»
«But it’s a lot of money.»
«For happiness money does not matter.» Oleg took out a roll of bills and put it on the counter. «Barman, drinks for everybody!»
* * * * *
Just a few days later he met her again.
Downtown Oleg and Ruslan passed by the central hotel with a restaurant on the ground floor. The rain with snow had just stopped, and the streets were full of dirty water. Oleg Merkulov was wearing a wolf-skin coat. It was a very expensive and very warm fur coat and great for the Moscow frost, but now Oleg was hot and he walked with his coat open.
A car stopped in front of the restaurant. A man opened the door to help a girl get out, and Oleg saw Lana Limpson, wearing evening pumps with high heels.
She looked doubtfully at the wide puddle that was between her car and the sidewalk.
Next Oleg threw his coat on the puddle. Lana gazed at Oleg and recognized him. «It’s you again.» She carefully stepped on the coat, and gained the sidewalk. «Oleg, correct?»
«At your service, Your Highness.» He bowed.
«My God!» She looked at the coat. «I know the price of fur coats. It costs a fortune!»
«Just say the word,» Oleg uttered passionately, «and I’ll throw my life under your feet, as I did with the coat.»
Lana did not smile; she gawked at him.
«I have to go now,» she finally said. «Can we meet tomorrow? About 10 a.m., in the library. Is that okay with you?»
«Any time, any place,» he replied emotionally. «Say it, and I’ll go to the edge of the world!»
She smirked and left. Oleg picked up his coat.
«Oleg,» Ruslan Grafinsky said coldly. «You are a bastard.»
Merkulov grinned. «I’m just a businessman. And I strongly recommend you mind your own business. Maybe I feel real love, how do you know?»
Ruslan didn’t reply.

Chapter 6: A Pointless Waste of Money

Next day, at 9:55 a.m., Lana Limpson went to the city library. Oleg Merkulov was already there. He saw her entering the hall, and he gasped, throwing his arms up.
«Lana,» he addressed her, taking her hand and kissing it. «Milady, you came in, and it was like sunshine lit up this dull boring place.»
Lana smiled at his reaction and looked around. She saw some people were reading and writing nearby, and she felt uncomfortable.
«Let’s go somewhere,» she suggested. Lana liked how Oleg spoke to her, but she was ashamed that someone else might take it as a joke and make fun of her.
«To a restaurant?» Oleg looked at her with concern. «Are you hungry, sweetheart? Just name it and we can go. I’ll pay.»
«I can pay myself.» She smiled.
«No way,» he retorted peering deep into her eyes. «No Russian man could allow the woman next to him to pay for herself. One man, when he found out he couldn’t afford to pay for their dinner, went outside and shot himself. He preferred to die than to live with such a disgracing act.»
«Wow. No, in the United States women often pay for themselves and for their men.»
Oleg demonstratively sighed and shook his head with disapproval, then gallantly gave her his hand.
As they left the library, Lana saw Ruslan Grafinsky. She remembered him next to Oleg, and now she smiled, not noticing Oleg frown and the spite that glinted in his eyes.
«Miss Limpson,» Ruslan started resolutely. «I have to talk with you.»
Unexpectedly, Oleg leapt at Ruslan, pushed him aside, and said something in Russian. The men started wrangling, and Lana watched them with terror. «What was going on?» She wondered about the reason for such emotion.
Suddenly, Oleg punched Ruslan in the face so hard that he sat straight down on the sidewalk. Oleg took the hand of a shocked Lana, and quickly brought her to his car.
«Your friend,» mumbled Lana.
«He will be okay,» Oleg said through clenched teeth. «It’s Russian business, don’t worry.»
«Miss Limpson!» she heard Ruslan scream, but Oleg drove away.
They kept silent for a while. Oleg parked his car in the first parking lot.
«I want make things straight,» he started slowly. «I want to show you that I’m honest with you. I am and I will be. And this is my proof: I’m married.»
Lana gaped at him.
«I told you this, first of all, because I don’t want to lie to you, I didn’t and I won’t. Second, for to know, if I’m married, it means I honestly just want to be your friend, and I’m not looking for your money.» He said it with pain and bitterness in his voice, and Lana was touched.
«Money.» She shook her head. «I couldn’t forget one event from my childhood. My dad took me to a carnival. He was already rich enough, not as rich as he is now, but he was making good money. I wanted him to buy me a toy bird. It was so funny. Purple, with a huge beak. I wanted it so much. I begged dad, but he said it would be a pointless waste of money. And he didn’t buy it. The carnival moved away, and I never saw such a toy again. When I grew up and we started discussing where should I study, I refused his offers. I said, „It would be a pointless waste of money. I want to study here, in my own town.“ He agreed. He probably forgot this, his expression, but I never could.»
She sniffed. Oleg hugged her, and the girl cried on his shoulder.
«Sweetheart.» Oleg carefully kissed her hair. «I know a much more horrible story of how the greediness of parents made the life of their child a misery. She was our neighbor and this is why I know this story is true. Her name was Olga, and her parents were not poor, but they called themselves ’practical’. Olga told me her first memory was of a birthday present given to her by her mother. A plastic teddy bear. It was ugly, scary, hard and had a disgusting smell, but her mother smiled and told her father, „Look, what a practical toy. She can chew it or drop it in a puddle. No matter. It will still be good.“ All the following toys were the same. Very, very practical. And, imagine! Olga started to steal toys from other kids.»
«Really?» Lana Limpson looked at Oleg with surprise. «I very much wanted to have this toy bird, but to steal it? That’s going too far.»
«Well.» Oleg breathed out a sigh. «You’re a powerful girl, and have a strong personality, but the poor Olga couldn’t resist her wish to have nice toys. Her parents caught her, and her father gave her such a belting that the girl couldn’t sit for almost a week.»
«She should’ve reported it to the police!»
«Honey,» said Oleg ruefully. «It was Russia. Police would do nothing about it. How many times my own father beat me.»
Full of compassion, the heart of the girl was beating like a bird in the net of a hunter. Lana looked at his sorrowful face, and lovingly stroked his cheek. She felt his bristle, and this barely sensed pricking stirred her abysmal instinct up, excited her as never had happened to her, and the following kiss only increased her desire.
«Drive to my house,» she whispered intimately, and a surprised Oleg obeyed.
* * * * *
They were lying side by side in the bed in her room. Happily smiling, Lana searched him, and could not admire enough his beautiful face and his strong athletic body.
Oleg wanted to smoke, but he did not know yet how she would react to this.
«Do you always have unprotected sex?» Oleg asked, as thoughts about the chance of getting AIDS from such an emotional girl made him really worried.
«Honestly,» she murmured, quietly kissing him. «This was the first time. You made me crazy. But I trust you.»
«I don’t trust you, girl,» Oleg thought, praying for himself. «God, take mercy on me! Well, nothing ventured, nothing gained.»
He saw her take a pack of cigarettes, and, sighing with relief, Oleg smoked his own.
«So, what about that girl?» asked Lana.
Oleg bewilderedly gazed at her. «Which girl?»
«The Russian girl, who had penny pincher parents.»
«Oh dear,» uttered Oleg sensually. «You made me forget about everything. Where did I stop?»
«Her parents punished her.»
«Ah, correct. You have a wonderful bright head, my love,» he drawled, massaging Lana’s arm. He saw she liked it. «So, Olga had been punished, but it didn’t change her mind. She only became more careful, and never brought stolen toys home anymore. Olga hid them and played when she had time. Her hobby became her job when she met Sergey. They had been dating about two years. Olga was just fifteen, but her boyfriend got a fake ID for her, and the girl left her home. She was ready to do anything for Sergey.»
«Mmmmmm,» Lana moaned, losing herself in this fantastically pleasant feeling. «I can understand her.»
«Sergey didn’t limit their ’work’ to burglaries,» Oleg continued, still rubbing her skin. His erotic massage became real caressing, and Lana stretched, enjoying it.
«Olga loved him very much,» said Oleg, attentively watching how Lana responded to his touch. «She never refused when he asked her to deliver ’stuff’ for his clients, and usually she did that without any problems. Minute, like a mouse, Olga was not ugly, yet so plain that even for the police it was a difficult task to remember her face. But one day their luck ran out. While the police chased her, Olga dumped the bags with the powder. Then the policemen arrested her and searched her carefully. They found nothing and had to let her go.
«Olga went back to her boyfriend, mad,» continued Oleg. «She didn’t notice she’d been shadowed. Olga was humiliated. She was trembling after such stress, and she needed support, but that fool Sergey started shouting at her. He got angry that she’d failed, and they lost a lot of money. He talked to her the same way as her parents had and that made Olga insane. When she took his gun Sergey didn’t turn a hair. He knew how that girl loved him.»
Oleg paused for effect, then finished. «It was an automatic pistol, honey, and Olga kept firing until the police burst into the apartment and shot her down.»
Oleg did not tell Lana that this guy, Sergey, was one of his closest friends, that they even «worked» together, and this was a real reason he knew all the details of this story.
«Awful.» Lana embraced her lover. «Poor girl. Damn all the money in the world. Long live Love.»
«You bet, my miracle!» exclaimed Oleg, trying to show off all the enthusiasm that he could demonstrate, and they fell onto the bed again.
* * * * *
Oleg impressed Lana as no one had before, and next day she decided to meet Vera Grach.
«I have to talk to her’, she was thinking. «Interesting, did he tell me the truth? I have to find out.»
She parked her car near the apartment building, and knocked on the door. Vera opened it, and smiled. «Did you come to buy a picture?»
Surprised, Lana nodded. «Phew, I don’t have to explain my visit.» She silently went in.
Lana did not understand art. So she just pointed to two pictures, and Vera started packing them. Lana glanced around. «What should I ask?»
«Strange,» she said surprisingly. «Why didn’t you paint your husband?»
«I draw only things that impress me,» Vera answered calmly.
«I thought if you loved someone it means he impresses you.»
«Girl,» Vera shrugged her shoulders. «It’s very difficult to love a man who doesn’t care about the family budget.»
«Money doesn’t make happiness,» Lana said with irritation in her voice. «When dad passes away I’ll give all his money to some charity organization.»
«I’m sorry, Miss…?» Vera looked questionably at Lana.
«Limpson.»
«I’m sorry, Miss Limpson, but you’re too young for such discourses. Your father spent all his life to make this money, and you want to waste it? It would be a stupid and dishonest act.»
«Oleg is right,» Lana thought, feeling angry. «She’s just a miser.»
«As I know,» she addressed Vera. «Your husband is making good money in Russia. You have to love him very much, don’t you?»
«I think it’s too personal to discuss.» Vera looked at Lana with surprise, but she thought the girl needed some advice, and she relented. «Life is not as easy as we wish,» she tried to explain.
It was the same phrase that Oleg had said to Lana when she had asked him why he did not divorce Vera if they did not love each other. «Life is not so easy.» He sighed, and a tender compassion for this Russian man rising in her heart.
«Once Oleg came home with his coat so dirty that I was amazed,» Vera continued. «I’m sure he got plastered and fell into some puddle. Like a pig. And I have to love such a man?»
Lana recalled the episode with the wolf-skin coat, and her feelings for Oleg became much stronger. But this phrase made her worry.
«Does he drink a lot?» she asked, trying not to show her concern.
«Honestly, I’ve never seen Oleg drunk,» Vera confessed, sighing. «But that evening he was so strange, I have no other explanation.»
«Oleg loves me!» thought Lana, melting with that feeling. «He loves me! He surely loves me! Stupid woman, how could she not appreciate him?»
Lana took the pictures and gave the money to Vera.
«If you don’t love him,» asked Lana carefully, «why don’t you rent another apartment?»
«It’s okay with me,» Vera answered calmly. «But to rent a separate apartment would be a pointless waste of money.»
Lana shuddered and left without saying goodbye.

Chapter 7: In Love with A Married Person

Lana did not have school today, so she drove home. Not to the house that she rented on campus, but to the Limpsons’ mansion. It was a rare day that her father was home, and she planned to show him those pictures and ask him about an idea that had come to her.
At home she told a servant to call her father, and, while waiting for him, she placed the pictures in a special hall, where she usually kept her new things before she decided which place was best for them.
Lana heard her father come in, and, smiling, she turned toward him. Stubby, but imposing and dignified, he was in great shape for a man in his mid-fifties, and Lana looked at her father with delight and pride.
«How do you like them?» she pointed to the pictures.
Her father went close and gazed at the paintings.
«Where did you get them?» he asked, surprised. «I’m not an expert, but they seem to have been made by a gifted person.»
«Really?» She was obviously ashamed, and her father became immediately worried.
«Honey?» he said tenderly. «What’s on your mind? Why did you buy them? Last time, as I remember, you bought a picture when you were a teenager, and it was some stupid hero from some stupid cartoon. But those works are masterpieces. Where did you get them?»
Suddenly Lana cried and hugged her father.
«It is a student here, Dad. She’s Russian. As her husband…» She did not know how to explain, and could only weep, but her father guessed what was going on, and a storm of feelings raged into his soul.
«Just be careful, my heart,» he whispered, kissing her hair, and Lana felt unlimited gratitude to her father who understood and supported her.
She looked at his face. «You were in the same situation, weren’t you?»
«Yes, honey.» He did not shift his eyes at all. «It’s awful to love a married person. Your mother will never leave her husband. This is why I’m pretending that I am a widower. I don’t want to be a laughing stock.» He sighed. «She doesn’t love me, and she never did.»
«I hate her,» Lana said sniffing.
«You shouldn’t,» retorted her father. «She gave life to you. She gave you to me. After her ’affair’ with me, she could have had an abortion, or she could have pretended you were her husband’s. But, risking her reputation, she gave you to me. Well, a quarter of a century ago it was much easier than it is now. But anyway, I have you. I love you, kitten, and I’ll do anything to make you happy. So, what do you want to ask?»
«Can you organize a party… Darn, Thanksgiving would be better. Okay, Christmas is coming. Can you? I want all the Russians to be invited, and all who work with them. Could you do it?»
«I’m not sure,» he replied, hesitating. «I have a tight schedule. Ah, I know. I’ll do it, sweetheart. I’ll rent a hall downtown and ask the VanSteins to be the hosts. Anything else?»
«Yes.» She timidly smiled. «Don’t be angry at me.»
«I’m not angry,» he answered sadly. «But I’m worried sick about you, and I can do nothing about this feeling.»
«Oh, Daddy.» She embraced him again, and for a long time they just stood there hugging each other, enjoying their closeness and mutual understanding.
* * * * *
The Lapins and Ruslan Grafinsky were the first persons to arrive at the Christmas party, and they were confused seeing the empty hall.
«I told you it was too early,» whispered Vlad to Nina.
However, Hannah was glad to see Larisa, and the girls started playing together.
«I thought Mr. Limpson, as the organizer, would be here,» Ruslan said to the VanSteins.
«He’s very busy, but he promised to come later.» Megan smiled. «Looking for a sponsor, eh?» She winked, but the face of Ruslan was so clouded that the woman felt herself uncomfortable, and she started talking with Nina.
More and more people arrived. Children ran around and were so noisy that Megan sent them to play in another, smaller hall prepared with some toys and games especially for the younger set.
«I’ll watch the kids,» Nina offered.
«Oh, don’t worry.» Megan explained, «There are nannies here to watch them, but thanks anyway.»
Oleg Merkulov came later. He nodded to his wife, yet did not come close.
He gazed at Ruslan Grafinsky and sat next to him.
«Nice evening,» Oleg dropped casually. The young man did not answer.
«I’m warning you, buddy,» keeping a nice smile in place, Oleg hissed to him.
«You don’t scare me,» calmly replied Ruslan.
Lana Limpson quickly entered the hall. She glanced about, saw Oleg and Ruslan, and she smiled. However, she did not go to them. First she addressed David, then the other guests, then went to Oleg only after other people had arrived and the attention of everybody was drawn from her to the newcomers.
«Hi.» she said to the Russians. Ruslan’s gloomy face surprised her. «Is something wrong?» she asked as she sat next to Oleg.
«Everything’s fine,» Ruslan replied sarcastically.
«When you’re beside me, nothing’s wrong,» uttered Oleg emotionally.
Ruslan glanced at him. «Except the situation, eh?»
Lana averted her eyes, and giggled.
«How’s your wife, Mr. Merkulov?» she said loudly, and Ruslan gazed at her. «I bought some of her pictures.»
Surprised, Oleg pointed to a group of guests.
Quietly singing together, Marina Aleksandrova and Nina Lapina were sitting side by side. Marina played her guitar while Vera drew a sketch of them.
«What about they had talked?» Oleg thought, worried. «I hope Vera didn’t say something that could destroy my plans.»
«Oh.» Ruslan attentively looked at Lana. «Well, it’s good. When will your father arrive?»
«Are you looking for a sponsor?» Lana snorted, but her smile died immediately in view of Ruslan’s face, filled with pain. Not answering, he got up and walked away, and Lana concentrated her attention on the conversation with Oleg.
Vlad Lapin was talking with David VanStein and some other professors from the University. A smiling Megan approached and interrupted them. «Enough talk about work.»
«You’re right, honey,» David said with an apologetic smile. His guests looked at the Russian women.
«Ladies,» called one of the professors. «Why do you hide in the corner? Come here and sing to us. I’ve never heard Russian songs.»
«I can’t sing.» Nina got embarrassed, but Marina calmly went to the middle of the room. Placing her feet on the stool, she took her guitar, and sang.
She was singing in Russian, so the Americans listened without understanding the words. Marina’s voice sounded very emotional, and everybody saw — she put her heart into the singing.
Suddenly Megan VanStein noticed that the other Russians were visibly confused as she intercepted exchanging glances. When Marina finished, and all the people applauded, she asked, «What was this song about?»
«Just a love song,» Vera hastily answered, and Megan did not like the look on her face.
«One girl loves one man,» Marina sighed, walking back to the couch.
«Yeah, one married man,» Nina Lapina said very loudly and laughed.
A deadly silence reigned at once.
Vlad quickly nudged his wife, and she looked at him, then around the room with naive surprise, as she did not expect her phrase to have had such an effect.
David saw Marina glare at him. Framed with the puff of her fluffy straw-colored hair, her face went red, and he was amazed, feeling his own cheeks blush as well. The guests exchanged whispers.
«I see it’s a very frequent situation.» Lana gave Oleg a wink.
«What do you mean?» wondered Oleg.
«I mean when a girl loves a married man,» she answered very quietly, staring at him.
Little by little the party resumed its normal course, and when Lana’s father entered the hall, only a few people noticed.
Lana, Oleg, and Ruslan walked to him very quickly, almost running. Lana glanced at Ruslan, and addressed her father. «Daddy, let me introduce Oleg Merkulov. I showed you his wife’s pictures. And this is…» She forgot Ruslan’s name, and confusedly looked at him.
«Ruslan Grafinsky,» he said. «Mr. Limpson, can I have a talk with you?»
«If it’s about sponsorship,» Mr. Limpson coldly replied taking out a business card, «here is the address to send your query or project. You will get a response within three months.»
«This is more important to you than to me,» Ruslan retorted in the same tone that Mr. Limpson had used. He did not take the card, and the businessman gazed at this Russian youth with interest.
«Very well, Mr. Grafinsky,» Mr. Limpson grinned. «I’ll give you a ride home and we can talk.» He went to greet the guests.
«He won’t believe you,» Oleg said in Russian.
«At least I’ll try,» replied Ruslan.
Lana did not understand, but the spite in Oleg’s voice made her worry.
«What?» she addressed Ruslan. «What are you talking about?»
«I’m afraid, sweetheart,» Oleg answered sadly, «my pal wants to ruin our friendship.»
«Nobody can do that, I swear,» she took his hand, and tenderly squeezed it with all her excessive emotion.
Without another word Ruslan moved aside.
* * * * *
On their way home Vlad stopped at the stop signal, and was set to drive again, when Larisa suddenly gasped, «Look, a baby reindeer!»
«Where?» The surprised adults looked outside and laughed when they saw a golden retriever with toy antlers on its head.
«I bet it’s the same dog that we saw on Halloween!» exclaimed Nina, and they got out of the car. The girl petted the animal, and Nina said «Hello» to the owner. He was an old man with a walking stick, and he politely replied, «Good evening, young ladies.»
«I remember her name is Goldy.» The girl trustfully looked at him. «And my name is Larisa.»
«I’m Bill Thompson.» He slightly bowed to her.
«When Goldy has babies, can I have a puppy?» asked Larisa.
«Absolutely.» Bill saw the mother get anxious with his reply, and smiling, he leaned close to her.
«Not to worry, she’s fixed,» Thompson whispered so quietly that only Nina could hear this. «Just let’s not kill the child’s dream, okay?»
Nodding, Nina laughed and looked around.
There was no wind, and the snowflakes dancing in the still air wove an enchanting lacy display. Lit up with Christmas decorations sparkling from everywhere, the usual buildings looked like fairy houses, and Nina lost the sense of reality.
Her husband in the car seemed to her an elf in a carriage. Bill Thompson was a kind wizard of course. Larisa looked like a little princess. And the dog with antlers on its head completed the impression of being in a fantasy.
Barely back to Earth, Nina said goodbye to Bill Thompson, seated her daughter in the car, and they went home. But even falling asleep, Nina remembered this incredible feeling and a happy smile still played on her lips.
* * * * *
When Oleg and Vera got home, he carefully addressed his wife. «Honey, congratulate me. I’ve got a job.»
Vera looked at him with surprise. «Really?»
«Yes, Mr. Limpson hired me as a bodyguard for his daughter.»
«You’re kidding,» the woman said, amazed. «You have no permission for this kind of work.»
«This is why it’s not an official position.» Oleg gallantly helped his wife take off her coat. «I’ll escort his daughter. Sometimes I would have to stay in her apartment even for a night. I hope, you don’t mind, eh?» He gave her a wink, and giggled. «But maybe you’re jealous?»
«Give me a break.» Vera snorted and yawned, tired. «I know she’s not your type. I’m sure you would prefer to sleep with a crocodile rather than with such a girl.»
«My little wife is right.» Sighing, Oleg thought about Lana. «But I have no choice. What does that damn Ruslan see in her? She’s fat, plain, and primitive! Well, he’s just a stupid boy yet. Her father gave him a ride. Interesting, what would they talk about?»
This thought bothered Oleg until he fell asleep.

Chapter 8: New Year

The Crystal Ball shattered in Time’s Square, and far, far away, in another state, the Russians watched the event on TV, raised their goblets clinking them against each other.
The Lapins were celebrating this New Year with Marina and Ruslan. They drank, ate, and talked for a while, but Nina could not help her yawning, then the smiling Marina got up and started to clean the table of the numerous dishes.
Soon the women, holding stuff for bed, entered Larisa’s bedroom, and put their load on the couch.
«Are you sure?» murmured Nina, barely staying in control. «I feel so impolite…»
«Go to sleep,» Marina whispered, kissing the hostess. «Happy New Year!»
«Happy New Year!» Glancing at her daughter, Nina left the room.
Still smiling, Marina made her bed on the couch, and approached Larisa, checking her out.
The girl was sleeping, holding her teddy bear tight, but this peaceful sight washed out Marina’s grin, and deep wrinkles appeared on her forehead and around her mouth.
She quickly turned away, fell onto the couch, and burying her face into the pillow, she wept with her memories.
She hated New Year, because, fourteen years ago, celebrating this holiday, her parents got drunk as never before, and the awful events of the following night were engraved in her soul forever.
Nobody ever figured out how it had happened, because no one saw how the cord of the old, tattered Christmas lights dropped a spark, and the nearest piece of cotton, imitating snow, caught fire.
Twelve-year-old Marina woke up sensing unusual warmth. Drowsy, she sat up in bed.
Suddenly she smelled smoke and sprang up, looking around with horror; half of the room was enveloped in flames.
Her younger sister, Masha, was still sleeping in her crib and Marina darted to her parents’ chamber. «Daddy! Mom!» she screamed, tossing the door wide open. «Fire!»
Cursing, the drunken man threw a bottle at her and put down his head again. Marina heard her sister’s cry and she ran back.
Glancing at the little black-headed girl standing in the crib holding the bars, Marina knocked at the door of her brothers’ room. It was locked, and no one answered.
Vainly Marina pounded, kicked, thumped the door, trying to get in. She was only twelve. She could not break the lock, and feeling increasing heat, she realized she had not much time.
She screamed again dispiritedly calling her brothers, then rushed to Masha and hoisted her out of the crib. Squealing like a piglet, her sister wriggled in her arms. Marina could barely hold her.
Marina turned toward the exit door, but a big burning piece fell from the ceiling blocking the way. Hugging crying Masha, Marina slowly retreated from the advancing fire.
The smoke filled the room and irritated their eyes, asphyxiating the girls, and a panicking Marina could scarcely see the things around her. She grabbed a chair and threw it at the window, smashing the pane. Coughing, forcing herself to stay in control, Marina climbed up onto the windowsill.
Her blouse caught fire, but the girl did not notice. She looked outside. They were on the third floor, and Marina clearly understood that a jump down would be suicide.
«Help!» she cried with all the power in her lungs. «Fire! Please, in the name of God, somebody help us!»
With hope Marina stared at the flashing lights of oncoming fire-trucks and police cars, but the heat became intolerable, and she realized her time was up. There was nothing for it, and crazy with pain and terror, still embracing her sister, Marina leapt out as far as she could.
Despair increased her strength. She reached the bushes near the building and, in the last second, she spun in the air like a cat, trying to avoid the branches that would hurt Masha in her arms. The sticks and thorns thrust into her own back, and, choking with exquisite agony, Marina slid down onto the ground, and could barely breathe.
A policeman grabbed Masha, and a stunned Marina did not protest, seeing her sister was okay. A fireman took Marina to an ambulance, and only now the girl felt all her pain, and sobbed with suffering.
* * * * *
It was Jeff’s day off and he saw Vera in the grocery store. Hoping to talk to her, he tried to catch her alone. Jeff had a good subject in mind for a conversation. It was January 1, and he wanted to wish her a happy New Year.
But people were around her all the time, and a vexed Jeff had no chance to speak privately. He dared not call out.
Waiting for his chance, he pretended that he was only doing his shopping. He stayed behind her, keeping his eyes on her gracious figure. Wearing a fox fur coat, the elegant woman with brownish red hair looked like a real vixen, moving quickly and smoothly, and the delighted Jeff could not tear his stare from his adored one.
He saw the Lapins meet her and start talking. Jeff quickly went into the next aisle, hoping to intercept Vera when she had finished and moved on herself.
He waited and waited, but only other people passed him.
* * * * *
«How was your New Year?» asked the smiling Nina. Larisa and Vlad, wearing identical bored expressions, stood next to the women. Vera was looking around and did not reply. She had seen Jeff appear a few times and she dearly wanted to talk with him.
«Where is he?» she thought, upset, as she did not notice where he had gone.
«Are you searching for someone?» Vlad’s deep calm voice startled Vera.
«No.» She sighed, pushing her cart again. «Sorry, what did you ask? I just didn’t get enough sleep. We went to bed at 5 a.m.»
«Cool.» Nina laughed. «No, I can’t stay awake for so long. I barely waited till twelve. I’m an early bird.»
«Yeah,» Vlad gently teased his wife. «But it doesn’t mean you have to wake me the same time you wake up.»
Still good-naturedly bantering, the Lapins walked to the cashier, and the displeased Vera followed them, losing hope of meeting Jeff.
* * * * *
Jeff carefully peeped out and gasped, seeing Vera had gone. He hastily walked around the shop and saw her on the point of leaving. He left his cart where it was and went out also. Jeff understood that this was his last chance to talk to her today, and he did not want to miss the opportunity.
Seeing that Vera was putting her shopping bags into her car, Jeff increased the speed of his steps. He saw Vera look around for a few seconds.
«She’s looking for me!» Jeff tried to get into her view, but he had to wait as a van passed by, and Vera did not notice him. Sighing, she drove away, and, frustrated, Jeff only followed her car with his eyes.
Whirling, Jeff saw the Lapins walking out of the grocery store and he scolded himself. «Why didn’t I come to them when they talked with Vera? They are friends, I’m sure they wouldn’t make fun of her or set a gossip going.»
* * * * *
Deeply upset, he drove home, but this time Jeff changed his route.
«What if her car fails?» he thought, cherishing some absurd hope.
Passing her house, Jeff saw Oleg’s car parked next to hers, and painful flaming envy struck the man like the discharge of a police electro-shocker. He barely maintained control of either the vehicle or himself.
«You asked for it, you got it!» his inner voice mocked. «You knew she was married. What did you expect? Her hubby would disappear because of your stupid feelings for his wifey? You are a fool, Jeff Menard. You’re such a fool.»
* * * * *
At home his thoughts still ran to Vera, and, feeling melancholy, Jeff changed a few channels, found a New Year comedy program, and started to watch.
Soon, cheered up, he was laughing with jokes that a young black stand-up comedian was telling.
However, when the comic started mocking whites, for the first time in his life Jeff felt uncomfortable with it. As this guy took on white women as a subject, thinking about Vera, Jeff changed the channel.
He watched for a while, but his joyful mood was wrecked and he went to bed.
Racked with the pain of love and jealousy he could not sleep for a long time.
«Maybe she doesn’t like me because I’m black,» he thought.
«No.» He recalled her playful glances at him. Jeff saw her eyes brighten every time they met. «I’m sure she likes to see me.» He smiled, but another thought spoiled his gladness again.
«My foolish flirting only flatters her female feelings,» an irritated Jeff said to himself. Yet his love for her could justify any of her actions.
«She’s just a moral woman,» he whispered, suffering with the despair of the situation. «She has to think about the reputation of her family. I’m sure, if she were free…»
Jeff tried to force himself not to think about Vera, but he was unsuccessful. He closed his eyes, and her strange snow-white face stood in his mental view. He yearned to hug her, to feel her slender refined body. For only one kiss of her thin purple lips, he was ready to die.
«Vera,» he repeated, taking pleasure from that sound and tormented at the same time. «Vera…»
* * * * *
…They slowly made their way together along the edge of the summer forest. On the left side a plain stretched to the skyline. Hot yet tender sunshine washed over the young couple.
Jeff walked holding a primitive cotton bag. A bottle of water, a few oranges, and a loaf of bread were inside. It was all their food and neither knew when they would be able to get anything else, but it was no matter for them.
Somehow Jeff was not surprised seeing Vera wearing a strange dress. This indigo robe with a deep décolleté, fleecy and lacy, looked very elegant and expensive, but absolutely out of date.
They reached a barn, and sat on the porch. Jeff looked at Vera with an elated smile; she was his mistress, and she loved him, and they both knew and enjoyed it.
He took out an orange, peeled it, and broke it into segments. He held one out to Vera, and, closing her eyes, the woman took it with her lips, holding and sucking his fingers as well, and, overloaded with desire, they uttered a simultaneous quiet moan.
* * * * *
The beaming sun peeped through the small window of the barn, stealthily spying upon them making love on the fluffy pile of aromatic hay. The magic fragrance of the dried grass made them drunk, increasing the pleasure beyond reality, and some straws pricking their bodies stimulated them like a spur drives a horse.
Panting with overflowing delight Jeff was close to that magic line when nothing exists except the enjoyment when he heard a worried voice, and saw a black girl wearing a very old-fashioned gown.
«They found us,» she said uneasily. «You have to run.»
* * * * *
Helping each other, they ran, struggling through a marshland forest along the bank of a river. The ground was swampy, and Vera ran holding the edge of her very long dark blue skirt.
Looking at her superannuated dress and being clothed himself in a wide shirt and cotton pants, Jeff wondered, «Why are we wearing this?» But another worry pushed this thought aside.
They heard dogs barking behind them, and they knew the hounds had come upon their tracks. They did not have much time.
The thorny branches of the bushes, lianas and brushwood, shrubs and ferns were catching their clothes, making their trail into a nightmare. Every passing yard asked the maximum strain of their decreasing strength.
They had already abandoned the bag with the food and water. A tree branch tore Vera’s blue hat off, but she did not stop. She did not lose even a second of their valuable, diminishing time. She was still running full out, and the chestnut mane of her beautiful hair seemed like wings on her shoulders.
Glimpsing the brave face of his sweetheart with anxiety and helpless compassion, Jeff nevertheless felt sincere veneration. Exhausted, she neither complained nor faltered. She ran as fast as she could, and it was not her fault that the relentless barking was getting closer.
The dying vermilion light of the sunset lit up a glade.
They ran from forest to glade and understood at once — it was the end of their escape. There was no way out.
On one side of the glade the plain was open. The lovers saw horsemen galloping toward them, and Vera’s husband was their leader. The dogs were behind them. On the other edge of the glade the timberland was impenetrable and a river seemed the only possible way out, but when Vera and Jeff went close they saw many huge alligators down the steep slope.
«Better to be eaten up by crocodiles than get back into his claws!» she cried, rushing to the river. Jeff followed her, ready to share her fate no matter how horrible it might be.
Bursting out from behind the trees, the hounds blocked their way, baying and showing their fangs. The bloodshot eyes of the angry animals glowed in the falling darkness, and foam was dripping from their jaws.
Although the dogs could tear Jeff to pieces, they stopped not far away from the hunted victims. Vera covered Jeff’s body with hers and the hounds dared not attack the white woman.
She turned toward Jeff, and they embraced each other. Closing their eyes, they stood still. The lovers knew it was their last hug as the horsemen neared, and any kind of resistance would be pointless because their sheer numbers left not even a little hope of success.
A man roughly pulled Vera from Jeff’s arms, and he felt as if his soul had been brutally torn from his body. He saw the men place a big cross in the middle of the glade, and set fire to it. The reddish orange angry light flooded the glade as it would an area of Hell.
The men tied Jeff’s arms behind his back, while the others threw a rope on the branch of a tree, fastening a noose. He saw the swinging loop waiting for him, but it did not matter to Jeff.
He kept his eyes on only Vera, and thoughts that he could not help or protect her filled Jeff with boundless despair.
Squeezing her elbow the man rudely dragged Vera to her husband. Oleg welted her across the face, knocking her to the ground, and Jeff screamed, feeling such pain, as if it was not the woman who collapsed, but his own heart.
«I’ll deal with you later, my darling,» Oleg said very quietly, yet his words rumbled into Jeff’s ears like thunder.
«No!» he cried out. «It wasn’t her fault! I forced her to go with me!»
«No, Jeff.» Vera slowly got up, and her death-like white face was gleaming in the dusk. «I love you. I’m not sorry that I was with you.»
He saw Oleg take out a gun, and, forgetting everything, Jeff rushed forward and rolled down into a murky abyss.
* * * * *
Covered with cold sweat, he sat up in bed and wildly looked around.
The scarlet and saffron raging light oozed through the blinds and flooded the bedroom. He heard dogs barking outside, and, still caught up in his dream, Jeff did not realize at once that the nightmare was over, and he was in reality again.
«Thank God!» Panting, Jeff pinched himself to be sure he was awake, and smiled, unnerved with the stress. «Just a bad dream. Oh Vera, my beloved. There is no price that I would hesitate to pay to be with you, but I’d rather die than bring you any troubles.»
The fire outside now caught his attention. Menard went to the window and looked through the blinds.
A car in the next parking lot was enveloped with flame, and a sense of duty coupled with ordinary curiosity compelled the policeman to dress and go outside.
He walked to the car and saw the owner, a very young female student, standing not far from the vehicle. Her dog was barking and jumping around. Bill Thompson’s golden retriever was yapping as well from the porch of the house. Neighbor’s dogs echoed them. Jeff decided that it had been these sounds, and gleams of the flame, that had been the basis of his nightmare.
Shimmering lights flashed, a siren sounded as a fire truck arrived, and the fire fighters started extinguishing the fire, covering the car with foam.
The owner looked at Jeff and sniffed.
«I left a bottle of kerosene in the car,» she confessed confusedly, and she cried. «Mom’s gonna kill me.»
«There, there,» Jeff hugged the girl. «It’s not the worst that can happen in life. Take it like a celebration of a New Year.»
This phrase cheered up the student, and she laughed.
They looked around. The expiring flame and the neighbors’ Christmas decorations, bright and shiny, accented with the lights of the fire truck and the oncoming police cars, bizarrely colored the snowy night street.
It was impossible to be angry or upset tonight, this, the second night of the new year. Optimism and hope involuntarily reigned in everyone’s souls. But, recalling his dreams, Jeff sadly thought about the unattainability of being with the woman he dearly loved.

Chapter 9: The Crash

It was getting dark and the freezing rain had turned into a snowstorm.
Ruslan Grafinsky, struggling through the beating wind, was thinking that he would never get home. He walked along scarcely able to see the road. The sidewalk seemed like a skating rink and Ruslan could barely keep his feet.
He was wearing a warm coat, but his pants and gloves, wet after the rain, felt like they were made of ice, and he was chilled to the bone. Dozens of nails pricked his limbs, his frozen hands became numb, and a dagger thrust into his knees with every step.
Ruslan was Russian; he was born and raised in Moscow and had been accustomed to cold. But it was the first time in his life he had faced such weather — when moist gale and frost united their efforts as though planning to terminate all living beings.
«I will be okay,» he thought, walking as if in a bad dream. «But how do the poor animals stand it? Birds, deer, others, who have no hole or shelter.» He recalled the many homeless animals on Moscow’s streets, and he almost did not feel his own pain, suffering with a sense of compassion more than with the cold.
But everything has an end.
He climbed up on the porch and entered the apartment. He took off the hood of his coat and sighed with relief, enjoying the warmth and serenity reigning here.
He saw Vera Grach, and smiled. Nina Lapina was pottering about in the kitchen.
«Dinner is almost ready!» she exclaimed. «Wash your hands.»
«What weather!» Ruslan shook snow off his coat. «I thought I’d become a snow man.»
Vera looked through the window. «My God!» She gasped. «My car didn’t start,» she explained to Ruslan. «So I walked. After school I passed the house and came in here, hoping the weather will ease and I could go home. But I see now I was wrong.»
«Don’t worry.» Nina smiled. «Vlad will be home any second, he’ll drive you.» She checked the refrigerator and became upset. «Sour cream. We’re out of sour cream. How can we eat borsch without sour cream?»
«I’m so hungry.» Ruslan made a puppy face. «I just need some hot food to warm me up.»
«Vlad!» Nina saw her husband enter the apartment. «Don’t take your clothes off. Let’s go, we need sour cream.»
Vlad looked at Nina and sighed. He almost never refused anything she asked, but now he was very tired. He got the first driver’s license in his life less than a month ago, and driving in such weather scared him. However, he did not want to show this to his wife. So he only said, «I’m waiting in the car.» And he went outside.
«Wait!» Nina grabbed her coat. «Guys, we’ll be right back. Vera, dear, could you give Ruslan his dinner, please? Larisa is in her room, please tell that dawdler to start preparing for bed.»
«Go, go.» Vera waved to her. «I’ll do everything, don’t worry.»
Nina left and got into the car, sitting on the front seat.
«Put on your seat belt,» Vlad told her with a gloomy face.
«Come on.» Nina looked outside. «In such weather nobody will notice if I’m buckled up or not.»
«I won’t go anywhere if you don’t do it.»
«Oh.» Nina fastened her seat belt. She knew Vlad very well, and if he said so, he would do so. «Are you happy now?»
Glum, he did not reply, and drove away.
Nina looked at her husband with concern. «Why are you so angry?»
He muttered something, but she did not understand.
«Some trouble at work?»
«Honey, I’m trying to drive,» he said nervously, and only now Nina realized the seriousness of the situation, so she fell silent and looked outside.
The snow was sticking on the front window, and the wipers were almost useless. The car barely had contact with the slippery road, and Nina got scared too, and understood the feelings of her husband.
«Let’s go home,» begged Nina. «Let’s go home.»
«But the sour cream?»
«To hell with the sour cream.» She started panicking. «Let’s just go home!»
Vlad turned the car, but suddenly a Jeep neared them. The driver could not stop his vehicle. Sliding on the road surface, the Jeep hit Lapin’s car, tossing it forward.
If Vlad had more experience, he probably would have taken control of the vehicle, but he was new, and the scream of his wife completely bewildered him. The car spun around a few times and skidded into a gas station.
Nina saw an oncoming gas pump. She buried her face in her palms and thought about her daughter. «Larisa will be so upset…» was all that she had time to think.
The impact threw Nina forward, but her seat belt worked, and held her as she lightly bumped her head against the window. Shocked, she barely opened the door and fell out.
«Are you okay, ma’am?» A man helped her get up. Nina looked around, slowly coming back to her senses. She saw that they had crashed into a pole holding the sign with gas prices, not into the pump, and she realized that Vlad had turned the car at the last second, avoiding a much worse accident.
Tenderness and worry for him crammed her heart, but she calmed down at once, seeing her husband walk towards her. He was all right, and she showed him a weak smile.
Grabbing her shoulders, Vlad anxiously gazed at the face of his wife. «Are you okay?» His voice trembled. «Honey, are you okay?»
«You saved our lives.» she breathed out.
Vlad tightly embraced her. «Damn me,» he murmured. «I could’ve killed us both!»
«Put on your seat belt.» Nina recalled his order, and, shaking with stress, she nervously chuckled.
* * * * *
Jeff Menard drove the Lapins home.
He went in with them to be sure that they would be fine. He did not expect to see Vera Grach there, and, surprised, he stood still near the front door.
«Larisa is asleep already.» Vera saw the Lapins and gasped. «My God! What happened?»
«Sorry, Vera,» Nina Lapina replied with a weak voice. «No ride for you. We crashed our car…» But a new idea came to her, and Nina turned to Jeff. «Officer, could you give Vera a ride?» She did not notice a happy smile light up the face of the policeman.
Vera looked at Jeff and recognized him. They stared at each other. He was looking with hope in his eyes. She hesitated. But finally, Vera grabbed her coat, nodded to Jeff, and they said good-bye to the Lapins.
In the vehicle Vera looked around with curiosity, since she was in a police car for the first time. «I thought that policemen are always with a partner.»
«Not all the time.» Jeff cleared his throat. He lost all his confidence, and the policeman was puzzled, as it had never happened to him before.
The snowstorm was still raging outside, hiding the world, and it seemed as if he and Vera were the only two people on Earth.
«How wonderful it would be if it was true,» he fantasized about this situation. «No husband for her, no one who can impede or blame our relationship.»
«What kind of relationship?» his mental voice asked with sarcasm. «She’s just one of your neighbors in the town. And if you would not stare at her all the time when you see her, she’d probably not even notice that you exist.»
He became upset with such thoughts, and only kept his eyes on the road. Looking through the window, Vera did not say a word, and Jeff felt too uncomfortable to start talking. So, they sat quietly. The car moved slowly along the street.
«Jeff,» she suddenly said, and the heart of the policeman jumped. «Jeff, can you not drive me home right now? Is it prohibited if I stay here while you are patrolling?»
He could not believe his ears.
«Won’t your husband be worried about you?» he forced himself to ask.
«Oleg called me.» She shook her head. «He has some business to attend to. He won’t be home tonight.»
«It’s just a dream,» Jeff thought excitedly. «Damn; if it’s a dream, I wish never wake up!»
They entered into a conversation and were pleased to discover how many things they had in common. Their dialogue ran smooth and seemed to be endless.
Jeff drove from street to street. Most of the houses still had Christmas decorations up, and multicolored lights twinkled through the snow, painting the insides of the car with a kaleidoscope of hues. Jeff and Vera felt like they were in a fairy tale, and even the nonstop chattering of the police radio did not dispel the magic.
And strange! Although the subjects of their conversation were very ordinary — they were just discussing their favorite music, the town’s latest events, and weather — they both felt and understood that something remarkable was going on between them, and all their words had deep hidden meanings.
The darkness awoke their natural instincts. The beauty of the night roused romantic dreams, and the intimacy of the situation brought them together much closer than all these months of usual communication that had passed by.
They both realized — whatever happened to them in the future, they wouldn’t forget this ride and this feeling, and from now on they couldn’t be the same as they were before this night.
They forgot about the time, and, then were surprised to see that it was morning already. The storm had abated, and the golden pink sunrise blazed on a clean, bright blue sky.
Jeff parked the car next to the apartment building and turned to Vera.
The crossbars separated them from each other, and he saw Vera’s long refined fingers mechanically run over the screen. Captivated with that sight, Jeff slowly stretched out his arm, and touched her hand.
«How strange that our palms are the same color…» involuntarily noticed Vera, feeling a chill creep over her body that neither disgust nor fear.
She sat, still gazing at Jeff, and the boundless ocean of a new feeling overtook them.
They were not he or she anymore. They amalgamated into each other. They fused together in the cluster of souls.
But the radio came to life again, driving them back to reality.
Without a word, Jeff got out of the car, opened the door, and helped Vera out.
When she leaned on his arm, and he sensed her so close to him, the desire to embrace her struck the policeman. It was all he could do to suppress this wish. He was afraid someone would see them.
Having the same fear, Vera stealthily squeezed his hand and quickly went to the house. Returning to the cruiser, Jeff kept his eyes on Vera until she entered the building, then he slowly drove away.
* * * * *
In the morning Ruslan Grafinsky checked the car with Vlad Lapin. The front was smashed so hard that the right wheel could barely turn. Ruslan lifted the hood, and Vlad stared at him with hope, awaiting his diagnosis.
«We can fix it,» Ruslan said, and Vlad sighed with relief. «We have to replace the radiator, and we need to fix the body.»
«How?» wondered Vlad.
«I think I know.» Smiling, Ruslan got into the car, and Vlad followed him without doubt, as he trusted his smart friend.
Ruslan drove to a mansion surrounded by a tall iron fence.
«What is this place?» Vlad asked.
«The Limpsons’,» explained Ruslan getting out and taking out a towrope. «In this hole, it’s probably the only enclosure that is strong enough.» He fastened the rope around the iron bars and fixed the other end through the body of the car. «But we better be careful. Stay here, buddy, and watch that we don’t break these stupid rods.»
He got into the car and started the engine, slowly moving the vehicle backwards. Vlad watched as the smashed parts of the car became straighter.
He glanced at the bars with worry, but they seemed fine, and when he looked to the car again, he saw a limousine stopped next to them. Mr. Limpson opened the window and gazed at him. Ruslan noticed it also and got out.
«What are you doing?» the businessman asked with a smile. «Why are you trying to knock down my fence?»
«Not to worry, Mr. Limpson,» grinning, Ruslan assured him. «It will be okay. We’re just fixing the car.» As he explained, Mr. Limpson became serious, and he narrowed his eyes, searching this Russian.
«Last time we had a very interesting talk, Mr. Grafinsky,» he said to Ruslan. «I’d like to continue, but I have business to attend to. Would you come with me right now? My man will drive you home after.»
«I promised my friend to fix his car.» Untying the rope, Ruslan shook his head.
«You moron!» exclaimed Vlad, speaking Russian. «To hell with that piece of junk. We can fix it later. You shouldn’t lose your chance.»
«Listen to your friend, Mr. Grafinsky.» Unexpectedly, Mr. Limpson cut in. «Listen to your friend!»
The young men stared at him. «Do you understand Russian?»
«No.» Mr. Limpson snorted. «But I bet you told your friend not to push his luck.»
A slightly ashamed smile flashed on the lips of Ruslan. He glanced at Vlad, nodded, and got into the limousine.

Chapter 10: The Day of Love

David VanStein and Vlad Lapin were playing ping-pong in the recreational center.
They could not go home due to the experiment that was running in the laboratory, but it did not require their constant attention, so they had a little time to stretch their limbs.
They were playing and talking.
«I heard your friend helped you fix your car,» David said to Vlad.
«Ruslan is a handyman,» Vlad replied, hitting the ball. «I’m very glad that he met Mr. Limpson.»
«Yes, I was very surprised when I heard Mr. Limpson paid for his study here. Do you know why?»
«Because, I bet, Ruslan will be a second Edison, and Mr. Limpson is smart enough to realize it.» He made an adroit strike, and smiled. «That Christmas party was a very good idea.»
David thought about Marina. He missed the ball, and giggled nervously.
«When Marina sang that song, I was shocked,» the professor said, hoping his voice sounded casual enough.
«Yeah, David,» Vlad shook his head. «You should be more careful. In Russia, professors often have student lovers…»
David stood still, and lost the ball again. Vlad drew near to him, and continued, dropping his voice, «But as I know, here in the U.S.A. you can have trouble.»
«We are not lovers,» mumbled David. He looked at Vlad, and saw he did not believe him. «My God! I swear, nothing has happened between us.»
«Relax, professor.» Vlad tried to support his adviser. «I’ll be the last who will throw a stone at you.»
The professor staggered to the bench and tiredly sat down. «Vlad, what shall I do?» Clutching his head, he murmured with depression. "Fire her or what?»
Realizing that his chief spoke the truth, Vlad was taken aback, and kept silent for a while.
«I think you should talk with her,» Vlad said to him finally. «Marina is a very good and kind girl. She’ll understand.»
David gazed at him with hope. «Do you think so?»
«I’m sure.» Vlad looked at his watch. «Go right now. If Megan calls, I’ll cover for you.»
They shook hands, and David quickly left.
* * * * *
He drove to her apartment building, and carefully looked around. Nobody was here, and David parked his car in the next street. He walked to the door of Marina’s apartment, and knocked.
Marina opened the door, saw him, and gasping, she stepped back. Frightened that someone would see him here, David hastily went in.
«Marina, I…» he started and turned towards her. She embraced him. Her lips pressed to his, stifling his voice. Her enigmatically sparkling eyes bewitched him, and he lost his will to resist.
«My God!» he thought unexpectedly sensing pity for her. «How she loves me! And she’s so alone!»
She led David to the couch, brought him down, and got on top of him.
«Marina,» David murmured, feeling as if he was going insane.
«Ssshhh!» she whispered, pressing her aromatic hand to his trembling lips. «Listen to my story. Once upon a time there was a brave pirate captain. His people boarded a ship and got a lot of prisoners. Among them there was a young girl, and he took her for himself…»
She caressed David giving vent to all her saved tenderness and love, and, sensing this, the shocked David could not force himself to push her away. He just closed his eyes.
«It’s delirium,» he thought. «I’m simply sick and raving.»
Marina explored his stunned face, and she was smiling, thinking she understood the reason. She had never felt herself happier. She was pleasing her beloved man. He belonged to her now, and nothing else mattered.
* * * * *
He gazed at her. Silently standing near the window, Marina was looking outside.
David felt dizzy. «What have I done?» He thought, amazed with himself. «I came here to make things straight, and made everything much worse!»
«Marina,» he called, and did not recognize his own voice. «I’m really sorry.»
«I’m not,» she interrupted him, not looking back.
Shaking, he got up off the couch. He had headache. David did not know what to say, how explain to her what was going on in his soul.
«I’m married,» he squeezed out.
«I know,» she replied calmly. «I didn’t ask you to divorce.»
«I love my wife…»
«Good. So you shouldn’t tell her what happened.»
«No!» he screamed with despair. «That’s no good.»
«Why?» She turned to him. «We didn’t hurt anybody.»
Her glittering icy-gray eyes mixed up his thoughts.
«Marina, dear.» He went close. «It was an awful misunderstanding. Honest.»
She looked at him with surprise. «What do you mean?»
«I came here, because I wanted to tell you to lay off me,» he confessed.
«Lay off…» she repeated. Her eyes roved over his face.
«Yes.» David was afraid she did not understand. «Your love is too noticeable. Please, leave me alone. Just let me be, okay?»
She hissed like a cat, like a snake, like a boiling teakettle! David thought she wanted to spit in his face.
With unexpected power Marina grabbed him and tossed him out of her apartment.
On the steps David barely kept his feet. His coat flew out after him and fell on his head. He took it off and saw a few students nearby gawking at him. They recognized him and burst into an insolent laugh.
David rushed to his car.
* * * * *
He drove home, ran to the bathroom, and thoroughly washed his face with cold water. Strolling into the living room, he fell into the armchair, and pressed his hands to his cheeks.
«Honey?» The worried voice of his wife gave him a start. «What happened?»
David wildly glanced at her, and, at the same time, noticed a police car stop in front of the house. Jeff Menard came out, approached his door, and knocked.
«What if Marina reported that I raped her?» Recalling her ’pirate story’, David felt his heart stop beating for a second. Pallid as a ghost, he slowly got up. Looking at her husband with concern, Megan opened the door, and David gazed at the entering police officer like a hunted deer looks at the oncoming dogs.
«Dr. VanStein?» Jeff addressed him, and the frightened David could not even breathe.
«You’re working with the Russians, aren’t you?»
David’s legs gave way under him.
«Can I borrow your English-Russian dictionary, please?» asked Jeff. «The library has none. Just for two days?»
As in a trance, David went to the bookshelf, took down the dictionary, and handed it to Jeff.
«Just two days,» repeated the policeman.
«It’s okay, take your time.» David breathed out slowly recovering his wits. «I have another one in the lab.»
Jeff left, and Megan came close to her husband. «What’s going on?»
Laughing, he hugged her. Hilarity overtook the professor. «Nothing!» he exclaimed, relieved. «I just realized, how much I love you. You can’t believe, how important you are to me!»
Megan shook her head smiling at him.
«Let’s go to a restaurant,» David suggested. «Right away.»
«But the kids?»
«Let’s go to McDonald’s, then. I want to have some family fun.»
«Oh, David…» and feeling happy, she went to get the children ready.
* * * * *
Marina slammed the door, and sobbing, she fell onto the couch that was still warm with the heat of their bodies.
«This is the man that I loved,» she whispered, distressed as never before in her life. «This is the man that I used to love. Oh dear God, kill me. Send me death right now. Damn Fate! You have killed all my hopes and dreams. Kill me next, what are you waiting for?»
Resolutely rising, Marina strode to her chemical reagents safe. A professional, she knew what to drink to die without additional suffering. She opened it and took out a vial. A knock at her door changed her thoughts.
«He’s back!»
She flung herself to the door and threw it wide open. Marina stared at her guest and at first did not even recognize who it was.
«Are you okay?» Nina Lapina asked with worry. Marina could not reply, and feeling that something was amiss, Nina went in without invitation. Not saying a thing, just as though in delirium, Marina closed the door and turned toward Nina.
«I called Vlad to tell him that I was coming to see you. He told me not to go. But I felt something strange, so I’m here.» She gazed at the ashy face of her friend. «Now, I see, I was right. What happened, Marina?»
«I committed a mean act, and have been punished for it,» she replied with a lifeless voice.
«Give me a break.» Nina snorted. «I know you. You couldn’t do this.»
«What do you call it when someone uses property that doesn’t belong to him?»
«If that person’s starving, and needs vitally to use it,» Nina retorted, «it’s not a good act, but only barbarians could pronounce this person guilty for that.»
She looked at the vial that Marina held. Nina had studied chemistry. She read the label, glanced at Marina, then understood. Gasping, she leapt to Marina and tore the vial from her hand. She slapped Marina. «Stupid!» She slapped the girl again. «Damn stupid hell-doll!»
She ran to the safe, put the vial in, locked it and removed the key.
«Have you lost your mind?» Nina went back to Marina. «How could you even think about it?»
«Who cares? I’m alone,» mumbled Marina. She saw sincere pain for herself in the expressive doe eyes of Nina. «Sorry… You’re right. I’m a fool.»
The women hugged each other and cried together. Nina did not ask anymore about what had happened to Marina, but she understood everything clearly, as she saw it herself.
* * * * *
As she was leaving, Nina gazed at Marina again. «No more stupid actions?» She gave her a wink.
«No, more. I swear.» Marina nodded. She honestly felt fine now. Closing the door, Marina thought about David, but now those thoughts did not hurt anymore, becoming just memories.
* * * * *
Jeff went to the gift shop to browse through Valentine cards.
He dearly wanted to make a special card for Vera. This is why he borrowed the dictionary. He wanted to write something in Russian to her. He spoke Spanish, and in school he studied German, so he understood that this task would not be easy, as most of the cards contained words that would lose their meaning in translation.
In addition, he did not want his card to be too open-hearted, so he made his choice very carefully.
Finally he chose a card.
At home he attentively read the instructions on how to use the dictionary. He paged through the book, and he was glad to find a lot of examples.
He wrote a few phrases, chose one of them, and hesitated for a while.
«It’s okay,» he said to himself, checking the sentence again. He thoughtfully copied these strange looking letters, sighed, and put the card into an envelope.
* * * * *
Vera Grach collected the mail, and quickly sorted it as usual, separating the personal mail for her husband.
She opened the envelope with the phone bill and checked it. Oleg called Russia sometimes twice a week; he needed to control his business. However she was surprised to see that during the last month he called Moscow more often. But he never let her into his business, so Vera only shrugged her shoulders. Taking a pencil, she marked her calls, then checked the other mail.
This small red envelope had no return address. Vera ripped it open, saw a Valentine’s Day card. She opened it with curiosity.
She saw a picture of a bee holding a heart. The big hand-written letters caught her attention, and she was astonished when she realized it was written in Russian.
«You to be mead,» she read, amazed, and looked at the English text: «You are honey.» Then she understood and gasped. «Oh, Jeff…»
She pressed the card to her chest. Although there was no signature, she realized at once from whom it had been sent. Her gaze fell on a huge bouquet of fourteen scarlet roses that Oleg had given her today, and the woman blushed, feeling guilty.
«Oh, Jeff,» she whispered, not noticing the tears running down her cheeks. «Why are you doing this? I can’t, I simply can’t…» And, sobbing, she hid the card in her jewelry box.
She heard a knock, hastily rubbed her eyes, opened the door, and saw Nina and Larisa Lapina there. She invited them into the apartment.
«Auntie Vera!» The girl hugged her mother’s friend. «Happy Valentines Day!»
Larisa held out a card that she had made all by herself. Vera gave the girl lessons in art, and she noticed with pleasure that Larisa had used her acquired knowledge.
Taking up her painting equipment, the girl started working on a new picture. Today was not a lesson; she was doing it just for fun, so the women went to the kitchen to talk without disturbing her.
«Are you hungry as usual?» Vera teased Nina, who demonstratively frowned.
«That’s not hospitable to ask like that,» she said, then laughed, taking a piece of chocolate cake that Vera held out for her.
«How many times have I had lunch at your home?» Vera smiled with her memories. «I can’t forget all those delicious dishes that your mother, Alla, cooked. Do you miss her?»
«I miss her badly.» Nina sighed. «All my life, I lived with her. It’s the first time we’ve been separated for such a long time. But for Vlad I’m ready to leave even Larisa. I know it sounds awful, but we’re friends, I can speak openly to you.»
«I wish, I could love my husband so,» Vera said slowly. «Have you ever thought about another man?»
Nina giggled. «Of course.» She dreamily closed her eyes. «Yes, sometimes I imagine a man who loves me, even knowing that I’m married. He suffers with the desire and hopelessness of the situation…»
Listening to her, Vera stood still, thinking about Jeff. She suddenly realized that all that Nina was talking about fit the actions of this policeman who touched her heart.
«He sends me love letters and small cute gifts,» continued Nina rocking herself with those dreams. «When he sees me, he gets shy and ashamed. He looks at me, like a mouse looks at cheese, and I see his heart wants to jump out of his chest. He pants and sighs, and finally he declares his love. „Alas!“ I reply. „I’m touched by your feelings, but I’m married, and I won’t betray my husband!“» and, making a theatrical gesture, Nina laughed, but her smile went out when she saw that her friend was certainly depressed.
«But if it really happened?» Vera asked in an unusual voice, and Nina looked at her very attentively.
«It’s just a fantasy,» Nina replied shrugging her shoulders.
«Okay,» thought Vera. «Next time I see Jeff, I will talk to him, and I’ll say to him… What can I say? I’m married? He knows. I don’t like you? It’s not true. The worst part is I do like him.»
She could not forget that erratic feeling, when inside his police car he touched her hand, linking their skin and their souls. Memories about it filled the woman with a hot and sweet sense, like fragrant, spicy, boiling mead, and, recalling his card, Vera thought that the Russian text was also correct despite the grammatical error.
«Do you remember that police officer who drove me home?» Vera asked casually.
«The black one?» specified Nina gazing at her friend.
«Yes.» Grach became ashamed. «His name is Jeff. He’s a good and kind man. Please, don’t make fun of that.»
«I never would,» Nina answered very seriously. «You are my best friend. But you know that people started to talk about Marina? Be careful, buddy, we are not in Moscow.»
Vera nodded thinking: «She’s right. I should avoid any communication with him. But how? Do I have to ask Jeff not to contact me, not to talk to me? He could take it as racism. Well, I will just be polite with him, that’s all.»
Vera was lying to herself, yet deep in her heart, she knew the real reason that she would still keep in touch with Jeff. But remembering her marital status, this honest woman was afraid to confess it even in her soul.

Chapter 11: True Love

It was an ordinary demonstration. David VanStein explained the chemical reaction. Vlad and Marina assisted him.
The students, for the most part, watched very conscientiously, taking notes, but Lana Limpson did not pay attention. Absently looking around, she mechanically drew some pictures in her notebook.
She was thinking about Oleg, and erotic dreams gathered in her mind and drove her thoughts away from the demonstration. Lana had not been a virgin when she met Oleg, but only with him, for the first time in her life, had she reached the peak of enjoyment. Every time he showed her something new, discovering her body and feelings, and every ’session’ was a saturnalia.
Lana recalled Saint Valentine’s Day, when Oleg gave her the elegant bouquet of fourteen red roses. It did impress her. All her men had given her presents, some cards and candy, all of them did it… except Ruslan Grafinsky.
She caught up to him in the University the next day, and asked why.
«Your heart is busy,» he explained, not looking at her.
«My heart is big enough to respond to any true love,» Lana uttered passionately, watching his reaction. His skeptic grin hurt her.
«Girl, what do you know about real love?» He snorted. «Sorry, I have to go.» And he left her standing alone in the corridor. His words made her think about her relationships, and the girl tried to understand her feelings for Oleg.
«Real love,» Lana thought staring at David. «What should we call „real love“?»
She thought about the incident at the Christmas Party when the naive expression of Nina Lapina pointed out Marina’s crush on the professor. But, a short time ago, some students started claiming that he visited Marina, and often.
«Interesting,» Lana thought. «Is it true or not?»
David noticed her gaze, and it confused the professor. He tried to take control of the situation and addressed her: «What’s the matter? Doesn’t the demonstration excite you? What would you prefer to hear?»
«A love story…» Lana drawled significantly. Everybody laughed, and David felt his cheeks blush. But Marina turned to the auditorium, looked at the students, and their laughing faded. Her freezing glare made their blood curdle, as if a real Russian killing frost enveloped them.
«Then you’re taking the wrong course.» David forced himself to speak with a calm voice. «It’s chemistry, not literature.»
«Professor,» the girl said and grinned. «Tell us how you found your true love?»
«We were studying in the same graduate school, and after our graduation we got married,» David answered hoping to finish this crazy talk.
«How many times did you fall in love with a student?» Lana Limpson asked impudently, and whispering ran over the hall. All the students stared at the professor, and he could not find words to answer.
«I recommend you save your curiosity and attention for the next test. You’ll need it,» Marina told Lana, and other students laughed. The tension abated and the demonstration returned to its normal course.
But this dialog revived memories in Vlad’s heart, and he thought about his first demonstration, because that day changed his whole life.
Studying in the Moscow University, Vlad Lapin was the best student, and he was the first to prepare and show a demonstration all by himself. Bashful, Lapin tried to fight his shyness. So, while telling his report, Vlad forced himself to look at the other students.
His eyes met the gaze of a girl whom he had seen every day during the months gone by, due to the fact that they studied in the same group. However, only at that moment did Vlad suddenly notice how different she looked from her schoolmates.
Most of them were blonde and slim, but this sturdy girl had black curly hair. Doe-eyed, she stared at Vlad with seeable delight, and her brown eyes, framed with long eyelashes, displayed all her feelings and the slightest nuance of her emotions.
Her sincerely rapt glare flattered Vlad, and he sensed such enthusiasm as never before.
«Any questions?» the professor asked the students when Vlad had finished. The brunette timidly raised her hand. Her query showed she did not understand a thing, and everybody, except Vlad, laughed.
«Is she mocking me or what?» he thought gazing at the girl. She blushed and cringed confusedly glancing around, and Vlad felt pity to her. He calmly answered, summarizing his report.
«I’ve got it!» Gladness and gratitude shone in her expressive eyes, and Vlad smiled.
«Oh, if even Nina understood,» the professor sneered. «I think, missy, you’re taking the wrong course. Your last project was awful. I’m simply amazed, why do you study here? You’ll never be a good engineer. You’re just wasting the government’s money.»
The girl burst into tears, and, sobbing, she ran away.
Forgetting everything, Vlad rushed after Nina, and saw her in the corridor, standing by a window. Pressing her forehead to the windowpane, she cried violently.
He neared her, and, as tender as he could, said, «Don’t mind him. But anyway, if it’s so difficult for you to study here, why don’t you change your major?»
Resolutely wiping her eyes, the girl looked straight into his face.
«Because I love you,» she answered very casually. «And this is the only place where I can see you.»
Her naive frank declaration confounded Vlad, and he gaped at her. Shrugging her shoulders, Nina slowly walked away.
«Wait!» Vlad called her over. Nina stopped and looked back.
A very tempting idea came to Vlad. At that time in Moscow it was almost impossible to rent a room, and the government gave the students dwellings in the campus free of charge, but it was like a barracks. The students had to live with at least six people in the same room.
Vlad knew that the girl was living with her mother in an apartment. Nina even had a separate chamber.
Vlad quickly weighed the pros and cons. «It would be great to live in your very own room… Calm, silence, all the conditions for peaceful studying. She’s a nice, kind, and caring person. She loves me. She will be a perfect wife. If I’m wrong about her, I can divorce her any time,» he thought, and lied aloud addressing her: «All those months I was watching you, and I just waited for the right moment to ask you. Would you marry me?»
Her huge eyes became even bigger. Gazing at him like a wounded gazelle, she came close.
«Really?» She trustfully reached out for him, and Vlad felt guilty about his lie.
But he honestly liked Nina. He wanted to cheer her up, and her emotional love impressed him. So, he nodded, and opened his arms.
Nina hugged Vlad, and when she did it, and he sensed her pressing to him, something turned over in his soul.
He could not understand what had happened, but all his mercenary thoughts about her room were gone at once. For him she was the only person on the Earth from now on, and he knew he would not hesitate to sacrifice his own life and the whole world for her. He would go through fire and water for only one of her tears or for her smile.
Vlad had two tickets for the evening soccer game. He had planned to invite another girl, but no one else existed for him now, just Nina. Still holding her, Vlad whispered tenderly kissing her soft, sweet-smelling ear, «I’d like to go out with you. Right now. Would you come?»
She nodded, and did not even ask where they would go. Hugging each other, they walked to the exit not looking back, so they did not see the professor and the other students watching them in amazement.
* * * * *
At the end of the day David and Marina were the last people in the laboratory.
They did not exchange a word about what had happened between them in her apartment, but David could not forget about it and felt uncomfortable all the time he was alone with Marina.
«It was not my fault,» thought the professor, remembering how she instantly took control of the students during the demonstration. «She’s a real lamia. She can captivate anyone. It was not my fault! Or was it?»
«I’ll bet,» he said aloud, and surprised himself. «If you had come to the U.S.A. three hundred years ago, you could have been burned as a witch.»
Marina looked at him, and grave sorrow and melancholy, as well as hopeless depression, could be seen in her face.
«What have I said!» A painful feeling struck David’s heart, as if a merciless boxer punched him into his chest. «She’s just a lonely, deeply unlucky girl beat up many times by her Fate. Oh poor young thing! Why did I say it?»
«Sorry,» he mumbled not knowing how to explain his expression.
Not answering, the girl took her bag and left. David waited for a while, then went out of the laboratory, too.
His car was parked next to the building and he drove home.
Passing by the students’ parking lot, he saw Marina striding to her car. The weather was awful, and she was struggling through the icy wind and heavy rain as she did through her difficult life — not looking back, not asking for help, without any support.
David wished to offer her a lift, but he knew she would have refused this, so he did not even stop.

Chapter 12: A New Stage

Ruslan heard a siren. It was ten o’clock, and he went outside. On the porch, he stopped for a moment. Taking a deep breath into his lungs, he looked around enjoying the feeling of the full measure of life and the charisma of this ambrosial morning.
The winter was gone, and the new aromas filling the air caused the young man to feel excited and smile dreamily like a drunk. Blowing into his inflamed face, the strong, but tender springtime breeze could not cool him down. He felt hot shivering run over his body.
At a leisurely pace Ruslan walked along the street. The powerful wind tore at the last clouds, driving them away like a pack of wolves dispersing a flock of sheep, and the radiant sun warmed up the world gaunt with winter’s frost and snowstorms.
* * * * *
Her alarm clock started playing waking music, and, keeping her eyes closed, Lana fumbled around to turn it off.
She pushed the button and stretched. She felt herself falling asleep again, then a loud resonant siren instantly drove away her drowsiness.
«Oh yes,» she muttered, rolling her eyes. «We don’t want to forget about the Cold War. Thanks for the reminder, Mr. Mayor!» She added a few very bad words, but she saw beaming sunlight from outside flow through the slits of the blinds, making everything around look fresh and jocund, and the girl smiled, sensing strength and young energy.
She was thinking about her upcoming date with Oleg, and those amatory thoughts stirred her stalwart body. The girl sprang off the bed and sang, skipping to the bathroom.
Still singing, she took a shower and danced a little, deriving joy from the feeling of the tickling streams massaging her skin, flushed with anticipation.
Agog, Lana almost ran to the living room, hastily preparing for her date with Oleg when unexpectedly, Ruslan Grafinsky entered and asked her very casually, «Have you finished your homework?»
Lana gawked at him with surprise. «It’s none of your business.»
«From now on it is.» He smiled coldly. «Your father asked me to control your study.»
«Liar!» Lana grabbed the phone and made a call. While she was talking, Ruslan went to the window and looked outside.
He saw Oleg Merkulov walking in front of the house like a cat near a mouse hole. Lana’s bodyguard, Tom, was sitting on the porch. Obeying Mr. Limpson’s order, Tom did not allow Oleg to enter, and Oleg dared not insist. He saw Ruslan, and stood still staring at him.
«Thank God we’re not in Russia,» thought Ruslan. «I bet he could kill me.»
He recalled his talk with Mr. Limpson about Oleg.
«I understand your concern, Mr. Grafinsky,» the businessman said sighing. «But I dearly love my daughter. If she wants to have some fun, why not? If it doesn’t harm her.»
«I hope so.» Ruslan tried to speak calmly enough, but Mr. Limpson gazed at him, and the young man became confused.
«She’s the only person in the world for whom I live,» the businessman pronounced with heartfelt intonation, and Ruslan sensed a strange tender feeling arise in his soul for this man.
«I know,» he replied. «But not only I know this.»
And the men fell silent, both sincerely worrying about Lana.
* * * * *
«Dad!» Her whining voice brought Ruslan back to the present. «I’m adult enough. I do understand… Okay, okay! Oh, Daddy, I love you, too…»
Ruslan heard her hang up, and he turned toward the girl.
Thinking, Lana looked at Ruslan, ready to debate.
«Look,» she said hesitantly. «It’s Saturday. Can I do it tomorrow, eh? Please?»
«Do it right away, and you’ll have all weekend for fun,» he pronounced with a very odd voice, and Lana gazed at him as an idea came to her.
Getting up, she neared Ruslan and put her hands on his shoulders. With pleasure she saw his face flushing, and she whispered intimately, «I’ll kiss you.»
He closed his eyes for a second, then, grinning, he took her arms away. He did it very gently, yet resolutely.
«I’d rather kiss a frog,» he answered sharply, and the perplexed girl simply could not find words to reply to this impolite guy.
«I will kiss a frog, if I see she has real feelings for me,» he declared, and a challenge sounded in his voice.
«Maybe I do feel something for you,» retorted Lana Limpson, using the same tone.
«Knock it off, girl. Don’t waste your fire and time on me.» He nodded toward the window. «Your bull is close to jumping out of his pants with impatience.»
Lana just stared at Ruslan, speechless and feeling herself beaten. Not adding a word, she went to her computer and, taking her papers, she started to work.
She finished very quickly, much faster than Ruslan expected. Lana held her papers out to him, and asked with sarcasm, «Would you like to check it, professor?»
He took them, being sure there would be a lot of mistakes, but to his surprise everything was correct.
«You’re brilliant,» he murmured. «It’s a shame that you’re a C-student. You can have straight A’s.»
«Oh, big deal.» Lana glanced at the window. «May I go now?»
«Of course.» Ruslan sighed. The girl grabbed her purse and ran away. He watched through the window as she neared Oleg, and hugged him. They got inside his car, Oleg drove away, and a painful sadness hemmed Ruslan in.
«She didn’t even look back,» he whispered with bitterness.
He checked his watch. Today was David VanStein’s birthday, and he was invited. Because Lana had done her homework so fast, Ruslan saw he had plenty of time. He took his bag, went outside, and slowly walked along the street.
Spring weather began its rule of the town, and under beaming sunshine the snow started melting and losing its clean whiteness. Uttering optimistic chirps, the cheerful starlings were hopping on the budding branches and twigs of the revived trees and bushes, and the air smelled fresh.
Ruslan saw a squirrel. The shabby animal vigorously scratched itself, and the gray fluff of its old winter fur flew away like tiny clouds of smoke. Ruslan watched as another squirrel ran to the first one and they started playing.
A couple of pigeons were making love on the telephone wire, and a few yards farther on a cooing dove courted his mate, spinning around and blowing his crop out.
«Everybody’s two-by-two.» Ruslan sang a Russian song. «Only I’m quite alone, like an island in the ocean.»
Humming this melancholy melody, he reached the VanSteins’ house and knocked, and David opened the door.
«Happy Birthday!» greeted Ruslan, handing a present to the professor.
«Thank you.» David smiled, and together they went to the living room.
Ruslan looked round about.
Here were the Lapins, Megan in the armchair, and Marina sitting on the floor playing with Dylon. To his surprise, he saw Vera Grach here as well, but the subsequent dialogue explained the situation.
«Thank you, Nina, for recommending me to them,» Vera said in Russian, while drawing. «I really need clients.»
«They have money, we don’t.» Nina giggled. «Let’s shake them, eh?»
«Girls, speak English.» Marina interrupted them. «It’s not nice to speak a language that others present can’t understand.»
«Ruslan!» exclaimed Nina. «I didn’t know that you would come.»
«Didn’t Vlad tell you?» Ruslan looked at his friend.
Vlad shrugged his shoulders. «I didn’t think it important.»
«Where is Larisa?» asked Ruslan, taking an appetizer.
«She’s playing with Hannah in her room,» replied David.
«I brought a puzzle for the girls,» said Ruslan.
«Then let’s go.» A smiling Megan got her feet and they went upstairs.
When Larisa saw Ruslan enter the room, she gasped, and ran to him. Hannah looked at the man with astonishment.
«Mom? Who is this?» she asked.
«Ruslan is Larisa’s godfather,» Megan explained to her daughter, also surprised by the reaction of Larisa.
«I love my Uncle Ruslan very much,» the girl explained very seriously. «Because he’s kind. Once Daddy killed a spider. I pitied this spider. I like insects. I like animals. But Uncle Ruslan never kills spiders.»
«My mom always said it’s bad luck to kill a spider,» pronounced Ruslan such an upset intonation that Megan guessed at once, «His mother had passed away, and probably not a long time ago.» She said nothing aloud.
Ruslan gave the girls the puzzle and went back down to the living room with Megan.
When they entered, Megan saw her husband talking on the phone, and he was not smiling, but listening with a disgruntled face. «Okay,» he said into the receiver. «Thanks. Bye.» He hung up and looked at his wife. «The Jacksons can’t come, honey.»
«Them too?» Megan asked with slight irritation, and Ruslan, then understood that this call was not the first.
«Is anybody going to come?» Megan gazed at her husband. «When did you give them the invitations?»
«About a month ago.»
«And they told you now?»
David could only shrug his shoulders. Feeling that something was going awry, the Russians exchanged glances.
The upset hosts lost the thread of the conversation and an awkward silence hung in the room. Nina was the first to break it. «How stifling!» She sighed.
«The heat is off,» replied David. «I’d be glad to open the window, but the frame is broken. Monday I’ll call someone to fix it.»
«No need to wait until Monday.» Ruslan had already checked the window. He took a knife, and, using it skillfully, fixed the frame in a few seconds, and uplifted it.
The fresh air burst into the room, and all the people laughed, enjoying it.
«Is it not cold down there?» asked Nina.
«No.» Marina smiled, helping Dylon. «Megan, call him.»
The woman beckoned to her child. «Come to Mommy.»
Suddenly the boy stepped forward. The adults held their breath.
The child stood for a moment, keeping his balance, then quickly minced towards his mother and fell into her arms.
«He walks!» exclaimed Megan. «He took his first steps! Oh, Marina. You’re a fairy.»
«It’s the best present that I’ve got on this birthday.» David smiled at her, and, blushing, Marina sighed, and lowered her eyes.
«You have to work with children,» Megan told her.
«I wish one day to have my very own day care center,» confessed Marina.
«I was working as a night orderly in the children’s summer camp,» cut in Vera Grach. «And I loved it. It was so wonderful to draw the sleeping kids. After every shift I had a whole bunch of pictures and sketches.»
«Larisa took her first steps when we were in a hospital,» said Nina sadly. «She walked from bed to bed.»
Taking snacks and drinks, the people shared their memories, and the party appeared normal, but the VanSteins wondered why and how it happened that only Russians had come.
* * * * *
The next day was Sunday, and the VanSteins went to church.
They had not been there for two weeks, because first Dylon was sick and, then Megan had the flu.
The VanSteins were not the first to arrive, and when they entered many people were already inside. They went to their usual place, and noticed with surprise that the pew was empty. They calmly sat down, but suddenly somebody behind them giggled. Turning to the sound, David stiffened, as it was one of the girls who had seen him when Marina had tossed him out her apartment.
This girl irregularly visited the church, and David had not expected to see her today.
He blushed and sat straight. But he heard whispering and saw a perplexed Megan looking around wondering why nobody took seats next to them.
David barely waited until the service was over, and people moved to the exit. Leaving his wife, he quickly followed the girl, and caught up with her outside the building.
«Look,» he started irresolutely, becoming ashamed under her gaze. «I’d really appreciate it if you would not make a big deal about what you saw. You don’t understand. It’s not what you think.»
«Aye, aye, Mr. President!» The girl demonstratively saluted. «Was she wearing a blue dress?»
«Who?» mumbled David, not understanding.
«Your Russian Monica Lewinsky,» The girl grinned «No man can resist the charm of a girl of Eastern European origin, eh?»
Baffled in the face of such insolence, David stepped back, and looked around. He noticed people were casting glances at him, some with curiosity, some with disgust.
«Oh my God!» he thought, growing cold. «This is why nobody came to my birthday party.»
While her husband was talking, Megan, holding Dylon in her arms, neared one of her pals and said, «Hi! What a shame that you couldn’t come yesterday. We were waiting for you.»
«Was Marina there?» the woman replied with a shifty look in her eyes.
«Why not?» wondered Megan. «She’s David’s assistant and my kids love her.»
«Not only your kids, I suppose,» the woman drawled significantly.
«What do you mean?» Her intonation scared Megan. «What are you talking about?»
The woman had no time to reply. David ran to them, and, grabbing the hands of his daughter and his wife, he led his family to their car.
Inside they kept silent for a while, then David started talking, and his odd-sounding voice made Megan’s skin creep.
«Honey…» He drew in a sharp breath. «Hannah… I beg you. Whatever happens, whatever somebody says to you, please remember, I love you. I do love all of you, you and Dylon. I swear on my life.»
«Okay, Dad,» Hannah chuckled, but a dumbfounded Megan did not reply. Although her husband said what every woman is happy to hear, he sounded so strange that a deep worry seized her.

Chapter 13: International Women’s Day

Sitting in a restaurant Oleg, Ruslan, and Vlad were discussing an idea.
«Guys,» Vlad said doubtfully. «We’ve already passed Saint Valentines Day. Why should we celebrate this Russian holiday? We are not in Moscow.»
«I think we should keep our traditions even here,» replied Oleg. «We can rent this hall, invite our ladies, and celebrate. The Irish have their Saint Patrick’s Day, haven’t they?»
Here it was two against one. Ruslan was next to Oleg, and for the first time during the last few months their interest in Lana united these men.
«I understand, Vlad,» Ruslan answered softly. «You have to think about your family budget. But buddy, you don’t have to bring in the equal part as we did.»
Vlad blushed. Pragmatic, he hated it when people took his economical efforts as greediness and miserliness. He did not want his friends to think of him as a Grinch, so he did not continue arguing. He took out his wallet and put the money on the table. Ruslan and Oleg had already placed a pile of bills there. Hesitating, Vlad added two more, sighed, and thought, «Okay, Nina’s been asking me to go to a restaurant for a long time. At least she will be glad.»
Oleg took all the money, counted it, and nodded.
«If it’s not enough,» he said. «I’ll add the rest myself. Don’t worry, little boys, it will be candy for all.»
«I don’t understand,» Vlad complained with frail irritation. «Why did you come to the U.S.A.? You don’t need money vitally. I had no choice; I couldn’t find a job. But you have your own business.»
«Buddy, my wifey is here,» pronounced Oleg seeing Ruslan watching him with a skeptic look. «Imagine if Nina refused to go to the U.S.A. Would you come?»
Vlad sat still.
«I’m an egoist,» he thought, getting ashamed. «I just informed her. I didn’t ask if she wanted to go. She left her mother. How could I not think about her feelings? Oh, Nina, my beloved, forgive me my callousness.»
He was not sorry about the money anymore. It was a chance to cheer his wife up, and Vlad was glad he could do it.
* * * * *
When a drowsy Lana went to her living room and saw Ruslan Grafinsky casually sitting on her couch, she thought she was still asleep. She rubbed her eyes and looked again, but yes, it was reality. Despite it being early morning, Ruslan was here. He held a bouquet of flowers, three pink carnations wrapped in beautiful paper.
He was sitting with one leg placed on the other, hugging his knee, and the girl saw a strip of skin between his sock and the edge of his pants.
This sight struck Lana, arousing in her soul a burning storm of tenderness and fond dreams. The overwhelming desire to touch, and even to kiss this place, to feel his hair and skin, enveloped the girl so powerfully and unexpectedly that she felt confused, and barely brought herself under control.
«I’m just not awake yet,» she thought, shaking her head.
«Today is the 8th of March,» Ruslan explained calmly. «In Russia it is a holiday called The International Women’s Day, and usually men congratulate all the females they have known despite the age and family status.»
«Yes.» A smiling housekeeper went into the living room and served Ruslan breakfast and a cup of coffee. «Ruslan greeted me already and gave me a flower pot with irises.»
She put his meal on the coffee table, petted his head like a mother would, and left. Then Ruslan got up and held out the carnations to Lana.
The girl drew close. Watching his reaction, she extended her arm, and seized his hand with the bouquet. Ruslan stood still gazing at her. She saw his face go bloodless and red spots blush on his cheeks, like cranberries on the snow. He gasped, trying to normalize his breathing, but he could not.
Suddenly he pulled Lana to himself and embraced her with such passion that the girl was amazed. She heard his moan, and, chuckling, she asked, «Do you greet all the females like this?»
He laughed and gently pushed her away.
«It’s just a Russian tradition,» he said, smiling. «You can ask everybody who knows. In school we greeted even janitors, as in Russia most janitors are women.»
He turned and left the house, and for a long time a puzzled Lana just looked at the flowers, not understanding what to do and how to react to such odd treatment from this mysterious Russian guy.
* * * * *
That evening all the adult Russians assembled in a small hall decorated with flowers and banners, and a smiling Oleg took the microphone.
«I would like to pronounce,» Oleg greeted them, «a toast in honor of the charming ladies in this room and city. To hope that they enjoy this special holiday in their name and would like to congratulate them for their lovely work here, because of the way they keep this town on its toes. A big thanks to all of you here and happy 8th March, ladies! Be happy!»
Uttering cheers, the Russians raised their goblets. Husbands kissed their wives, and Ruslan did the same with Marina.
Marina and Oleg were taking her guitar by turns and all the Russians sang their favorite songs. Then they put on a tape with native melodies.
Sharing their memories, the Russians felt nostalgia fill their souls, and, trying to be blithe in the present, they drank and danced.
Holding hands, Vlad and Nina looked at each other like newlyweds.
Browsing through their memories, they both remembered the day when Vlad moved into Nina’s apartment, as it had happened exactly seven years ago.
All Vlad’s belongings took up only two suitcases, so the young couple did not even take a taxi, but went by bus.
As they entered they heard music. It sounded very familiar, but the young people did not realize at once that it was the wedding march by Mendelssohn. Nina’s mother, Alla, stared at them, and they were astonished, but guessed that the music simply came from the radio.
«It’s just a coincidence, Vlad had said to himself. «Gosh, that stupid march scared me! Why? I do want marry Nina, don’t I?»
«It’s an omen’, thought Nina in awe. «I chose the right man!»
«It’s Vlad Lapin!» she exclaimed, addressing her mother.
Smiling, Vlad put down his suitcases, carefully took out from under his coat a small bouquet of mimosas, and gave it to Alla. «Happy 8th of March!»
«Very nice,» the woman replied, taking the flowers. Nina was surprised by her tone, for usually her mother was active and full of optimism, but now Alla looked doubtful.
«Are you okay, mom?» the girl asked with concern.
«I’m fine.» Alla snorted and addressed Vlad. «Is that all your stuff?»
«Yes.» Lapin flashed his engaging smile.
«Very nice,» Alla repeated. Then she walked to the kitchen not adding a word. Nina looked at Vlad and met his gaze.
«Didn’t you tell your mother that I’m gonna move here?» he asked with suspicion, and the girl became confused.
«I was talking a lot about you,» she murmured. «I thought she understood…»
Vlad only sighed. «Okay, show me our room.»
* * * * *
Not a word was spoken during dinner.
Vlad surveyed the kitchen. It was awfully small, and he thought, «When we have a child, where can we place a chair for him? No, better, for her. I hope it will be a girl.» Overflowing with love, he glanced at Nina. «Well, if nothing else we can seat our child on our laps…» He dreamily smiled, finished his meal, and said thanks. He put his dishes in the sink, and took out his wallet.
«Who’s doing the shopping here?» he asked.
«I do,» Alla replied not looking at him. «The money’s in the box on the top of the refrigerator.»
Vlad put his bills into the box, kissed Nina and left the kitchen. Then she got up and shyly hugged her mother.
«Sorry,» she whispered. «I didn’t specify the date of his arrival. Please, forgive me.»
«It’s okay, honey.» Smoothing her hair, Alla sighed.
«I thought you’d be happy if I found a man,» Nina mumbled, searching the upset face of her mother.
«I am happy for you,» the woman replied sadly. «Sorry for my mood. One day you’ll understand me.»
But Nina understood already. She could not find appropriate words, and only stroked her mother’s shoulders and back.
«I hope he’s a good man,» Alla sighed again.
* * * * *
«Good!» recalling that day and the words of her mother, Nina thought, staring at her husband. «He’s not just good; he’s the best!»
Vlad looked at her with a delighted smile, and his love was the finest present that she’d wish to get on the Women’s Day. Lost into each other, the Lapins did not even notice the others casting envious glances at them.

Chapter 14: Home, Sweet Home

When Vera and Oleg went back to home, he thought it was the best time to talk with his wife, as he saw Vera was a little drunk and alternately sad and happy after the celebration.
«You know, honey,» he started carefully. «Yesterday, when I called Moscow, my broker, Nikolay, said that we have received a very interesting offer… about your summer house.»
Surprised, Vera stared at her husband. She was the owner of a very old house located not far from Moscow. Hidden deep in the forest, it was built on the tall bank of the river and featured beautiful views from all sides.
«No way.» Vera sobered up at once. «I’ll never sell that house! It’s been in my family for generations.»
«I know, sweetheart, but Nikiforov asked about it himself. You know he rules Moscow’s crime syndicates now. We have to remember this. However, since we’re old friends, he was so kind and he offered forty grand for your house.»
«Yes, I remember that bastard,» Vera said with irritation. «What is his point? It’s not worth that much.»
«Yep, but he liked the location. He wants to build a base in this place.»
«I won’t allow you to turn our family home into a nidus of bandits.»
«I can understand your feelings.» Sighing, Oleg took the hands of his wife and gently kissed them. «But you know Nikiforov. If you refuse, my business will be ruined, and his boys will burn your house down. You will lose it anyway. I can help you to at least get the money. I think that if I earn sixty percent of the deal it’d be fair? I love you, my heart, and I don’t want you killed if you ever go back to Russia.»
Sobbing, Vera took a pen. Although for her it was easier to die than sell this house, she knew how cruel Nikiforov’s group could be. And she did not want Oleg to have any troubles because of her.
«Oleg loves me.» Squeezed with grief, Vera barely wrote the permission for sale. Tears blurred her vision and dropped onto the paper, but the woman did not notice. Many thoughts were going through her mind. «He loves me… Oh, Jeff… How could I even think about him? Beside me is a man who loves me so much that he is ready to risk his life helping me… I’m so ungrateful! But the house… Grandpa, Granny, forgive me! I have no choice! I can do nothing…»
Vera finished, signed the letter, and the pen rolled from her weak desperate hands.
Oleg took the paper, picked up the pen, and tenderly hugged his wife.
«Don’t worry, honey,» he said passionately. «Everything will be fine, I promise.»
She did not reply. The image of Jeff appeared in her mind, overshadowing all her other thoughts, and the woman was confused, in vain trying to drive it away. She felt her husband start caressing her. She became horrified, and softly refused. Thinking he understood the reason, Oleg did not persist. He kissed her one more time and left.
Yet even had been buried in her thoughts, Vera heard her husband drive away, and she wondered where he went. A colossal weight of loneliness pressed the woman down, and she surprised herself, realizing that Jeff was the only person in the whole wide world with whom she wanted to talk right now.
Trying not to think about Oleg, Vera got up, almost ran to her car, and drove to the police station. She parked, hesitated, then entered the building.
«Can I help you, ma’am?» the orderly officer addressed her.
«Can I see Officer Menard?»
The policeman pointed to the hall.
She shyly went between the desks, feeling nervous under the gazes of the other officers.
Jeff Menard was browsing through some documents when he sensed something and threw his face up. He dropped his papers, seeing Vera walk towards him. He could not believe his eyes, and joy overflowed his heart.
However, when she approached and he saw her livid face, the policeman became concerned. «What happened, Ve… ma’am?»
«I’d like to talk to you,» she said with lifeless voice.
«Come here.» Hastily getting up, Jeff opened a door to another room, and they entered.
But Vera did not like this place, as the walls had big windows onto the hall. Despite the people outside being unable to hear them, they could see them, and the woman felt uncomfortable.
«Can we talk in some corridor?» she asked holding back tears. Worried, Jeff nodded and they left the room, walked to the hall, and went deep into another wing of the building.
They made their way to the end, and here, unexpectedly for Jeff, Vera threw her arms around his neck. He sensed her sobbing, and painful anxiety struck his heart.
«What happened, Vera? Honey?» Remembering his nightmare, Jeff thought, «Maybe her husband beat her up? What if she has been raped?»
Vera explained.
Relieved, he patted her back. «There, there. Don’t cry, sugar. Maybe you should ask the officials here in the U.S.A. for assistance?»
«Don’t be naive, Jeff. How can they help me?» She sighed. «What can they do? Send policemen to guard my house? No, it’s over. This house was the last thing that I had in Russia. I’ve burned the bridge behind me. No way back… No place for living or even to stay… Oh, Jeff…»
She wept again, and he carefully kissed her hair. «I’m so selfish,» he thought. «I’m happy that nothing’s left that could take her back to Russia. Oh, dear God! Please, make her stay with me forever!»
She raised her face, and Jeff noticed with surprise that she was drunk.
«I’ll drive you home,» he said softly. Jeff knew that in such a condition the woman might respond to his love, but he did not want to get it that way.
* * * * *
He accompanied her. Vera barely kept her legs as they left the police station, and seeing her car in the parking lot, Jeff wondered how she had managed to drive here. Once seated in the passenger seat, she fell asleep.
When he parked next to her building, Jeff looked long at her strange thin lips, curving like small purple snakes on her enervated and emotionless face, white as a sheet. He did not want to awaken her, but he had to do it.
When he touched her, Vera nervously shuddered all over and gazed at him in bewilderment. Then she shook her head, recalling the immediate past.
«Thank you, Jeff, for your care,» mumbled Vera, trying to smile. «Good night.»
Sobered up at bit, Vera dared not touched his hand as she wished, so just nodded and got out of the car. He watched her.
He observed as she took out her keys and fussed with the lock in difficulty. Finally it clicked open, but to his surprise she did not enter, just sat straight down on the porch. Hugging her legs, she cried again, burying her face in her knees.
Jeff hurriedly got out of the car. With all of his fondness for her, he helped his beloved up, and they entered the building together.
This was a typical apartment, and once inside, Jeff turned lights on, then moved with Vera to the bedroom. Just outside the room the weeping woman started weakly pushing him away.
«No, Jeff,» she murmured between sobs. «We shouldn’t… You shouldn’t… No…»
He did not realize at once what she meant.
«She misunderstood!» Jeff thought, horrified.
«Vera,» he said seriously, looking at her eyes brimming over with tears. «You’re wrong about me. I only wanted to help you get into bed. You need sleep.»
«Sorry.» Vera gently freed herself from his arms and staggered into the living room. There she sat on the couch, propping up her head with her hands.
Jeff went to the bedroom to get a pillow. He found one, then for a few seconds looked around the room, involuntarily thinking about Oleg.
«She didn’t want to adulterate this sacred family bed,» Jeff whispered sarcastically. «How noble. Damn you!» he screamed, pounding the blanket. He felt just as if giant and unmerciful millstones were grinding his heart. «Damn you to Hell! That bandit sacked all she had, he simply robbed her! And this angel is still faithful to him.»
Clutching his head, he sat down and was still, overtaken with depression.
«Why did I get so mad?» Jeff thought, compelling himself to regain control. «I have no right… I’m nobody… No, it is my duty to protect people from such rascals.»
Holding the pillow and a blanket, he slowly returned to the living room.
She was asleep, curled on the couch like a homeless kitten under makeshift shelter. Remembering her neurotic awaking in the police car, Jeff carefully shoved the pillow under her head and covered her with the blanket.
After turning the overhead lights off, he lit a small lamp in the corner, then sat down in an armchair to watch his sleeping sweetheart. Jeff had already decided to wait for Oleg and talk to him.
His eyes searched the room. It looked so cozy and peaceful. Jeff sighed.
«I’m only a guest here,» he thought, upset.
His radio transmitter hissed to life, and he answered.
«Jeff?» He heard the voice of his superior. «Where are you? I need you here.»
«I’m…» Jeff did not know what to say. «I’m busy right now. Is it an emergency?»
After a pause, the chief asked, very calmly, «Are you with that lady?»
«No!» Jeff replied angrily, feeling ashamed. «I’m on my way.» He hung up.
Glancing for the last time at Vera, he turned off the light and left the apartment.
* * * * *
Of course, Oleg went to Lana. Her bodyguard, Tom, already knew Oleg and allowed his entry without question.
«My sweetheart,» Oleg uttered, kneeling in front of a smiling Lana. «Today is a special day. In Russia…»
«I know,» she interrupted him. «Ruslan already greeted me this morning.»
Oleg lowered his eyes. He was afraid his hatred would be too clear.
He glanced around and seeing three pink carnations in a vase on her coffee table, he understood. He barely restrained himself.
Without additional words, Oleg gave Lana a box. The girl opened it and gasped with delight. It was a golden necklace, a chain with her name, hearts, and number eights made with rubies. It was a very expensive, exclusive item, and knowing the price of jewels, Lana could only shook her head. «You shouldn’t have done this. You’re crazy.»
«I am crazy,» he whispered with an erotic voice. «I’m crazy about you, my goddess. If you would like, I’ll tear my heart from my chest just to decorate your necklace.»
«Oh, Oleg.» Lana kissed him, and putting on the chain, she went to the mirror to look at it.
She did not know that, for Oleg, this jewelry cost only postage. A businessman from India working in Moscow made this necklace by order of Oleg’s men, as a protection racket payment.
Suddenly Lana heard a sound as if something very massive fell. Even the floor shook. She spun around. Her bodyguard, Tom, dashed into the salon and Lana saw her housekeeper looking from her room.
Oleg was lying on the floor, and got up with a confused smile.
«My love,» he addressed Lana. «I was lost in admiration for you, and stumbled over your table.»
«Are you okay?» she asked with worry.
Tom set the coffee table on its legs again. Solid wood, this table was very heavy, and it had crushed the vase with the flowers. The housekeeper cleaned up the mess, and Lana went with Oleg to her bedroom.
They made love, and soon the tired Lana dozed off. But before dreams clouded her mind, the picture of the smashed carnations lying helplessly on her carpet arose into her mental view, and the girl cried, feeling sorry about the loss.
«It was not an accident!» flashed in her head. It was such a strange idea that Lana was as amazed, as she would have been if someone else had spoken. But the girl had already fallen asleep and was unable to work the thought to a logical end.

Chapter 15: St. Patrick’s Day

It was St. Patrick’s Day, and the weather was perfect for being outside. The tender sun peeped at times from behind the white and cobalt clouds, and neither showers nor wind marred the day.
Wearing green colored clothes, Vera Grach, Nina Lapina, and Megan VanStein, with their kids, were standing on Main Street waiting for the oncoming parade.
They stood there for a while, then the Russian women exchanged whispers and moved down the road, leading Hannah and Larisa. Megan was surprised, as the first place was not bad for observation.
But Dylon in her arms demanded all her attention, so Megan just followed her Russian friends. She tried to put her son in the baby carriage, but the boy started crying and she lifted him out again. Then Vera pulled the conveyance, and Nina took the girls’ hands.
They went down the street about two blocks, and stood next to a police cruiser parked at the corner.
Hannah waited, hopping with impatience, but Larisa came close to the vehicle and stroked the door, and Vera neared too. She saw Jeff, and this is why they moved here, but another police officer was next to him, so Vera pretended to just watch the girls.
Jeff could not help his smile, and he addressed Larisa, «Do you like that car?»
The girl nodded.
«Would you like to be in the front or the back seat?» he asked, glancing at Vera.
«I’d like to be in front,» Larisa replied seriously.
«You betcha.» Jeff smoothed the girl’s head.
«The back seat is for bad guys,» Larisa explained, and, remembering her rides, Vera blushed.
But Jeff misunderstood the reason why her cheeks became the color of a robin’s breast. Inspirited by her presence, he continued to talk to Larisa, and Vera kept her eyes fixed on him, enjoying their game and suffering with guilty feelings about it. Trying to act naturally, she took up her notebook for making sketches.
«Why did we go here?» the puzzled Megan addressed Nina. The woman looked at her.
«Are you tired?» she asked, not answering the question. «Give me Dylon, I’ll hold him.»
Megan passed the boy to her friend, and, watching how the Russian held her son, showing him around, Megan smiled and forgot what she wanted to ask.
Helping him, Nina put Dylon down. The boy stood, stomping with his legs, and he hooted, excited. His green hat made him look like a real leprechaun, and Megan laughed.
«Have you ever seen the St. Patrick’s parade?» she asked the Russians.
«Yes,» replied Vera, to her surprise. «In Moscow it’s an annual celebration since 1992.»
«Wow.» Megan said. «I didn’t know that this holiday was so famous around the world.»
«Marina told me she saw a parade in Saint Petersburg also,» Nina added, and the name of Marina aroused unpleasant feelings in Megan’s heart.
«Where is she now?» Megan asked, trying not to show her concern.
«Marina told me she will come for sure.» Nina hoisted Dylon and made him comfortable on her chest. «But later. She has some business to attend to.»
«Hi Megan,» they heard, and saw another woman, one of Megan’s pals. Megan beamed, but the friend’s question put her smile out.
«You’re alone again,» the woman said. «Where is David? At work, eh?»
«Yes,» Megan answered, sighing.
«On Sunday?» The woman stared at Megan, and she felt a chill, sensing some hint in these questions.
Still carrying Dylon, Nina looked at the woman, attentively listening to their dialogue.
«Yes,» she cut in. «My husband, Vlad, is working today also. At the weekdays the students use the equipment. Our husbands have time to do the research only during weekends or breaks.»
The woman narrowed her eyes at Nina. «Have you ever called to the lab to check it out?»
«First of all,» retorted Nina. «I did call a few times, and he was there. I even visited the lab. But this is not because I don’t trust Vlad. Maybe it’s an American tradition to spy after your husband, eh?»
«I was just thinking,» the woman drawled with a dreamy voice. «How it’s romantic, the evening, the empty lab, the closed doors, no one around…»
«Yeah,» Nina snorted. «I bet you never were in the chemistry lab. Very romantic. Chemicals stink, the machines are buzzing. One little mistake and you lose the results of the day’s work.»
But her words only increased Megan’s worry.
«Hannah!» shaken, Megan called her daughter. «Do you want to see Daddy?»
«I want to see the parade.»
«It’s not good for kids to go to a chemistry lab,» Nina said in a calm tone. «Go, Megan, we’ll watch them.»
* * * * *
Megan drove to the campus and went to the laboratory.
Nearing the door, she knocked, but nobody answered, and, growing cold, she started pounding. All her anxiety fell onto the woman like an avalanche.
Unexpectedly, the door opened so fast that Megan almost fell inside barely avoiding punching Vlad. He did not greet her, just ran back, and the amazed Megan went in.
«Vlad!» she heard the worried voice of her husband. «Hurry up!»
She drew close and looked at the men, then around.
They were the only people here, and the scientists worked hard with some apparatus. From time to time Vlad flung himself to the computer, typed, and moved back to his boss, who kept his eyes on the monitor of his machine.
«Oh, no,» David gasped with an upset voice, and, remembering Nina’s words, Megan scolded herself. «My stupid jealousy can cost my husband’s work’s results!» she thought. «Why did I come here? I only disturb him!»
She stared at his stern concerned face, and all her love for this man painfully jammed her heart.
«Hold on, hold on,» mumbled Vlad, typing hurriedly. They all gazed at David’s monitor. Megan did not understand a thing, but she crossed her fingers praying for luck for her husband.
Suddenly Vlad gasped, and a joyful smile showed on his plump lips.
«Professor!» he exclaimed. «We did it.»
«Yes!» they uttered at once, and triumphantly clapped their hands, giving five to each other, then they looked at the woman.
«Megan?» wondered David. «Why are you here? Where are the kids?»
«With Nina and Vera,» she replied timidly. «I just missed you…»
«Oh, honey.» David hugged his wife. «We’re almost done, I’ll join you soon, I promise.»
«Of course,» Vlad said to himself. «Because you’ll leave all the routine work up to me. At best I’ll be able to go home about eight, not earlier. Don’t they think how much I want to see my family? My poor girls, another holiday we have to spend being separated. Damn money…» He sighed, and tried to cheer himself up, «It’s okay, buddy, someday you will be a professor. Moscow wasn’t built in one day.»
«Where is Marina?» Megan could not resist asking.
The men gazed at her, and the woman felt her worry return.
«I don’t know,» David replied slowly. «I didn’t see her today.»
He did not dare ask his wife why was she interested.
Megan nodded. «See you, guys,» she said, then left.
* * * * *
When she reached Main Street the parade was in full swing.
She was surprised to see Marina holding Dylon in her arms. Nina was taking photos, and both girls hopped next to her. Megan glanced at Vera animatedly talking with police officers, and neared her children and friends.
Waving their hands, the city veterans ceremoniously went pass them, and they saw Bill Thompson without his cane. He walked with noticeable effort, but he tried to march, and the women felt tender pity for him, as if he was their own grandfather.
Nina’s eyes were glistening with tears when she lowered her camera.
«My grandpa was killed in the Second World War,» she explained to Megan, and cried.
«The whole family of my granny, twelve members,» Marina said sadly, «died from starving when the Germans were blocking Saint Petersburg. The War cost twenty million Russian lives.»
«My God.» Megan mumbled. «No, Mr. Thompson isn’t so old. As I remember, he was wounded in Vietnam.»
She did not understand why the Russians snorted after her phrase and exchanged glances. Megan forgot about the opposition between the United States and Soviet Union during this war.
Next, after the group of veterans, a platform with a dais and a royal throne on the top moved along the street. Lana was seated in state wearing a regal green dress.
She was not a queen of the parade, but Mr. Limpson could not pass up the opportunity to show off his adored daughter.
Her escorts, Tom and Oleg, were standing at each side of the throne. Clothed in the costumes of Celtic knights, both men appeared very showy, and looking at Vera’s husband, Jeff Menard felt himself plain and miserable.
Jeff glanced at Vera, and to his pleasant surprise he found out she did not even notice Oleg.
«I swear it’s true.» She was talking emotionally with Jeff’s colleague. «Moscow police used bulldozers to destroy this exhibition. My dad was one of these artists. It had happened about in the same time as Caribbean crisis.»
«Since that time the siren sounded every Saturday.» The policeman laughed.
Vera snorted too and glanced at Jeff. «Are you still afraid of Russians?»
«It’s a shame to be afraid of such pretty Russians,» Menard’s colleague retorted gallantly, and Jeff felt jealousy, but he dared not add his own compliment.
Lana Limpson was throwing sweets and erasers around, and Jeff picked up some chocolate bars and gave them to his colleague and to Vera as well.
Staring eye-to-eye, Jeff and Vera opened their candy and put the pieces into their mouths at the same time. Their gazes still were linked when they slowly chewed the chocolate, and, because it was the same taste, they both were imagining that they were kissing each other.
Four girls, two at either side of the platform, went along the street delivering pencils with cloverleaves and the trademark of Mr. Limpson’s company.
Larisa and Hannah took crayons and some comfits.
«Only bumblebees can pollinate the clovers,» Larisa said to Hannah, pointing to the leaves.
«I hate bees,» the girl replied.
«I said bumblebees,» specified Larisa. «Not just bees.»
«My biologist.» Nina proudly stroked her daughter’s hair.
«How do you know?» Hannah felt a vexation, for the younger girl had known something that she, Hannah, did not.
«Uncle Ruslan told me,» Larisa explained, then looked at Nina. «Dad said that leprechauns don’t exist.»
«It’s not true!» Hannah cried angrily. «In school our teacher placed on a table some books, and a chocolate golden coin in the middle. Then we all went outside and saw a rainbow. When we returned to the classroom the chocolate was gone, the books were messed, and a cloverleaf was lying in the middle. Certainly, a leprechaun took the coin. Who else could do it?»
«I do believe in leprechauns,» uttered Larisa peacefully, and the girl gazed at the parade again.
Megan hugged her daughter and laughed. She looked at Marina without spite or anger and all her worries and jealous fears seemed for Megan now absurd and ridiculous.

Chapter 16: April

When Vlad woke up this April morning, he saw his wife hurriedly dressing and smartening Larisa up, and he was surprised. It was Saturday, and his daughter had no school.
«Count-Mart is having a special event,» Nina explained to her husband. «They offer free breakfast for kids, and afterward they take a photo of the children. Do you want your picture taken with the Easter Bunny?» she asked her daughter, and the girl nodded.
Leaving the house, the Lapins heard the siren reminding the residents of the Cold War, as it was 10 a.m. The Russians laughed. «We are coming, we are coming!»
* * * * *
Vlad drove to the local supermarket, kissed his wife and daughter, and dropped them off.
Arriving, Nina received a coupon from the smiling organizer, and went into the indoor café. Larisa quickly ate the breakfast. She liked pancakes, and her mother watched the girl with happiness in her heart. Afterwards, Nina thoroughly cleaned her daughter’s face, and touched the bows on her pigtails.
«My beauty.» She smiled. «Let’s take a picture with the Bunny.»
Obediently, Larisa got up, but when she saw this creature, and stood still.
It was not the rabbit the girl was prepared to see. It was a monster, a furry horrible monster. It was bigger than Mom, and probably even taller than Dad. The giant motionless eyes stared at her. His long fangs, glistening from above, appeared capable of biting her through with one bite, and the huge stomach seemed to already contain some eaten up children.
«All the better to eat you with, Little Red Riding Hood,» Larisa recalled and she grabbed her mother’s clothes.
Unaware of what was going on in the mind of her daughter, Nina wanted to move Larisa to the actor in the Easter Bunny costume. The girl only hid her face and clung to her mother.
«Look, what a cute Bunny!» Vainly Nina tried to tear her daughter away. Larisa started sobbing, and her panicked mood spread to the other children. When the organizer tried to take another boy to the head of the line, the child screamed, and all the kids began to cry and cling to their parents.
Embarrassed, Nina saw the irritated glance from the organizer and the parents, and she thought with vexation, «I bet, they’re all thinking, „Stupid Russians only bring troubles!“ Oh God, what if they ask me to pay for the breakfast? I didn’t bring any money. Oh, what shame. How stupid.»
«Come on, Larisa.» She tried to persuade her daughter again. «Say thanks to the Bunny.»
The girl did not reply, and the woman felt despair, but suddenly she saw a police officer and a new idea came to Nina. She waved him over.
The policeman went close, and Nina was happy to see it was Jeff Menard.
«Officer Jeff!» Nina exclaimed, and he involuntarily smiled, as it sounded like «Uncle Jeff.» «Officer Jeff, we have a problem, could you help us?»
She explained, and Jeff squatted next to Larisa. «Are you afraid of the Bunny?»
The girl nodded.
«I’ll protect you, do you want me to?» Jeff asked in a very serious voice. The girl glanced at him and back to the Bunny with doubt. This monster looked very, very big.
«What if the policeman has no time to save me before the Rabbit swallows me?» thought the girl.
She saw a golden retriever next to an old man with a walking stick. Larisa recognized them, her thoughts changed, and she ran to the dog and petted it.
«Mom.» she addressed Nina. «Do you remember, this doggie had horns on Halloween and antlers on Christmas?»
Bill Thompson heard that and smiled, and the other children also started to pet the animal. Jeff told Thompson about the problem and asked for his assistance. Then Bill suggested to Larisa, «Goldy can be next to you for your protection.»
Hesitating, Larisa took the arm of the policeman, the retriever went beside her, and all together they neared the actor. Nina carefully seated her daughter on the lap of the Bunny. Everybody stepped back, Larisa still sat, and the cameraman took the photo quickly.
The organizer sighed with relief as the event took its normal course. Children were coming one by one to the Bunny, and everything was fine now.
«Thank you so much,» Nina said to Bill Thompson. «I saw an advertisement about cleaning back yards after the dogs, and I was shocked with the prices. If you want, I can clean your yard for free.»
«No.» Bill shook his head. «I’ll be glad to pay you. You can use the money to buy something for your daughter.»
«Wow.» Nina clapped her hands. «It’s a deal.»
A smiling Jeff Menard came close, and Nina said to him, «Thank you so much for your help. You know, Vera talks a lot about you.» The woman did not notice the eyes of the policeman flash with joy and confusion.
«Mom!» Nina heard, looked back and was surprised, as Larisa held a huge toy rabbit almost the same size as the girl. «Look what I won.»
«Really?» Amazed, Nina glanced at the organizer. Smiling, she nodded confirmation, and Nina hugged her daughter. «Do you see how it’s good to be a good girl?»
Larisa laughed and allowed another picture to be taken with the prize and the Easter Bunny without any persuasion.
* * * * *
The house of Bill Thompson was in the same block as the police station, and when Jeff passed by, he noticed a woman cleaning the yard. He recognized Nina Lapina and went close, as he was glad to find a reason to talk about Vera.
The woman heard his footsteps, and looked back.
«I’m a volunteer,» she said hurriedly, and Jeff realized that Lapina had no work permission, and that she was afraid there would be trouble.
«I just wanted to say hi.» He smiled, and Nina calmed down.
«Oh…» she murmured. «Hi.»
Confused, they both fell silent for a while not knowing what to say to each other. Jeff dared not ask about Vera, and a naive Nina did not understand the reason for his coming.
Sighing, Jeff nodded and walked back to the road. Nina continued her work.
Suddenly she sensed something under her right foot, but she had no time to react. The awful sharp pain struck her through her entire body to the top of her head, and squealing, Nina collapsed.
Jeff had taken just a few steps when he heard a scream that turned into a moaning cry. He whirled around and ran back to the woman who was weeping, sitting on the grass and squeezing her shoe.
«Oh…» She swung her foot as if it was a baby. «Oh God, how it hurts.»
«What’s the matter?» Jeff asked, squatting next to her. In the same moment he saw a small board stuck to her shoe, and he realized that the woman had stepped on a nail.
Jeff took her leg and pulled the board off. Nina gasped, her face lost color, and he thought she was going to faint. But she made an effort and stayed in control.
«Thank you,» she breathed out.
Jeff looked at the nail and shook his head in view of the size.
«You have to go to a hospital,» he told her. «I’ll drive you.»
«No.» Nina tried to get up, and Jeff helped her. «No hospital.»
«Don’t worry.» Jeff understood her concern. «They will give you aid even if you can’t pay immediately.»
«No hospital,» resolutely objected Nina. «I’m a Russian woman. I’ll be fine.»
She tried to walk, but she could not, and she cried again.
«What happened?» Seeing them, Bill Thompson called from the porch.
«I’ll be okay.» Helped by Jeff, Nina limped towards the house.
«The lady stepped on a nail in your yard,» the policeman told him, and an anxious Bill thought: `Damn! What if she sues me for that?»
«Thank God it was not Goldy!» Nina heavily sat down on the armchair in the anteroom and petted the snuggling retriever. «I’m almost done, could I finish tomorrow?»
Bill understood she was worried about the payment, and, confused, he felt pity for her.
«You are done,» he said, smiling. «My yards never were so clean.»
While they talked, Jeff took Nina’s shoe off and checked the wound. It was not bleeding, and Jeff became even more concerned, as it meant all the dirt and infection had stayed in her body. The injury required medical treatment.
«You have to go to a hospital,» he told her again.
«I’ll drive her,» murmured Bill Thompson.
«I have to call my husband.» the woman said hesitantly.
Bill moved a phone close to her, and Nina dialed the number.
«Marina?» she said in the receiver. «Is Vlad there? Can I talk to him? Thanks.» She waited for a while. «Vlad, don’t laugh, but I stepped on a nail… No, I’m okay! Vlad, I… Mr. Thompson’s house, but…»
Confusedly glancing at Bill, she put down the receiver. «He’s coming. Oh, who’s going pick Larisa after the school?» Nina dialed the number again. «Busy…»
Nina gazed at Jeff. «Did you say you can drive me to a hospital? Does it mean you have some time to spare?»
«Want me to pick up your daughter?» asked Jeff. «I’ll be glad.»
«No, I don’t want to scare her.» Nina sighed. «But maybe you can tell Vera about this? She’s done it a few times.»
«That’s even better.» Jeff barely restrained himself from saying it aloud and just nodded. Nina explained how to find Vera. They heard a car stop near the house.
«It’s Vlad.» Nina smiled as the loud impatient tap confirmed her phrase.
Jeff opened the door. Vlad stormed into the room and rushed to his wife. Falling on his knees, he checked her foot out and started nervously, «Stupid little girl. I told you to stay home.»
«But I made money,» she justified herself.
«Hell with all money in the world!» he shouted at her, and Nina cried. He hugged and rocked his wife, then he took her into his arms with one motion. Jeff and Bill were surprised at how strong this skinny guy was, because, despite her short height, the plump Nina was very heavy.
«Your payment,» Bill said timidly, involuntarily becoming scared under the mad glare of Vlad’s blue eyes, glowing like the flame of a cutting torch. Carrying his wife with one arm, Vlad shoved the check into his pocket and left without saying a word.
* * * * *
Jeff Menard found the room and knocked as he went in. He saw a professor with a model explaining how to draw four-legged objects. All the students looked at the police officer, but he saw only Vera gazing at him.
«I’m sorry,» Jeff addressed to the professor. «Can I talk with Vera Grach?»
He saw her eyes go round with surprise as she quickly walked to him. They went into the corridor, and Jeff explained to her the reason for his visit.
«Are you sure she will be okay?» Vera asked with concern. He nodded and she returned to the room, closing the door in front of him, not saying even goodbye.
The excitement from the meeting with her left the policeman.
«What did you expect?» he thought with vexation. «That she would fall onto your chest? Well, she did it in the police station, but she was drunk, upset, and angry with her husband. Now she has recovered her wits, and you are just nobody to her…»
He turned and slowly plodded away.
Suddenly he heard the door slam, and a soft voice called out to him. «Jeff!»
Not believing his ears, he spun to the sound, and next he did not believe his eyes. Smiling, Vera walked toward him quickly, almost running. She leered at him.
«Gosh!» she noticed. «What long legs you have… you big black wolf. All the better to run after you, my child!» She snorted at those thoughts and neared the recovered policeman.
«Sorry, I didn’t say thanks,» she uttered, sensually looking at his beaming face. A hot surge of happiness passed through the policeman. She lifted her arm and touched his mouth, adoring his plum lips. He held his breath, frightened of scaring off this fantastic feeling.
«See you,» she said in a whisper, and ran back. An enchanted Jeff did not even remember how he left the building.
Outside he looked around at the blooming nature, and laughed with euphoria. Closing his eyes, he lifted his face to the drops of the soft spring rain, and the tender streams ran down onto his neck, tickling his skin.
He heard singing and chirping birds and the usual noises of the campus. Everything harmonized with his spirited mood. Jeff was in love and he knew it, and did not feel sorry that this love was forbidden.
He heard a car fail near him, and Jeff turned to the sound. It was a light blue car. A slender blonde girl with fluffy curly hair got out, opened the hood, and stared at the engine.
Jeff walked to her. «Problems, ma’am?»
«Yes, officer.» She nodded. «My friend asked me to pick up his daughter after the school, and this stupid piece of junk ruined all my plans.»
Accustomed to Russian accents, Jeff guessed who she was, and asked just to be sure. «Do you mean Vlad and Larisa Lapina?»
«Yes.» Marina looked at him in surprise.
«Don’t worry, Vera Grach will pick her up,» said the police officer. «I’ve just talked with her. Nina Lapina asked me, so I did.»
Marina gazed at his jocund smiling face and suddenly understood that there was a stronger reason than just a wish to help.
«Impossible!» she thought, astonished. «I would believe that the Sun goes around the Earth before I’d believe that Nina has something going on with that man. Or it’s Vera? That shy gray mouse? No way! But Nina? Give me a break! Maybe he felt something for her, without her responding? Poor him, then. Nina’s crazy about her hubby. But what if I’m wrong?»
This episode caused Marina to think about her own love, and absurd, pointless hope revived in her heart.

Chapter 17: Cheating

It was the final exam. David, Vlad, Marina, and some other monitors were walking between tables, watching the students working.
Suddenly David noticed a girl was cheating, and he addressed her. "The exam is over for you.»
The girl blushed and tried to make excuses. But Vlad took her papers, and the student got up and quickly went to the exit. Before leaving, she hissed, not looking back, «Anyway better to cheat on an exam than on a spouse.»
Despite that she spoke very quietly, it reached David’s ears. No one else heard it, and the professor pretended he had not noticed. But Marina saw how his face clouded and understood everything, and depressing pity squeezed her heart.
Vlad Lapin involuntarily recalled a similar incident. It had happened in Moscow many years ago, but he still clearly remembered it. It was also a final exam and Vlad was the first to finish it. He had not married Nina yet, but they were engaged, so he lived with her in her room, and helped her to study.
Now she was sitting two desks away from him, and was working hard at the test. Worrying about how she was doing, Lapin decided to wait for Nina, and he pretended to still be working.
All students had already left. Nina and Vlad were the last.
«Haven’t you finished yet?» wondered the professor.
Sighing, Vlad got up and gave his papers to the professor. The educator went to Nina, and stood next to her desk. «Time’s up.»
Feeling nervous, the girl looked at her watch. Though Nina had a few minutes left, she dared not argue, and without a word held out her paper.
Taking it, the educator went to the others, and Nina had started packing her stuff when she heard the professor address his colleagues. «It’s against the rules, but one time is okay. I suggest we check Nina’s test right now. Some people claim I nag her, so I want to have witnesses that I’m objective.»
Standing still, Nina looked at Vlad. He smiled, trying to support her.
The pedagogues checked Nina’s test and whispered to each other.
«She passed it,» one of them said in a surprised voice. «She has enough points.»
Nina laughed gleefully and Vlad hugged her.
«It’s impossible.» The professor grabbed her paper and re-checked it.
«You cheated!» he shouted at Nina, and she flinched as though he had slapped her face.
Next Vlad flung himself at the educator.
«Apologize right now,» he uttered very quietly, however in such a frightening voice that everybody was still with terror. Nobody who knew Vlad could ever imagine this shy, restrained guy was able to show this kind of emotion.
Blushing with anger, his tender face showed resolute fearlessness. His blue eyes were glowing like the flame of a gas stove burner, and the professor, looking at him in amazement, realized that if he did not do it, Vlad would hit him.
«I’m sorry, Nina,» the scared pedagogue barely squeezed out. «You did everything great. Congratulations.»
Shaking, Vlad went to his desk, took his bag and left. Nina followed him with trepidation and trust in her heart, as other females have followed their protectors and defenders through the centuries.
* * * * *
Tired after the exam, Lana left the building and near the entrance she saw the girl that had been caught cheating. Smoking and sniffing, she was talking with some other girls, and feeling pity for her, Lana went close.
«Damn VanStein!» The girl nervously inhaled. «He’s so honest, eh? I’m sure if I allowed him to pinch my butt, he would have pretended he didn’t see my crib.»
«Don’t worry.» Lana tried to support her. «Next time…»
«What next time?» the girl suddenly yelled at Lana. «My parents are not so rich that I can take the same course again and again like someone does.»
«What do you mean?» Lana murmured. «I didn’t repeat any courses.»
«But you can!» The girl was still shouting. «Your damn money allows you to study whatever you want, and for as long as you like. They allow you to have fun with that handsome playboy despite his wife’s studying here. Of course you’re supporting that damn VanStein. Because you’re acting the same.»
Gasping, Lana ran to her car.
Inside she cried, and on her way home she recalled a dialogue she had with Marina a few weeks ago, when Lana was working in the laboratory.
The process was underway. She checked the time, and found that she had a few minutes to spare. She glanced at Marina walking between the tables and called her. The teaching assistant neared her with the usual emotionless look on her face. «Problems?»
«Yep.» Lana glanced around to be sure no one else could hear her. «I wanted to ask you… How does it feel to love a married man?»
Struck by such a frank question, Marina kept quiet, but, then a sarcastic smile curved her scarlet lips.
«It’s awful,» she answered calmly. «It’s a painful, shameful, and hopeless condition. It’s a damnation of Fate. Yes, I do love a married man. You’re welcome to make fun of me. But as I know, you’re in the same situation.»
Lana gaped at the assistant, as the girl did not expect that anyone noticed her relationship with Oleg.
«What are you talking about?» She tried to face it out, but the hypnotizing glare of Marina’s icy eyes paralyzed the will of the girl, and she hung her head. «And what should we do?»
«I don’t know.» Depression sounded in the tired voice of the teaching assistant. «If you have questions about the process, I’ll be happy to help.» And she quickly went to another student who called her.
* * * * *
«Yes, yes.» Driving home, Lana whispered, gulping tears. «What should we do? I do study psychology. Why don’t I use my knowledge in my own case, in my own life? Why? I have to break up with Oleg, but I love him. I do love him, don’t I?»
But suddenly she thought about Ruslan Grafinsky.
Because of his control, this finals week had been easier for her than any previous one, and Lana was sure she would have at least all B’s this time.
«I have to say thanks to him.» The girl became confused, thinking about his caring with gratitude.
Lana wanted to talk with Ruslan right away, and she drove to his apartment. He rented it in her block. So she parked her car in her parking lot and walked to the apartment building.
She looked around and drew in deep breaths.
Joy and a peaceful feeling reigned in her heart. Retaining drops of water after a short warm rain, the emerald new-sprung grass and leaves glittered brilliantly under the rays from the sun slowly moving down to the horizon. The hot day hours had already abated, and a fresh wind was bringing evening aromas.
She knocked at Ruslan’s door, but nobody answered, and Lana became upset again. She found her cell phone and called her father.
«Honey,» he said in gladdened tone. «How was your exam?»
«It’s fine, Daddy.» She sighed, and asked, hesitating. «Do you know where Ruslan is?»
After a pause, Mr. Limpson slowly replied, «We are at the plant. He’s next to me. Do you want to talk to him?»
«Yes please, Dad.»
She heard the voice of Ruslan and smiled. «Thank you for supervising me.»
«You’re welcome,» he answered coldly and hung up, and Lana looked at the dead phone with vexation.
She heard a honk, turned toward the sound, and saw Oleg stopping his car near her.
«What are you doing here, my love?» he asked tenderly, but Lana sensed an irritation in his voice, and she glanced at Ruslan’s door.
«Are you jealous?» She winked. Oleg smiled.
«You betcha.» He sighed. «But I love you. How could I not be jealous, if you are my sunshine and the breath of my life?»
Lana enjoyed his words, but he continued, and anxiety was aroused in her soul.
«I’m just worried about you. Because Ruslan abandoned his child in Russia. I’m afraid to trust such a person.»
Lana stood still, then walked to her house. Oleg slowly moved his car after her.
«Lana?» he asked with concern. «Sweetheart? Are you all right?»
She went to his car and kissed Oleg. «Sorry, honey, I’m just tired. I’m going home, okay?»
«See you.» He answered with such an upset voice that Lana felt pity, kissed him again, and smoothed his beautiful red hair that seemed like a flame colored with a saffron sunset’s light.
She went home and sat by the window looking outside. She admired the magic hues of the twilight. Lana wanted to talk with Ruslan, and the awful thing that Oleg had said about him only increased this wish.
Mechanically eating the dinner served by her housekeeper, Lana was waiting, keeping her eyes on the street.
* * * * *
At the end of the exam day, when everybody left, and David VanStein was the last one there, Marina timidly went close to him.
«I’m sorry,» she whispered, trying not to cry.
David looked at her haggard face, and he saw transparent streams run down her cheeks. It seemed as if her eyes were melting, and, feeling pity, David hugged her.
Marina stood still for a second, enjoying the moment, then gently pushed him away. «Enough, professor.» Her voice gave a squeak. «Somebody can see us… Again.»
«Marina,» David said with effort. «My chief told me to fire you if I don’t want to lose my job.»
The teaching assistant drooped with his words. «Okay,» she pressed out.
«I refused,» David continued, and she stared at him with surprise.
«Don’t worry. "He managed a smile. «We are old friends, we compromised. I’ll help you find a position in some other University. But if you can find another job outside the University it would be great. Just for a couple of months, eh? While I’m looking for the position. I’m sure I can do it very quickly.»
«Thank you, David,» she answered softly, her tears dried.
«Well, that’s all,» she thought. «Good bye, my love, good bye! Finally, this is the best solution to the situation.»
It was the voice of her mind, but her heart was screaming and crying, suffering with the anguish of unrequited love.
* * * * *
It was getting dark when Lana finally saw Ruslan Grafinsky riding his bike, and she called him out. He stopped and went close.
«It was not nice to hang up,» she started.
«Sorry, I thought it was all that you wanted to say,» he replied calmly.
«I wanted to ask you,» carefully choosing words, Lana said to him. «Is it true that you left a child in Russia?»
Ruslan intently looked at her. «A child?» He rubbed his forehead. «Yes, true, five or six of them.»
Lana gaped at him.
«No, I didn’t just leave them,» continued Ruslan very seriously. «I killed them, and hid their bodies in the forest. Ah, sorry, I forgot. First of all, I boiled them alive, then ate them up. I hid their fleshless carcasses only.»
«Are you insane or what?» shouted Lana.
«I don’t know.» He made a foolish face. «It’s you who are a professional psychiatrist, not me.»
«Why are you talking to me like I am a stupid little girl?» asked a perplexed Lana.
«Because you are,» he answered without pause, and Lana simply choked on his phrase.
«I’ve never met such an ill-mannered fellow,» she finally squeezed out.
«Sorry.» He grinned. «I’m just a boorish Russian bear. I only studied, and worked, and had no time for lessons of how to please some rich bored dolls.»
«I’ll tell my father and he’ll fire you, stupid!» screamed Lana, growing crazy under his self-assured smirk.
«I’m scared to death.» He pressed his palms to his chest. «I lived thirty years without you and this job. Can I live another thirty without that?» He took the handlebars of his bike and finished confidently, «Yes, I think I can.»
«Thirty?» wondered Lana. «I thought you were younger than me.»
«Females usually like their partners older, eh?» He screwed up his eyes, and she blushed, understanding his hint.
«Are you jealous?» She giggled, being curious about how he would reply. She hoped he would say something like Oleg did.
But he looked at her with sincere bitterness in his eyes.
«I can’t be jealous,» he voiced gently. «I just pity you.»
«Why?» Lana murmured.
«Because,» he whispered quietly, coming close to the building. He lifted his arm and touched the mosquito screen. «You are a beautiful princess, locked up in a palace, and a huge dragon guards you…»
«Wait.» Lana rushed outside. When she reached the street, she saw how Ruslan slammed the door entering his apartment, and she knew it would be stupid to start to knock. Lana was one hundred percent sure Ruslan would have not opened.

Chapter 18: Summer Heat

Joe Jones had always thought that McDonald’s was only for kids. But when his friend with a son visited the town, they went to this place. While the boy was climbing and playing in the play area, Joe and his friend were talking, recalling the past and sharing later events.
Joe noticed a new girl cleaning the room. She did it very quickly, skillfully, and even artistically. Although she was not his dream girl, her work impressed the man, and Jones leered at her.
She was wearing a light blue long-sleeved blouse and jeans, and these clothes softly emphasized the curves of her slim body. She may have felt his searching look as she turned toward him.
The glare of her strange icy-gray eyes thrust him through like a spear, making Joe feel heat and cold had enveloped him at the same time. It was a luster similar to the shine of the brightest stars in the Galaxy — mysterious, awfully distant and this is why they are more desirable to be reached, because, you know, the stars only look cold, but they are extremely hot when you go close to them.
She left the room, and Joe barely came back to the talk with his friend.
But before leaving, Joe went to the cashier, and saw her again, passing a meal to the next customer. Joe read her nametag and called her. «Marina!»
She looked at him, and he smiled. «Hi! I’m Joe. Are you new here?»
«Here, yes,» she answered.
«Well.» Joe struck a pose. A brunette, he was not very tall, but nevertheless could boast an athletic body. With wild masculine charm, Joe Jones was good-looking, and he knew it. «And what are you gonna do after work?»
«I’m gonna rest,» she voiced indifferently.
«Right! „Poor Cinderella was working and working and had no fun.“» He gave her a wink. «How about if we go out… to rest? Together?»
Not replying, she just stared at him, and Joe felt irritation.
«What’s the matter? Nobody ever asked you out?»
«Americans, no,» she replied, and Joe realized that she was one of these Russians he had heard about, but had not met until today.
«Well, I’d like to be the first.» He bowed. «So, will you come?»
Looking him over, Marina said to herself, «Why not? He’s not my type, but why did I stick with VanStein?» She recalled the incident at the exam. «My stupid love caused me pain, troubles for David, shame and humiliation for both of us. If I get a boyfriend… officially at least, maybe the awful talk will stop.»
«Okay,» she forced herself to reply calmly. «Where will we go?»
«Next time, I’ll buy tickets to somewhere, but how about if we start from some pool bar?»
«Pool?» she asked, amazed.
«Yes,» he confirmed making a motion as if he was playing billiards. «Do you know how to play? I’ll be happy to teach you.»
«Ah.» She understood, and even smiled. «I thought you meant a bar with a swimming pool.»
Joe looked at her with surprise, and both laughed feeling the tenseness between them became lighter.
«I’ll pick you up,» he offered.
«No,» Marina shook her head, refusing. «I’ll go myself. Friday night is okay with me. Which bar and what time?»
«Are you coming for sure?» he asked with suspicion. She understood his concern, went close, and shook his hand. Joe was surprised to sense how strong she was. «I promise, don’t worry.»
«Six p.m., The Shark Pool, corner of Main and Elm streets,» he whispered, losing himself in the enchanting glitter of her uncanny eyes. «I’m Joe. Joe Jones.»
He hoped she would tell him her last name, and she did.
«Marina Aleksandrova,» she introduced herself, and now he could find her address in the phone book, in case if she was lying about coming.
Joe left the cafe with his friend, yet he still thought about Marina.
* * * * *
Joe Jones went to the bar at 5:40 p.m., took a beer and casually asked the bartender, «Martin, I overheard something about ’our’ Russians. Could you tell me a little bit more about them?»
«My pleasure.» The bartender grinned. «There’s a cute as a little angel guy with his tubby wife. They have a daughter. Not sure how old, but she’s a kid, about the same age as Hannah VanStein. Another couple: she’s an artist or something, a plain woman, nothing to say. Her hubby is a gigolo, and lately he escorts Lana Limpson. I heard also some Russian guy works for her father, but I don’t know for certain. And a college girl, the lover of David VanStein.»
«VanStein?» Joe repeated, amazed. «But he’s a family guy.»
The bartender only shook his head.
«Are you sure?» Joe was wondering which woman he had asked for the date.
«Yes indeed.» Martin nodded. «Don’t you remember my oldest daughter’s studying in the University? Mary always shares with me all the news of the campus.»
«Is she still a beauty?» Joe half-lied at the counter. «I haven’t seen her for a while.»
«It was finals week,» sighing, the bartender explained. «My poor girl was working hard.» Another customer called him, and Martin moved to him.
«How stupid,» Jones thought with vexation. «Who is she? The married artist or the professor’s lover? Ah, what the heck! I don’t wanna marry her anyway…» But suddenly he surprised himself, realizing it was what he did want. He was close to his thirties and a life alone was not as attractive as it seemed a few years ago.
«To have our own home,» he dreamed, recalling how skillfully Marina had cleaned the restaurant. «I’m sure, she’d do all the housework the same way. Kids… maybe a dog… an elkhound or husky… Damn, what if she’s married? The last thing that I need is a family scandal. Yes, I saw this man next to Limpson’s daughter. I’m not a coward, but on the other hand I’m not looking forward to fighting that Russian bear. If she’s VanStein’s lover… Heh-heh, it means she’s really good at making love if she was able to seduce such a stern, restrained man. Okay, buddy,» Jones summarized for himself. «I think it will be an even more interesting adventure than I had thought.»
* * * * *
Marina really did not want to go. She did not like Joe, but she had promised. So, at 6:03 p.m. she entered The Shark Pool.
Though Joe Jones kept his eyes on the door, at first he did not recognize Marina, walking in wearing a black silk blouse and bright red leather pants. They made her look so sexy that all the men in the bar turned towards her, and, full with pride, Jones got up and stepped forward, greeting his date.
«Wow!» he said as she came closer. «You’re gorgeous!»
«Thanks.» She sat at the counter, and he placed himself on the next stool.
«Martin,» he called the bartender. «Give the lady a drink on me.» He looked at Marina again. «What would you like? Martin, do you have vodka? I’m afraid not.»
«I have everything,» retorted the bartender, smiling and surveying Marina. He understood now why Joe had asked about the Russians, and he was intrigued no less than Joe.
«I don’t like vodka.» Marina sighed. «I’d like a cocktail with red wine.»
The bartender nodded.
«I see you like the color red,» Joe drawled touching her slender thigh. But the chilly flash of her cabalistic eyes made his skin creep, as if she had pressed a real piece of ice to his body, and he decided in future to keep his hands to himself.
«I’m a chemist.» Marina explained her choice. «I know that red wine is good for health and vodka isn’t.»
«And I read,» said Joe, winking, «love making is good for health, and abstinence isn’t.»
She did not get ashamed, but she glared at him with such visible disgust that he felt offended. Marina took up the glass with her beverage, and, observing how she tasted it with a straw, Joe forgave her for that scornful look, because of the sexy dreams played in his mind.
Taking her drink, she slowly moved to a pool table. She put her glass on the edge, then chose a cue stick, checked it, and chalked it. Curving her body like a cat, she bent over the table and racked the balls. And watching her actions, Joe adored her every movement, feeling excited as never before in his life.
Keeping silent, they started playing, then he asked, «What does Russia look like?»
«What does the U.S.A. look like?» she replied derisively. «It’s a huge country.»
Jones giggled understanding. «Okay,» he said peacefully. «I’ve got your point.»
He made a strike and looked at her. «Where are you from?»
«Saint Petersburg.» She sighed, as she hit a ball with her cue.
«Really?» he wondered, and Marina gazed at him, surprised by that reaction.
«My mom’s from St. Petersburg…» He paused, then continued. «Florida! Get it?»
«Do you know that the Florida’s St. Petersburg had been founded by a Russian military officer?» she asked proudly. «This is why he named this place as his home city.»
«Wow! No, I didn’t know. Thanks. So, how does Saint-Petersburg look?»
«Some people say it looks like Paris.» Marina put her cue on the table, and took up her glass. «Have you ever visited Paris?»
«No.»
«Me either,» Marina leaned on her cue, and Joe carefully hugged her shoulders. She did not protest, continuing to talk. «It’s a very beautiful city. Canals and basilicas, palaces and museums, parks and squares…»
She looked into her glass. It was empty, and Joe went to the counter.
«Martin!» he called, and when the bartender neared Joe, he asked quietly, «Repeat it, please. But make it a little bit… stronger, okay?»
The barman grinned. «Wanna make her tipsy?» He glanced at Marina.
Watching TV, the girl did not look at them, and he gave Joe a wink. «Do you think it’s possible? I bet she’s able to throw down even pure alcohol without batting an eyelid.»
«We’ll see, buddy.» Joe chuckled, taking the beverage. He went close to Marina and got a whiff of her fluffy white hair smelling like fresh grain.
As if it was a giant hand squeezed Joe, and he lost all sense of reality.
He saw himself in the middle of a sunlit wheat field. No one was around, except for a totally naked blonde girl in front of him, and, trembling with fervor, he stared at her lithesome back. Curving her slender body, she stretched, and he could endure it no longer. Crazy with desire, he rushed forward, but she turned toward him, and the nip of her odd freezing eyes instantly threw him back to Earth.
Blinking as if just waking up, Joe confusedly looked around the bar.
Marina calmly took the glass and tasted the beverage. Her eyebrows moved up for a bit, and she glanced at Joe, but he gave away nothing, so she continued drinking.
«Tell me more about Saint Petersburg,» he asked her, remembering she liked to talk about it. He guessed correctly. A smile lit up her sullen face, and her eyes became brighter.
«It’s an amazing city.» She took her cue and hit a ball, and she laughed. «Imagine a small dark court surrounded by old gloomy buildings; you feel yourself like on the bottom of a well. You go through a gate, and wow! A beautiful spacious street opens so wide that your breathing stops for a second. Placed in a line, these aged houses seem like courtiers greeting a king. You go along the street, and there is an enormous square and a huge basilica strikes you with its size and magnificence! You keep walking, and a strong cold wind beats your face, and pushes into your chest, but you keep going, struggling through it. You fight the Power of Nature, and you’re enjoying this! You reach the river, squeezed by granite quays. Numerous museums and palaces alternated with plants and manufacturers go along the banks making you confused with their variety!»
Marina noticed that she had finished her drink. She strode to the counter, and called out, «Barman!»
Her emotional voice sounded like a ringing bell, and Joe grinned, noticing other males in the bar stare at his date with eagerness. However, everybody here knew him, and nobody dared challenge his right to this wonderful female.
«You see what a woman I have by my side?» he thought with pride. «You want her, don’t you? But she’s with me.»
Martin gave her another glass, and glanced at Joe as if saying: «Didn’t I tell you? She can drink like a fish!»
She paid for her beverage this time, and watching her thin sensual fingers move, Joe dreamed of how she would caress him making love.
Marina went back to the pool table, hit a ball with a very skillful strike, and Joe saw her refined nostrils dilating with the thrill. Putting her cue down, Marina gazed at Joe, and her grayish blue captivating eyes glistening with excitement seemed to him like magic swirling eddies into a fairy forest.
His look slid down along her neck onto her chest. Her black silk blouse was buttoned very low, and, seeing the tender shivering skin of her delicate breasts, Joe felt like he was going insane. He had difficulty understanding that was she continuing the story about her native city.
«You go ahead to the river, named Neva.» Marina took a sip, and let out a quiet sigh. «The gray, barely blue sky seems so low you think you can touch it! It’s a seaside city, and there is a strong wind almost all the time. And so rarely the sun isn’t hidden behind clouds! This is why any bright day appears just like a holiday.»
Her voice broke, and Marina lowered her head thinking with surprise, «Why did I drink so much? Did I celebrate my dismissal or what?» She looked at Joe. He was staring at her, and she felt vexed seeing his blue eyes scanning her with clear male interest.
But, overloaded with nostalgia, the girl felt a burning wish to share her memories, no matter who was listening to her.
«You go along a quay,» she continued speaking as if in transcendental meditation. «And suddenly — bang! The air blows you with a loud sound of gunshot. It means it’s noon. It is a tradition. Every day at 12 p.m., a cannon fires, and you can even hear this noise far away from downtown.»
Marina hit a ball, then finished her drink, observing how Joe played his turn.
«When we were teenagers…» Marina moaned with memories, and, looking at her, Joe sensed a new feeling arise deep in his soul. Her cheeks were blushed, the curly locks of her messed white-gold hair framed her crimson face like the petals of a flower, and unlimited fondness for this amazing girl overflowed from his heart.
«When we were teenagers, we very much loved to walk on the street all night long. My God, Joe! You can’t even imagine how beautiful Saint-Petersburg is at night. In the summer time there are ’white nights.» It’s a north city, and in the middle of the night it is light on the streets…» She fell silent feeling herself close to tears.
«How did you come here?» Joe Jones asked, seeing she would not continue.
«I won a Green Card.» She took her cue and made a shot. «Vlad Lapin helped me to find this position. In Russia it’s very difficult to find a good job. Usually if you’re a woman you have to sleep with your boss not to be fired.»
«Here you don’t have to,» he said very quietly, but Marina understood his hint, and her arms went down weak. Joe hugged her again.
«Sorry, I don’t feel good.» Marina suddenly cried. «Please, don’t be offended. Can I just go home?»
«May I walk you?» he murmured. A storm of feelings raged in his soul. There was pity and anger, desire and pain for her, sweet tender dreams and wild erotic fantasies. All those thoughts and sensations made him confused.
She nodded. Joe went to the counter, paid, and they left the bar.
* * * * *
Outside they calmed down for a little.
Many people were walking around; most of them were students. Soon the city would become emptier, during the summer semester, but now the place brimmed with vitality.
The lovely cloudless night was mythically exquisite. The deep dark sky showed no moon, and the joined streams of starlight and streetlight flooded the streets. Playing with the leaves of the vigorous trees, the tender humid wind brought mingled aromas of new-sprung grass, flowers, and fresh soil. It seemed as if the ground was exhaling a powerful charming summons to live, and give birth to other living beings.
In this small puritan town, even teenagers dared not to kiss and hug each other in public, so Joe and Marina just silently walked along the street side by side. Enjoying the energy all around, they felt their young healthy bodies stir, responding to that magic call. The enigmatical shade, the storming dancing shadows turned Marina, in Joe’s mind, into some fantasy creature. Her blond hair appeared luminous in the darkness just as though a nimbus, and her black blouse, invisible in the dusk, hid her body. It seemed as if only her shining head was flying through the air.
«She’s the goodness of the night!» thought Joe, impressed.
* * * * *
When they finally reached her apartment building it was almost 10 p.m.
Tired, Marina took out her keys, opened the door, and turned to Joe to say goodbye. But unexpectedly for her, the man pushed her inside and started greedily caressing and kissing her.
Feeling his hands roam over her body, Marina made a feeble attempt to fight. He was very strong and persistent. She was weak with drink, and the alcohol awoke her deep instincts. She was just a desired female giving in to an active male, who wanted her so.
She felt him lead her into the room. He brought her down on the couch, and maybe Marina would not have resisted anymore, but he kissed her lips and his taste and smell sobered her up at once. All the irritation that had been building up during the evening came to a head.
Marina knew some methods of self-defense, and she hurled Joe off. He landed against the coffee table, and fell over it. Marina leapt to the man, kicked him a few times, and grabbed him, forcing him to get up. She tossed Joe to the door, and wanted to push him outside, but suddenly she set him free, and slowly she went back and silently sat on the couch.
Joe gawked at her. He sniffed, touched his nose, and saw blood on his fingers. Then he looked at Marina again. «Why did you stop fighting?»
«I thought,» replied Marina, sighing. «If you need a woman so much maybe I should allow to you to have me rather than let you go and rape someone.»
«I don’t need a woman,» he retorted with bitterness. He neared her, and knelt, staring at her motionless face. «I need you. Only you. Damn! I need you badly. I’m sorry that I lost control. I swear. I’ve never forced a girl to sleep with me. You made me crazy. Please, give me a chance!»
«Joe.» Marina did not know how to explain. «I feel nothing for you.»
«Just once…» He kissed her hands. «Let’s just try, eh?»
She did not reply, examining him and her feelings.
«Oh, sorry.» Joe rubbed off blood on her skin.
She pressed her palms to his cheeks forcing him to lift his head. She saw his bleeding nose and a scratch on his lips, and she was horrified at herself. «My God! Did I hurt you so?»
«It’s okay,» Joe replied with an unnatural smile. «I deserved it.»
«Oh, I’m very sorry.» She helped Jones to the couch. He lay next to her, timidly gazing at her face, and tender pity filled the woman.
«Okay, lets try,» she whispered with closed eyes. Marina felt him begin to carefully touch her, and she smiled as she responded to his caressing.

Chapter 19: Affairs

Jeff Menard thought for a long time about how to invite Vera Grach out with him, but it would have to look as if it was not a date. In this small town rumors spread in the twinkling of an eye, and hearing that people were talking about the VanSteins and Marina Aleksandrova, Jeff did not want the same talk about Vera.
Finally, he found the means of doing it.
It was Saturday, and after his shift he went to the city park, as it was a nice, sunny day. In such weather, when Vera had no school, she was always drawing her pictures near the playground.
The policeman was right; she was there. He entered the park, and noticed her immediately. Seeing only Vera, Jeff walked towards her, admiring her slender refined body. Her braid, shaking on her back, seemed to Jeff as if waving him over.
Despite the morning hours many people were here already, and he tried to walk, not run, yet his soul was flying to her. He approached and called, «Vera!»
His voice croaked with emotion. The woman stood still. He coughed and called her again, and she turned toward him. Her pale cheeks became color of winter sunrise, as she saw him next to her, and a timid smile curved her thin purple lips.
«It’s you,» she whispered, gazing at him. «I thought I just dreamed your voice.»
Jeff could not reply. «Just hug her, just one hug…» was beating in his head. «Oh God, why should I pretend to be calm when I’m ready to die for just one hug…»
The memories of feeling her body pressing onto him there in the police station drove him crazy, and Jeff damned all conventions of society forbidding them to listen to the calls of their hearts.
Vera glanced around at all the people in the playground, then, lowering her head, she started drawing again. Taking himself under control, Jeff sighed and looked at her work.
It showed the playground, however, not exactly as in reality. He saw in the picture a black police officer sitting on the bench at the edge of the playground, but when Jeff looked at the real bench, it was empty.
«Did he go away?» Jeff asked, pointing to the image of the policeman. A sly grin appeared on Vera’s lips.
«No, he’s always with me,» she replied, significantly glancing at him.
Suddenly he understood, and, struck with her phrase, he stood still and could not even breathe, with agonizing pain in his heart, as if a bandit thrust a knife straight into his chest.
«I’ll kill Oleg,» he thought, feeling hot with love and desperation. «Sure, you’ll do it, Othello, go ahead! Who am I kidding? But maybe I should talk to him… Oh, I can imagine a dialogue with that cracker! „Massa, I love your wifey! Could you be so kind as to give freedom to her, so I can marry her?“ Damn, it would have sounded so stupid…»
Vera did not look at Jeff. Just yesterday she decided to talk with Oleg, yet when he entered the apartment and she saw him concerned and upset about something, she held her tongue. «After dinner,» she told herself, calmly giving her husband his meal.
When he’d finished, the woman was ready to tell him about her decision, but Oleg hugged her, and uttered passionately, «I’m so happy to have you. I can’t even imagine what I’d do without your support.» He kissed her, and left the apartment again, and she told him nothing. She heard him driving away, and for a long time, tormented with her guilty feelings, Vera cried and damned herself.
* * * * *
«What do you think about Marina?» The question from Jeff returned Vera to the present, and she looked at him with surprise, «What do you mean?»
«I mean…» He faltered. «Her affair with Professor VanStein.»
«First of all.» Grach averted her eyes. «I’m sure it’s just empty talk. Second, I know she truly loves him. We all told her many times to hide her feelings better, but it’s so difficult… Am I right?» She looked into his face.
«About what?» Jeff mumbled, taken off guard.
«About hiding love,» staring at him, she said under her breath. «How could we condemn her? Can we?»
«I asked about this, just because I don’t want any misunderstanding,» he explained, and continued waveringly. «And I was thinking… Would you visit a church… with me… together?»
Her smile showed that she did understand, and joyful shame filled the policeman.
«When?» Vera asked calmly.
«Sunday morning… It’s the next city… If it’s fine with you I’ll pick you up around 8:30.» Jeff gazed at her, anxiously awaiting her reaction.
Vera nodded. «Okay.»
«It’s a date!» he exclaimed delightedly.
«A date?» Vera said, still smiling, and he felt a hot flush of his blood creeping up his face.
«It’s just a figure of speech.»
«I’ll go.» She looked at him. «Have you just finished your shift?»
«Yes,» he said, surprised. «How do you know?»
«You look tired,» she voiced tenderly. «Go, Jeff, I’ll see you tomorrow.»
«Yes, ma’am!» He saluted, and they both guffawed.
They heard a siren, as it was 10 a.m., and they laughed again and waved to each other. Then Jeff slowly went away, looking back many times, and he saw that she followed him with her eyes until he disappeared from her view.
«He’s handsome,» Vera thought continuing her work. «The athletic black man in the black uniform… Mmmmmm. These clothes suit him; like he’s made with ebonite. Oleg is built great, however some Afro people have such beautiful bodies that it’s simply amazing! Like this girl, for example.» A black teen-aged girl took the attention of the artist, and she quickly made a sketch of her. The work captured Vera, but thoughts of Jeff still ran through her head.
* * * * *
A siren woke her up and Marina was frightened. Pressing her hand to her chest, she sat up in bed trying to normalize her palpitation.
She wildly looked at the man sleeping beside her. A slight gladdened smile was on the lips of Joe Jones, but Marina’s hair moved up when she recalled all the events of last night.
Trembling all over, Marina reached the bathroom and took a shower as hot as she was able to stand. Her teeth were chattering, she was shuddering. She rubbed and rubbed her skin trying to wash away the feeling of his caressing.
She turned the shower off, then tottered to the sink, and washed her face with icy-cold water. She stared at her reflection. Dark brown spots surrounded her eyes, and the scarlet lips, tired with kissing, looked, on her deadly white face, like blood on the snow.
«Oh, how awful!» she thought, feeling sick. «Why? He’s so nice… He was gentle…»
«And you wanted it!» sounded in her mind. Marina flinched, as if someone had said it aloud.
«No, I didn’t…» protested Marina sniffing to hold back sobs. «Oh, I just didn’t want to be alone anymore…»
«You wanted it, you got it!» There was no stopping the voice of her conscience, and, shaken, Marina sat on a stool. Hugging herself, she cringed with horror and shame. She did not want to go outside, but she had to.
She put on her bathrobe, slowly went into the room, and gazed at Joe. He was smoking, and he looked at her with an exhilarated smile, «That was the best night in my entire life.»
Her legs did not hold her, and Marina sat on her office chair.
«Give me one,» she murmured. He got up, not hiding his nudity, walked to her, and when she took a cigarette he lit it and kissed her hair.
Marina stiffened, thinking he would like to continue their night’s ’opus’, but he just squeezed her shoulders for a second and went to the bathroom.
«Can I use your shaver?» he asked from there.
«Be my guest,» Marina mumbled, going to the kitchen. «I’ll cook breakfast.»
* * * * *
«Fried potatoes?» Joe wondered, as he sat at the table. «Mmmmmm, steak. Is it your usual breakfast?»
«I’m a vegetarian.» Marina tried not to look at him. «But I always have some meat in case a guest comes here.»
«Guest?» He gave her a wink. «A lot of guests are coming here?»
She spun to him, and stared at his face. «No,» she voiced with challenge. «Not so many. But my friend Nina Lapina likes meat. I always cook it when she comes here. If you mean males, don’t think if I slept with you after the fist date, I’m doing this with everybody!»
«Just with professors, eh?» He narrowed his eyes, and Marina blushed and turned to the window.
«You’re an idiot!» Joe damned himself. «How could you say such things!»
He dropped his fork and quickly went to her.
«I’m sorry,» he murmured, as he carefully hugged her. «I’m jealous. Could you try to break up with him? He has a family. It’s no good, honey.»
«We are not lovers,» Marina retorted tiredly. «You might not believe me. Nobody does.»
Happiness brimmed over his heart.
«I do believe you,» he pronounced sincerely. «I will believe any of your words. I’ll do anything for you.»
Marina glanced at him, then back at the window. She was thinking.
«I have to go soon,» she said. «The weather is great. Can you go with me?»
«To the edge of the world!» he exclaimed.
«Not so far.» She showed a ghostly smile. «To the city park. I promised my friend to help her with her daughter… Would you come with me?»
«Sure!» He went back to the table, and hastily continued eating. «I love kids.»
* * * * *
When Marina and Joe entered the park, they saw Vera drawing, and Nina Lapina talking with Megan VanStein, both sitting on a bench next to the playground.
The women had a very interesting talk, and again Megan was surprised how different a mentality the Russian woman had. They were discussing men’s affairs.
For a long time Megan had had a suspicion about her husband and Marina. She did not want to believe all the talk that had reached her, but she could not resist the wish to find out the truth.
Knowing the Russian women were good friends, Megan decided to talk with Nina, hoping that this naive and emotional person would blurt it out.
«Bah! I don’t understand why you Americans make a big deal if a man has more than one woman,» Nina giggled. «In Russia such a man has much more respect than a faithful hubby. The most famous example is Yeltsin. Do you know why the first president of Russia, Boris Yeltsin, won the election so easily? Of course, there were a lot of other reasons, but the real reason, he showed himself as a romantic hero. Listen up. Once upon a time he went to his lover. He took a bottle of vodka for himself and a bottle of Champagne for her. The husband of his lover was a big cheese also, and when he found out about it he sent his men to beat up Yeltsin. They caught him in the forest on the bank of a river, but Yeltsin took the bottles out, and used them as weapons. He fended off those five professionals. The last one almost got Yeltsin, and they both fell into the river. His bodyguards helped Yeltsin out, but this story got into the newspapers, and for a long time the Russian media had a good subject for stories, reports, and jokes.»
«I don’t get it,» Megan replied, shocked. «It seems as if you like it when a man has an affair! But imagine how you would feel finding out that your husband was cheating on you?»
Nina became quiet.
«Honestly, I’ve never thought about that,» she confessed. «My husband… He’s so shy… If you read our family name in French, it means «Bunny’ and I think this word fits him perfectly. He loves me, and it’s enough for me. I know some women who have discovered their husband’s affairs. But only an ill bird fouls its own nest. A smart woman rather prefers to pretend to be blind than become a laughing stock. «My husband is a bastard, so I want my husband back!» Sounds stupid.» She shrugged her shoulders. «My point is if you don’t love your husband, and can’t forgive him, then divorce him rather than torment each other. If you love him and can’t live without him, then accept him as he is, let him have fun. But I don’t want to thrust my opinion onto anyone.»
«Not me,» thought Megan. «I’ll fight for my husband. I don’t want to be third.»
She looked at the girls. Hannah and Larisa were playing next to Dylon in the sandbox. In the same moment she noticed Marina with a man, and Megan gazed at them as they neared.
«Hi!» Marina greeted them, and said quickly to Nina, speaking Russian, «Cover me. I said that you need my help here.» She continued in English, introducing her escort. «It’s Joe Jones.»
«We know each other.» Megan smiled, and Joe nodded.
The Russians were obviously surprised, and she explained, «I used to baby-sit this guy when he was a lad. He was a very good boy.»
«Now he’s not.» Nina addressed him. «Why do you catch Marina? You see,» she voiced plaintively showing her foot with a bandage. «I stepped on a nail, and can’t run, but kids need some physical activity, so Marina promised to play with my daughter. Larisa!» she called out. «Auntie Marina is here.»
Both girls ran to them and hugged Marina. She laughed, being glad to have a good reason to leave, and they raced around the playground.
Joe kept his eyes on Marina, dreaming of how she would play with their own children.
«How long have you been dating?» Megan asked with a calm voice, but everyone understood her concern, and Joe felt pity for her.
«Long enough,» he replied, and smiled. Marina neared them again and was able to hear his words. «We’re gonna get married.»
Marina did hear this, and her cheeks blushed, but she said nothing, just lowered her eyes, and everybody took this as her consent. Hearing that, Vera dropped her brush, and, glancing at Nina, she met her amazed look.
«Something’s wrong,» Nina said to herself. «Why did Marina never tell me about this guy?»
But Megan did not notice this, and sighed with relief. «Thank God!» she thought. «Even if David felt something for her, now it’s over.»
«Congratulations,» the women said at once.
Gleefully laughing, Joe settled down to the children’s game, and, observing him, Marina was thinking, «He would be not a bad father. My God! But we are so different! No, I don’t know… Why do I have such enmity to him? He looked at me, better me to smile back. Gosh, if he tries to hug me one more time, I can kill him! What’s going on with me? His just a nice, primitive man. Hell, how primitive! What glares he’s giving me! Stupid! No, no, what a poor guy… I never felt such antipathy to anyone! Oh, God! Why?» She asked and asked herself, but could not find an answer.
Vera watched Marina and Joe. She was not as a close a friend of Marina as Nina was, so she was not as astonished as Nina. Vera was thinking about tomorrow’s date with Jeff. She did understand it would be a date. Their first date!
«Okay,» she said to himself, observing Marina playing with the kids and Joe. He laughed loudly and sincerely, and Vera envied his joyful mood. «If even Marina’s dating, nothing’s wrong if I go with Jeff. It’s just a church.» She smiled. «Interesting, what if he starts to harass me in the car? Heh-heh… I’ve never made love in a car! He has such wonderful lips! I bet he’s a great kisser!» She blushed as her thoughts became intimate. And Vera was ashamed, not because she, a married woman, had such dreams, but because she did not feel sorry about having them.
* * * * *
Only late in the evening did Marina Aleksandrova and Joe Jones finally return to her apartment.
It was the longest and the most painful day in the life of Marina. They walked around the whole town, and hearing the elated Joe inform every person he knew about their future marriage, the girl suffered with guilty feelings.
«Don’t you want to go home?» she asked him with a vexation, seeing him sit on her couch.
«Here is my home now,» he said happily.
«No, it’s not.» Marina thought it was time to make things straight. «And it will never be.»
He gaped at her with such a seeable shock that she felt shame and pity, and became even angrier. He slowly got up. «What do you mean?»
«I don’t like you.» Marina forced herself to speak the truth. «I won’t marry you. Never.»
«Why did you pretend all day long?» Suddenly he realized the reason, and gasped. «You used me. You just used me to cover your affair with VanStein!» Joe shook his head. «You guessed correctly. I won’t tell people that our betrothal was faked. I don’t wanna become a laughing stock for the whole town. But it was really mean.»
Slowly he went to the door, then looked at her again. «I can’t believe it! Marina, honey, how is it possible? You’re not such a person. Why did you do it to me? When we were together, I saw you were happy.»
«I was just satisfied,» Marina squeezed out. «Because I was drunk, and hadn’t a man for so long.»
He choked, and his eyes went wide open. He called her a name. Marina did not know this word, however she understood its meaning.
He spat on the floor in front of her feet, and rushed out slamming the door.
Marina did not cry, just sighed. Slowly taking her guitar, she sat on the couch and sang a Russian love song:
«Love is like an unsheathed sword.
When two are trying to keep it up,
One pulls the grip; one holds the sharp blade tight.
Then all can change. You are the one with the handle.
And you will not pity your partner clenching cold steel.
Even seeing his bleeding skin, you won’t feel.
Don’t you remember your hands on the blade?
Don’t you remember how it hurts?
Don’t you remember?»
She dropped the guitar, and burying her face in her palms, Marina burst into tears.
Chapter Twenty: So Same, So Different
How mindfully he was preparing for this meeting! Jeff Menard tried on all his suits, all his shoes, and all his ties.
Vera had never seen him in civilian clothes, and Jeff was afraid she would not like it.
He carefully checked the alarm clock and went to bed earlier than usual. But he was too excited and could not sleep, thinking about Vera.
«What’s she doing right now?» He dreamily closed his eyes. But the thought that in this moment she could be making love with Oleg struck Jeff to the bottom of his soul, and all his drowsiness left instantly. He sat up in bed suffering with the pain of jealousy.
«Why not?» a mocking inner voice sounded. «He’s her husband for God sakes!»
«No matter,» he whispered, clutching his hands into fists. «She’ll go with me tomorrow. She’ll go with me…»
* * * * *
When he drove to her apartment it was 8:25 a.m., and Jeff hesitated as the whether he should honk or not, as it was very early and most of the people in the building would be asleep.
But the door opened and Vera flitted out, and quickly sat in the front seat of his car. He drove away so fast that the tires screeched, and they both laughed, feeling ashamed, but happy, like children skipping school.
«I’ve been going to the same church for as long as I can remember,» Jeff explained. «My parents moved to Kentucky a few years ago, and I rented the apartment here, but I still go to this church. Have you ever visited an American church?»
«Nope,» she said, smiling. «I’m not a religious person.»
«Me either. But it’s a tradition. Like Christmas or Easter. I read somewhere that a reporter asked some children about these holidays, and most of the kids said that Christmas is the birthday of Santa Claus and Easter is a Chocolate Day.»
«Sometimes children have such odd thoughts,» Vera replied, shaking her head. «Adults could barely understand them. I remember once, when I was a child, after gym class, I was the first to get back to the classroom. I saw that the teacher’s locker was open slightly, and I peeped in. It was a big, metallic locker with papers and posters and a playful idea came to me. I quickly got in, and sat on the floor. I hid myself under those papers. I planned to start meowing when class began. I was imagining how funny it would be. But I was tired after the gym, and I didn’t realize that I was falling asleep.»
Recalling how he could not sleep last night, Jeff intently looked at Vera, as her story revived his memories, and he wanted to share them with her.
«I awoke,» Vera said. «And first could not understand where I was. I felt awfully uncomfortable. My back and legs hurt. Posters were piled up on top of me. I struggled out of those papers and tried to get out. The door was locked.»
Vera glanced at Jeff, and he laughed, realizing the situation.
«It was not funny,» Vera demonstratively frowned, then continued smiling. «I looked outside through the gap, you know, between the door and the edge of the locker. I understood at once that the school day was over, and everybody had gone home except me. I got scared and knocked on the door. Nobody answered. I started to panic and scream. I pounded the door. I heard somebody enter the classroom, and I looked through the gap. It was the school janitor. „Who’s there?“ he asked.»
Trying to speak with a bass voice, Vera uttered it in such a funny way that Jeff could not help his guffaw. He pictured a small little girl, with thick braid and perplexed look on her pale face.
However, Jeff imagined her trembling helplessly inside the locker, similar to being buried alive and pity for her scratched his heart, while he was listening to her story.
«„It’s me,“ I answered plaintively. `I’m locked in, let me out, please!»
««How did you get in here?» the janitor wondered. Taking out his keys, he came closer, and tried to open the locker, but he could not.
««Strange,» he said, surprised. «I’ll call your teacher. She has a key.»
««Don’t leave me!» I cried.
««I’ll be right back, don’t worry!» He quickly went away and I stiffened with fear.
«`It’s just a bad dream,» I was thinking. «It’s a nightmare. I have to wake up right now.»
«„In the locker?“ I heard someone say, and looked through the gap. I saw the janitor enter the classroom, but the terror struck me dumb, as some police officer was next to him.»
Reaching this part of her story, Vera flirtatiously glanced at Jeff, touching his hand, and the excited man barely maintained control of the car and himself.
«The policeman knocked on the door. I was so scared I couldn’t reply,» continued Vera.
««Nobody’s here!» The officer shrugged his shoulders.
«I thought they were going to leave and cried out, «I’m here!»
««Why are you there?» wondered the policeman. I did not know what to say. I only wished to disappear, dreaming of how they would open the door, and would not find me there. They would ask me later, was I in the locker? «No, it wasn’t me’ I would answer.»
Here Jeff and Vera both recalled the song It Wasn’t Me by Shaggy, and for a long time the young people were only able to laugh. Barely staying calm, Vera continued her story.
««What’s going on in here?» a familiar voice sounded, and seeing the school principal, I felt my desire to vanish fly up to the sky. The janitor explained.
««Who dared lock up my child?» My father shouted as he stormed into the classroom.
«I liked my teacher,» Vera explained to Jeff. «I didn’t want any trouble for her.
««Dad!» I called him out. «It was an accident. I’m sorry!»
««Honey,» my father asked with worry. «Are you okay?»
««I’m fine! Please, let me out!»
«The janitor unsuccessfully tried to unlock the locker again.
«„Break the door!“ ordered the principal. All the men combined their efforts. The locker was shaking. Some papers from the highest shelf fell on my head, and clinging to the vibrating walls, I wept, afraid the door wouldn’t open and I’d remain locked in here forever. They finally threw the door wide open.» Vera snorted, finishing the story. «I just stood still, and the adults took me away. „How did you get in?“ they all asked me at once. „Why were you there? Why are you so quiet?“ I kept silent. When I hid, all that I wanted to say was, „Meow!“ But now it lost all meaning, and I didn’t know what to answer.»
«How easy children fall asleep sometimes.» Sighing, Jeff shook his head. «Your story reminds me of one episode from my childhood too. It also cost my parents a few years of their lives and they got some gray hairs for sure. I was six years old when my dad brought me a wonderful toboggan from his trip to Alaska. An Indian had made it, and it was really beautiful. This toboggan was made of white ash and it was carved and hand painted in the Indian style. I couldn’t admire it enough, and started begging my dad to go and play with me right now.
««I’m very tired, honey,» my dad answered apologetically. But, then, he looked through the window and saw some of my friends playing nearby. He understood my feelings and agreed, «You can go and play outside. Show off your toboggan. Just don’t go far from home. Deal?» And happy, I rushed to put my winter clothes on.
«Outside, I caught my breath, pretending not to do anything special, and slowly moved toward my friends. They saw my toboggan. I couldn’t hide my smile, seeing how they were impressed. They looked all over the toboggan, touching and stroking the decoration and gasping with delight.
«„Let’s check how fast it can go!“ someone finally suggested. We ran to the driveway between the blocks of houses. The toboggan was not big, so only one kid at time could sit on it, and we decided to take turns. The first girl sat on the toboggan. We all took the rope and ran.»
«Was it your girlfriend?» Vera interrupted Jeff. He glanced at her.
«Kind of,» he bantered, and the woman demonstratively pursed her lips.
«She’s jealous! She’s jealous!» he thought with triumph.
«When we reached the end of the road,» Jeff continued, «the next child sat on it, but a car came through, and we had to wait. We’d just started running again when we saw another car. We moved aside, making way for the vehicle. Our high spirits started to leave us.
««Boring.» said one boy. «Let’s ride somewhere else.»
«I tried to argue, ’cause my dad told me to stay here.
«„Let’s go to the river, then!“ suggested another girl. „If we toboggan on ice no car will bother us.“»
«My God!» Vera blanched, interrupting him again. She already realized what would happen next, and her understanding impressed Jeff.
«Everybody liked this idea, and I didn’t wanna miss being the center of attention of my friends,» confessed Jeff. «I hesitated, but, you know, the river was really not far away. It’s the same river,» he murmured carnally, «where you saved the cat, which brought us together.»
Her cheeks were the color of rose petals. Hanging her head, Vera did not look at him, and adoring her ashamed smile, the policeman continued, «On the river, my friends seated me on the toboggan, took the rope, and ran. I clutched the handles. They were very short, and my mittens were very thick, I couldn’t hold on well. The speed that my friends had reached scared me. The toboggan jumped on the rough patches of ice. I felt as if I was riding on a wild mustang!»
Vera laughed, picturing a small black boy with eyeballs flashing white on his face flying along the river clinging to a toboggan.
«Suddenly the toboggan jumped so high,» Jeff said, «that the landing catapulted me off. I fell, rolled head over heels, and barely sat up. I looked at my friends, they were still running. They didn’t look back. Offended, I hid in the bushes. Whispering, I was preparing sharp words that I’d say to my friends when they came back for me. I didn’t look at the river, but a loud scream got my attention, and I poked my head out of the bushes. At first I didn’t understand what was going on.»
Jeff took a deep breath and continued with effort, «In the middle of the river… Damn! How clearly I remember this sight. Contrasting with the white ice, a big dark patch of water appeared.»
«I knew it!» Vera gasped.
«The children were floundering in there.» The old, deeply imbedded terror of this memory made Jeff’s voice tremble. «It looked so awful. I saw a man running on the other side of the river. He stepped on the ice, but in just a few strides, he sank up to his waist. He struggled out and crawled on the surface of the ice towards my friends. I saw other people. Some of them carried ladders and big pieces of plywood and veneer. They passed them forward, putting them on the ice, and another man crawled towards the children as well. The first man reached the water, and, lying on a ladder, he started to pull kids up. He passed them to another man, and he passed them to the next, who just stood in the waist deep water, and he moved the child to the people on the bank of the river. I watched them till the last child had been taken away. All my friends were safe now, but I realized they’d lost my toboggan, and I cried. I went home. I entered through the kitchen door. I didn’t take my clothes off, and I hid myself in the closet. Sobbing, I sat in the corner. I thought that I was a bad boy. I caused so much trouble. I didn’t listen to my dad. My friends got wet. But the worst thoughts were about the toboggan. I felt sorry about the lost gift. It was so beautiful! I was imagining how my father would be upset and angry, how he would scold me. „Probably he’ll never buy me anything nice anymore,“ I thought, spreading tears over my face. I don’t remember how I fell asleep. Like you, eh?» Jeff smiled, and Vera chuckled.
«When I awoke,» continued Jeff, «I realized it was already the middle of the night. My clothes were wet, I was awfully hungry, and the darkness scared me. I went out and walked to the kitchen. To my surprise, I saw my mom and dad sitting at the table. Usually they went to bed very early, and I wondered why they were not asleep. When I entered, they gazed at me as if I was a stranger, or a ghost. Suddenly my mom uttered such an awful howl that made my hair stand on end. She flung herself at me, she grabbed me, she sobbed, and laughed, she kissed me, and she hugged me. I saw tears in the eyes of my father. I was so frightened.»
And, hearing his broken voice, Vera looked at Jeff with all the compassion that overflowed her heart.
««I’m sorry,» addressing my parents, I cried out. «I lost my toboggan… Please, forgive me… I’m very sorry. I lost it. It’s gone… It’s gone…»
«Without a word my father crouched down, picked something up, and put a toboggan on the table. I gasped, seeing that it was my toboggan.
««But if the toboggan is here why are you crying?» I wondered.
««You’re alive!» my mom moaned, still squeezing me.
««Nobody knew you weren’t on the toboggan,» my father explained very calmly. «We thought you’d drowned.»
«I was just six,» repeated Jeff, finishing. «But I understood everything.»
«My God!» Vera sighed. «Kids, kids, kids… Nice kids. How many troubles they bring, trying to avoid troubles. I remember once, on a birthday, we ate about a half of a cake without asking. We got scared, and hid a balloon inside to fill the hole. We thought, what when adults cut the cake the balloon would fly away, and it would’ve been a surprise. We hoped the parents would like it, and maybe they wouldn’t be angry, and forgive us.»
«A balloon?» Amazed, Jeff guessed what would happen next. «I’ve got it.»
«Yep.» Vera smiled. «Using the cream and fruits, we decorated the hole, and the cake began to look like it was untouched. And when the parents tried to cut it…»
«Kaboom!» exclaimed Jeff.
«You bet!» Vera nodded, and they both burst out laughing.
They already had reached the church. Jeff parked, and in a great mood they got out.
Vera looked around with curiosity, as it looked very different from Russian Orthodox basilicas.
They were some of the first to arrive, and Jeff seated Vera in the middle of the room by a window. He sat next to her, looking around with bliss and pride. Vera turned back and surveyed the others entering the church.
Suddenly she noticed that these people were giving her very strange gazes and she glanced at Jeff, but he was smiling, and the woman thought she had just imagined that something was wrong.
This time a woman entered with a group of children. Impressed, Vera wanted to count them, but after seven she got mixed up, and tried again.
«Wow,» she quietly asked Jeff. «Are they all her children?»
«Yep!» He grinned, waving to the woman. «Fourteen kids.»
«My God!» Vera looked again.
«Mommy, mommy!» suddenly one of these children cried out. «Look, a white girl.»
The woman shook her son, and hissed something to him, and a surprised Vera looked about and discovered she really was the only Caucasian in the building.
She felt uncomfortable, and she moved her eyes to Jeff and saw his smile disappeared.
Then Vera sat straight, not looking at the door anymore, but sensing the glares from the people in the church. She was glad she was with Jeff.
«I hope he will protect me if something happens,» she thought, appalled by meeting such unexpected hostility.
Vera chuckled to herself recalling how, when she was in elementary school in Moscow, they wrote a letter against racism and sent it to the government of the U.S.A.
A minister went to the table. He was smiling, but when he saw Vera, he gazed at her, then at Jeff, and his face became serious. He checked his microphone, and pronounced, «Good morning, my beloved brothers and sisters. Before we start today’s ceremony I believe Jeff has something to tell us.»
Vexed, Jeff got up, and a worried Vera did the same.
«Let me introduce Vera Grach,» Jeff said with irritation in his voice. «She’s Russian, from Moscow. She’s an artist, and she’s visiting an American church for the first time.»
«Russian…» A surprised whisper ran over the hall, and the tenseness became lighter. Vera sighed with relief, and nodded to the people.
The ceremony was very different from Russian worship. They prayed, then sang a song, and a cheered up Vera clapped her hands together with all the people.
Then it was over and the people went to the exit. The minister called Jeff, and Jeff walked to him. Becoming concerned again, Vera stayed in the middle of the room, as she could not go back to the pew, and did not dare go outside without Jeff.
People looked her over, and, feeling nervous, Vera tried to keep smiling.
«So, you’re Russian,» one woman said to her, trying to be polite. Vera nodded.
«I like Russians,» the woman continued. «I think they are… cool.»
A little girl went close. «What do you draw?» she asked Vera.
«Mostly animals,» Vera took out her notebook. «Do you want me to make a picture for you?»
The girl nodded. «A pony, please.»
And with just a few strokes Vera drew an image of small horse and gave it to the girl.
«Thank you.» The girl was delighted, then other kids moved to her.
«I wanna a giraffe. I wanna a peacock.» Vera heard from everywhere, and, smiling, she drew and drew and distributed the pictures. But suddenly one woman pulled the papers from the hands of her kids, and pushed them back to Vera, «We don’t need it!»
«Mom,» her daughter drawled in an upset voice.
«Stay away from her.» Not looking at Vera, the woman led her children to the exit.
The good mood left Vera again. She looked back, and saw Jeff walking to her with a gloomy face. He had a very short talk with the minister, very short and unpleasant for both of them.
«I understand, Jeff,» the minister had started softly. «She’s Russian, first time, et cetera, but I hope you understand that this first time should be the only time.»
«How about «Love me, then love my dog’?» Jeff looked at him. «And I do love this woman.»
«Let’s not go nuts,» the minister said. «Jeff, I hope, we can stay friends.»
«Don’t worry, it was the last time, I swear.» And, frowning, Jeff went to the exit.
Upset, Jeff Menard and Vera Grach got into his car not saying a word. They did not expect that their meeting, which started so happy, would finish so sadly.
About half of way home Vera suddenly giggled. «Do you remember «Thumbelina’?»
«Not very well,» he replied, sighing. «Why did you ask?»
«Don’t you remember how the mayfly left her because he was the only bug who liked her, and the others did not?» She tried to smile, but she wept, and hid her face in her palms.
«Oh, honey.» Pulling over, Jeff stopped the car, then hugged her. «Don’t cry. We’ll find another church, suitable for both of us.»
«No, Jeff.» She sniffed. «You shouldn’t do it.»
«You don’t want to go with me?»
«I don’t wanna be a burden.» She looked at his eyes.
«You never will,» he retorted bringing his face close to her.
The woman opened her lips, and their breathing mixed, but Jeff was afraid it would lead them too far. He did not want to give her the wrong impression or scare her. He wanted her to trust him.
So he took his hands away and drove the car again. He saw Vera was shaken, and he thought, «It’s okay that I stopped. She’s stressed. This was our first time together. Let’s not make it the last. Oh, Vera, my beloved. I’ll do anything for you.»
«You fool, say it aloud.» rang in his mind. Jeff wanted to do it, but a strange shyness squeezed his throat, and he was unable to utter a sound.
* * * * *
He drove her to her house and stopped the car. Vera looked at him.
«I’m sorry about today,» Jeff told her.
«I’m not.» Vera smiled. «Thank you for everything…» And she petted his cheek.
«Tell her about your feelings! Tell her! Tell her right now!» his mental voice cried out, and Jeff tried to compel himself, but he could not. Closing his eyes, he just silently pressed her hand to his face for a few seconds.
Suddenly he sensed a kiss. He looked at Vera, but the door slammed; she’d already left, and, almost running, she went to the house. Jeff hesitated, feeling the desire to follow her, then he slowly turned his car and drove home.
Chapter Twenty — One: Larisa’s Birthday
It was in Moscow, Saturday morning, 5:40 a.m.
Vlad had just come back home after his night’s work. He was still studying at the University, but when Nina became pregnant, he found this job to make additional money. He was contented, as, working an entire Friday night, he could sleep and take it easy on Saturday.
He entered the apartment and sensed at once that Nina was not here. Somehow, he always felt her presence as well as her absence. Nina’s mother Alla held a receiver and her face had such a strange look that Vlad grew scared, and addressed her, «Where is Nina?»
«The doctor just called,» Alla answered with a mechanical voice, and, struck with horror, Vlad blanched.
«Something has happened to Nina!» he thought, feeling his life at once would lose all meaning in this case. «If she’s dead, I’ll kill myself.» It was not just a phrase, but a final decision.
«It’s a girl,» Alla continued, and Vlad gaped at her with bewilderment.
«Damn,» said Alla, shaking her head. «I did not ask, what is her name?»
«What are you talking about?» yelled Vlad angrily.
«Don’t dare shout at me.» Alla was surprised, as Vlad had never raised his voice at her. «Nina gave birth to a girl. Congratulations, father!»
«Father, father, father,» sounded repeatedly in his mind, and a marvelous wave of pride and enjoyment flowed over the young man.
«But we thought we had about a month left,» he mumbled.
«So, we were wrong.» Alla put the receiver in its place. «The doctor said they are both okay.»
Uttering a whoop of delight, Vlad spun around, dashed out, and, elated, he ran along the street. He wanted to sing and hug the whole world.
He did not have the patience to wait for a bus, so he raced down the boulevard.
This early summer morning was fantastically charming. The bright sun just rose above the tall city buildings. It was not hot yet, and the warm golden sunlight flowed through the leaves of the trees, trembling with light fresh wind. A dazzling blue sky showed no clouds, the singing birds were pottering about near their nests, and it seemed as though the nature echoed Vlad’s exhilaration.
Even though he had not slept the night before, the young man did not feel tired, and he was running full of power and energy, as if Nina had given birth to him also.
He saw a lilac bush, darted to it, and started breaking the branches to make a bouquet.
«Hey,» he heard, turned back, and became confused seeing a municipal police jeep stopped near him and a few patrol officers looking out of the vehicle. «What do you think you are doing?»
«All the shops are closed,» Vlad explained. «But my wife gave birth to our first child.»
«Son?» asked one of the policemen.
«It’s a girl!» Vlad exclaimed gleefully. «A baby girl!»
«Then why are you so happy about it?» wondered another officer. Vlad did not reply. He always wanted to have a daughter, but he was smart enough not to start discussing it.
«Don’t mock the poor lad,» cut in the eldest policeman. «Maybe next time they will be luckier. Guys,» he addressed his colleagues. «Let’s bring this daddy to his ladies.»
«Daddy, daddy, daddy!» Enjoying this word, Vlad closed his eyes for a second.
So, instead of giving him a ticket, the policemen gave him a lift and treated him with vodka. Though Vlad did not drink alcohol, he could not refuse, and drank a couple of glasses, mechanically chewing a salami sandwich offered by one of the officers.
Honking, the policemen dropped Vlad off in front of the hospital. Holding the bouquet of lilacs, he entered the building.
Near the registration desk he saw a table displaying pictures of the women who had given birth to their children in this hospital, and, from the top, he immediately snapped up the photo of his wife.
Holding her napping newborn baby, a fatigued Nina was looking right into the camera, and her dark brown doe eyes, overwhelmed with emotion, seemed to take up half of her face.
Not feeling his legs, as if in a dream, Vlad strolled to the registration desk.
«Lapina,» he panted, as he addressed the nurse. «Nina Lapina. I’m her husband.»
The medic checked her book and, nodding, she took his bouquet. «I’ll send the flowers up to her, but you have to wait. All visits are only after 10 a.m.»
«But I need to see her,» murmured Vlad.
«After ten.» The nurse smiled with understanding. «I’m sure she’s sleeping now.»
Vlad dashed out and ran around the building, gazing at the hospital windows, trying to guess where his wife was.
«Nina!» he bellowed, looking up. Unaccustomed to alcohol, the young man had lost his usual shyness. «Nina!»
The windows started to open. People shouted at him, but he saw and heard nothing.
An orderly grabbed his shoulder. «Are you crazy or what?» He shook Vlad. «Stop it at once or I’ll call Security.»
«My wife is here.» Vlad looked at him with a drunkenly cheerful smile.
«A lot of women here are someone’s wife,» softly retorted the orderly, releasing Vlad. «You have to remember that.»
«Sorry.» Ashamed, Vlad regained his wits and rubbed his head. «I shouldn’t have drunk that vodka. Damn, that’s a disgusting thing.»
«Vlad!» A weak voice sounded from above. The young man tossed his head, and a happy smile flashed across his face when he saw Nina looking out from a window on the fourth floor.
«It’s an angel talking from Heaven,» he thought, admiring his wife in her white hospital gown. His eyes clouded, to Vlad it seemed as if Nina was flying in the sky. He reached his arms up to her. «I love you, my little one. How…» He could not find the appropriate words. «How was it?»
«Next time you’ll do it!» She laughed, but a heavy guilty feeling fell on Vlad, and he burst into tears.
«I wasn’t beside her.» Burying his face in his palms, he sobbed, thinking about the suffering she went through. «I didn’t even know…»
Suddenly someone touched his elbow, and he dropped his hands, and was surprised to see Nina next to him.
«Honey,» she mumbled, looking at him with concern, as she had never seen her husband crying. «It was nothing, honest. It was so easy, I can do it again, and again, and again…»
«No way!» Lapin snorted, as he embraced his wife. «Next time only when I’ll become a millionaire, okay?»
* * * * *
Memories, memories. Sweet memories. It had happened six years ago.
Today was the same weather — no clouds, and dazzling sunshine lit up the front yard where the Lapins had organized the birthday party. Now Vlad was holding the rope of the donkey piñata and watching with a delighted smile as Larisa tried to hit it.
Today was Larisa’s first birthday in the U.S.A., so the Lapins were careful to make everything perfect. They invited a few kids from her class. And, of course, Hannah VanStein and Megan came, leaving Dylon with a babysitter. David could not come, as he had to give a talk at another University.
Nina still had difficulty walking after her injury, and Marina and Vera were helping her during the celebration.
Unexpectedly, Jeff Menard joined them, and only Vera understood the reason for his arrival.
«Why did he come?» the Lapins wondered, but dared not to ask. However, the Americans were not very surprised seeing a policeman at the party.
«Who knows about those Russians? Maybe it’s a tradition,» was the common thought.
Hannah was the oldest one, and it was she who broke the piñata.
All the children rushed to pick up the candy.
«My God!» Nina thought with worry, seeing Hannah’s stick sweep close above the head of another child. «What if she hit him? Stupid custom! But if we move to this country, we have to accept the native rules.»
The kids were rummaging in the grass searching for candy like bear cubs, and the adults, watching them with smiles, did not notice a drunken Joe Jones stagger up and stop not far away.
«Marina!» He called her out with pain in his voice. Nobody looked at him, and he came closer and repeated his call.
Now everybody stared at him, but Jones saw only Marina, and the visible vexation that she showed as she recognized him struck the man to the bottom of his soul.
«Where is my lovely fiancée?» He opened his arms, and Marina forced herself to go to him. But Jones walked past her pretending not to see her, and the girl looked at him in bewilderment. He stood near the children.
«Dear kids,» he pronounced with drunken solemnity. «Don’t be scared, but I am an evil wizard, who has not been invited to the birthday of this beauty.» He bowed to Larisa, and the frightened girl ran to her father.
«Hey, mister,» Vlad called angrily. «I have to ask you to leave.»
«Don’t worry.» Jones pressed his hands to his chest. «I won’t harm her.» He looked at Megan, and sniffed. «Megan, Megan, poor Megan. How does it feel to share your hubby, eh?»
She gasped stepping back.
«Stop it, Joe!» Marina shouted with spite.
«Did someone call me?» he demonstratively looked around. «Is it someone who cares only about…» and he said a word that certainly should not be practiced at a children’s party. «And about how to hide it better…»
Seeing the riled up parents, Nina touched Joe, «Do you mind? Kids are here!»
He pushed her aside. «Oh, another Russian…» he used the same word as in Marina’s apartment, «is gonna teach me how to behave.»
«It’s just a nightmare,» thought Marina closing her eyes.
«My wife!» Vlad uttered such a horrifying howl that everybody’s blood ran cold with terror. He rushed to Joe, but Nina clung to him, blocking the way.
«No, Vlad, I beg you!» she screamed, thinking with panic: «What if this boozer has a knife or even a gun? He can kill my husband!»
Jeff Menard resolutely walked forward, but Marina was the first to reach Joe. Nobody understood what happened next. She barely touched him, yet he fell, rolling over.
He sat up, saw the oncoming policeman, and upped his arms. «Sorry, officer. It’s over. I’m not fighting, Jeff, I swear.»
Without a word, Jeff helped him get feet.
«Sorry, ma’am,» Joe said to Nina, then to the others. «Sorry, folks, I’m really sorry. Oh God!» He wept, and became ashamed and hid his face in his palms.
«Let’s go home. I’ll accompany you.» Jeff told him. Slightly sobered up, Joe stared at him with surprise, «Why are you here?»
«The same reason you are,» Jeff replied almost inaudibly. Joe looked around and met the worried gaze of Vera Grach, then he understood, and shook his head, «Do you think it’s because they are Russians?»
«No, Joe,» the policeman said, sighing. «It’s just because of our Fate.»
They slowly walked away. But passing Marina, Joe stopped and leaned close to her.
«I’m glad that you loathe me,» she dropped not looking at him. «It will be easy to forget about me.»
«I’ll never be able to forget,» retorted Joe. «I love you.»
She showed no reaction.
«If you ever find in your soul at least a little spark of feeling for me…» He gulped, and panted, his lips started trembling again. «Please, Marina, please, remember me. You broke my heart, but I can forgive you for anything. I’ll be waiting…»
«Don’t do it,» murmured Marina. «It’s pointless.»
«Maybe,» said Joe, touching his chest. «But while there is life, there is hope…»
She replied nothing, and Joe trudged away with Jeff by his side.
Marina looked at the people in the yard. They all gazed at her, and she felt embarrassed, as if she was totally naked. Slowly she went to her car. Limping, Nina hastily neared her, and Marina understood her concern.
«Don’t worry, no more stupid actions,» Marina whispered, hugging her friend. «I always keep my word.»
Nina nodded. Marina drove away, and Nina returned to the guests.
During the entire episode, the shocked Megan VanStein could not move, barely breathing. Now she was slowly coming back to reality.
«I told you that they were lovers.» She heard an excited whispering.
It was too much. Sobbing, she grabbed the perplexed Hannah and ran to her car.
Very soon all the other guests left also, and the Lapins looked at each other with confusion.
«It’s okay, honey.» Nina tried to support her husband. «Moscow was not built in a day. Maybe next time will be luckier.»
«Play with me,» asked Larisa. «I’m so glad that everybody’s gone.»
Her parents laughed. «Anything for the birthday girl.»
Vlad ran with his daughter. Sitting on the porch, Nina threw a ball to them. Love and merriment reigned here, and the Lapins enjoyed this and each other.
Chapter Twenty — Two: An Honest Person
Oleg drove Lana to Larisa’s birthday party, but because they had to stop to buy the gift, they were late. When the car neared the house and Lana saw that there were no other people, she was surprised. «Did they only invite us?» she wondered.
Well, to be honest, she was not invited at all, Oleg was. But having taken a course in chemistry, she worked with Vlad a lot.
«Ruslan is Lapin’s best friend, maybe I can get more information on him,» thought Lana, because the way that he treated her intrigued both the girl and her father.
They parked and got out, smiling. Oleg took out their present, and the Lapins walked toward them gazing at the huge box with curiosity.
«What is it?» asked Nina.
«It’s a swimming pool,» Lana said, and the hosts gasped.
«You just have to blow up it with a pump,» explained Oleg. «And add the water.»
«I don’t have a pump,» murmured Vlad. «I’ll go buy one.»
«Okay, get one,» Oleg smiled. «I’ll use mine for now. When you’re back, I think the pool will be ready.»
Vlad helped him carry the pool into the backyard, then got in his car, and drove away while the others began readying the pool.
«Wow!» Nina bustled around. «Oh, Lana. Oh, Oleg.» Suddenly she cried. «I’m so thankful.»
«Oh, Nina!» Lana hugged her. «I’m very happy that you like it.»
«Like, Gosh!» Nina gasped. «We dared not dream about it.»
«Mom!» Larisa tugged her mother’s sleeve. «Can I change into my swimming suit?»
«Sure, honey.» The woman nodded. «Need help?»
«No,» Larisa pronounced with a dependable voice. «I’m a big girl.»
Nina followed her with her eyes, then looked at Lana.
«Oh, thank you so, so much. Sorry, I have not seen you since the Christmas party, and, I forgot, what do you study?»
«Psychotherapeutic medical science,» Lana replied.
The smile left Nina’s lips, worry gleamed into her expressive doe eyes, and Lana was surprised by such a reaction.
«What’s the matter?» she asked, but suddenly recalled what Oleg had told her about Russian psychiatrists, and she grinned. «I know that in Russia the government used mental institutions as some kind of jail, didn’t they?»
«Not anymore.» Nina lowered her eyes. «Yes, it was so. But as I remember from «One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest’ and «Terminator 2», in the U.S.A. the mad houses are not the best places for living either.»
«Look, buddy,» Lana said softly. «No hospital can be a good place for living. I don’t want to work in a mental institution, I plan to be a psycho-consultant in family problems.»
«Ahaah…»
«By the way,» continued Lana. «This fall I will begin practice. Do you want to be a volunteer, so I can practice on you? It’s a payment program. Not big money, but anyway.»
«For Gods sake, no!» Nina threw her arms up. «I’m not crazy.»
«I know.» Lana smiled at her. «But it’s fun, and it’s recommended that everybody visit a psychotherapist, if only once every few years. I won’t force you to use any medicine. You can just tell me about your family problems.»
«Thank God, we have no problems,» the woman answered proudly.
«We can make up a situation,» suggested Lana. «Come on, buddy, I need a patient.»
«We’ll see about it,» murmured Nina, thinking, «She gave us such an expensive and wonderful gift. How could I refuse? Why am I so scared?» And she said aloud, «I have to think about it.»
«Of course.» Lana nodded. Oleg finished his task, and looked at them. «All done.» He turned on the water.
«Can I go in?» Wearing her swimsuit, Larisa hopped impatiently. «Pleeeease!»
«The water is too cold yet, honey,» her mother told her. «Wait a little while, okay?»
The girl pursed her lips, but, obediently, she did not persist. She went close to the pool, and looking inside, she played with the running water.
«Do you have some beer?» Lana asked Nina, and the hostess became confused.
«No.»
«Sweetie,» Oleg addressed Lana. «I told you they are tee-totallers. Would you like me to go and buy some? It’s not far away.»
«Okay,» agreed the girl, and Oleg drove away.
«Oh, what a shame!» thought Nina. «But we planned a children’s party.»
«Uncle Ruslan!» Larisa squealed, and the women saw him walking toward them with a box in his hands.
The girl ran to her godfather and climbed on him like a little monkey.
«All kids always love Ruslan,» said Nina smiling, and Lana gazed at her. The woman did not notice it and continued talking, «He’s a wonderful person. I do love my husband, and won’t change him for any man in the whole wide world. But looking at Ruslan or just thinking about him, I always feel something like a slight sadness that I didn’t meet him before I fell for Vlad. Lucky will be the girl who is his wife.»
«Why?» asked Lana and surprised herself hearing how odd her own voice sounded.
«He’s a kind, caring, and honest person. He will never betray.» Nina glimpsed her, and Lana could not understand why a chill tremor ran down her back.
«You look alike.» Nina suddenly noticed, glancing at Ruslan and at Lana again, and she laughed. «Gosh. You are both so similar. Like twins.»
Totally confused, Lana was glad to see Vlad’s car stop in the parking lot, as Nina’s attention went from her to Vlad walking toward them.
«The shop’s closed,» he said to his wife. He saw his friend playing with Larisa, and, smiling, Vlad neared him.
«Congratulations!» Ruslan shook his hand. Vlad looked back, to be sure his wife could not hear them, then addressed his daughter. «Go, ask Mom, maybe you can swim now?»
Larisa rushed to the women, and when she was far enough away, Vlad confessed, «Lana gave us the pool, but I couldn’t choose a pump. They are so different. I didn’t know which one should I buy. Ruslan, can you help me tomorrow?»
«Tomorrow?» Ruslan faltered. «Tomorrow I have a ’rendezvous’ with her father. I want to show Mr. Limpson something new, but in the evening I’ll be free.»
«Oh, thank you so much.» Vlad shook his hand again. They heard a car park next to the house. Oleg got out, and Ruslan’s face clouded.
Oleg also noticed Ruslan. Vlad saw him approach Lana and say something to her.
Ruslan and Vlad went close, and Lana turned toward them with an apologetic smile. «We have to go. Have fun.»
«Thank you very much,» the Lapins said again.
Larisa was already in the pool. Laughing loudly, she was playing and jumping in the water enjoying the space, and, seeing her sincere delight, all the adults felt happy.
* * * * *
Returning home after the talk, David VanStein went to the kitchen and was surprised not to find dinner waiting for him. He opened the refrigerator, looking for something to eat.
He heard someone enter. David saw his wife, and smiled. «Honey, I’m starving. How about dinner?»
Staring at him, Megan did not reply. Tears glistened in her eyes. Her reply struck the man like the discharge of a defibrillator, making his body shudder and his heart beat wildly.
«I know everything,» she breathed out, and David slowly stood up.
«I don’t want to be third.» Megan sniffed, and continued resolutely. «Take your stuff and get out of here.»
«She has never asked me to marry her.» David did not recognize his own voice. «Honey, it was just an accident. I swear.»
«An accident?» yelled Megan crazily. «You bastard. I hate you! Get out!»
David slammed the refrigerator door. He felt guilty, and became angry as never before in his life.
«You asked for it, you got it!» he shouted at Megan’s face, and dashed to his room. He grabbed a bag and crammed some of his belongings inside. Trying not to think at all, he ran out of the house.
«David!» he heard his name called in a voice full of pain and despair. Not looking back, he jumped into his car, and drove away so fast that the tires screeched.
On his way, David VanStein calmed down a little. He was thinking about Marina. He remembered her unsmiling face, her gray blue transparent eyes, and he barely controlled the car. As the images of his children and Megan started to appear, David forced himself to push them aside.
«Later, later,» he whispered, trying to concentrate his thoughts on Marina.
«I love my kids,» shaken, the professor said to himself. «She’ll understand… She’s so kind… Megan… How could you… You should not have talked to me like that… I don’t want to… Oh, Marina, help me…»
He drove his car to the apartment building, hastily got out, and knocked on Marina’s door.
Nobody answered and he peeped through the window. The blinds were closed, and he could not see any lights on. He returned to his car, and started to wait.
The twilight became darkness. David sat stock-still.
All his life went through his mind. He tried not to think about his family, but he could not help it. He remembered all the events so clearly as if they had happened yesterday. Their first kiss, first time together. Her naive kind smile. «I’m pregnant.» He saw a bride wearing a wreath with a thick white veil. He moved it aside to kiss her, but it was Marina.
David flinched and awoke.
He looked at his watch. It was 2:46 a.m. Worried, he did not know that to do. He was awfully hungry and tired, his legs hurt, and he had a headache.
The situation was stupid and absurd. He could not go back to his wife, but could not compel himself to go to a motel. Besides, he hoped Marina would be back any second, and he did not want to miss her.
Suddenly a light lit up his car, and at first he did not understand what had happened.
«Hey, you!» David heard. «Get out of the car! Slowly.»
David obeyed. The policemen trained his flashlight on his face, recognized him, and went close.
«Dr. VanStein?» Jeff Menard asked him, astonished. «What are you doing here?»
David did not reply.
Whispering, his partner nudged Jeff with his elbow, and the policemen looked at Marina’s apartment. David felt his cheeks blush.
Jeff’s partner chuckled, but Jeff did not smile, as he was thinking about Vera. He could understand the feelings of David. Recalling the incident on the birthday party, he realized what had happened to David.
«Let’s go,» Jeff said to his partner, and they left.
All alone, the professor stood there for a long time until he felt cold, then he sat in the car again.
* * * * *
Day was breaking, and David thought about his work. Glancing for the last time at Marina’s dark apartment, he drove away.
He had breakfast in the first open coffee shop and drove to the University.
When he entered his office he saw a small letter on his desk. He understood everything even before he read it.
«It was going too far. Goodbye. I don’t want to be a reason for unhappiness of someone. Don’t try to find me. And I won’t reply anyway. I’m young and independent. Don’t worry about me. I’m sure I will find my real love. And you already have it. Marina.»
David heard someone enter the laboratory. His boss gazed at his face and only could shake his head.
«David,» the chief said very softly. «Go home. Now. We don’t have much work. Take the day off. Okay?»
And David nodded with gratitude.
* * * * *
He did not remember how he drove home.
Near nervous breakdown he entered the house and stood in the middle of the living room, looking around and trying coming back to his senses.
«Daddy?» he heard, and winced. Hannah came close to him.
«Mom said you’re going to leave.» Her voice quavered, and a painful feeling of guilt fell on David. He called himself a bastard. He was surprised. Why he had never noticed how much his firstborn girl looked like him? Her worried eyes searched his face, and David saw clearly — all her life depended on his answer.
«Is it true?» Hannah frowned trying not to cry, and David put his hand on her head.
«No, honey,» he said as tender as he could. «Daddy stays.»
He heard a gasp. Megan flung herself to him, threw her arms around his neck, and David embraced her.
«Forgive me,» he whispered.
«Let’s never talk about this again,» she pleaded.
«I promise.» David felt the small arms of his child timidly hugging him. «I swear,» he specified, seeing Dylon toddle into the room.
The VanSteins felt as if they had all been cured of a serious disease, and they were all happy that it was finally over.
Chapter Twenty — Three: A Hero
Today Lana planned to see her father, and Oleg was driving her in his Jeep.
It was the zenith of the summer, and the short night, hot and enchanting, had just ended. The sun looked out impartially from the magic line where earth meets sky, and this early serene morning cast pacifying and romantic thoughts over everyone.
Everything seemed as cloudless as this day’s bright blue sky, and Lana could not imagine anything that might change this mood.
They were stopped at a red light when suddenly a small dark blue truck, such as farmers prefer to use, swept past the Jeep, scratching the door on Oleg’s side and knocking off the mirror. The Blue Truck did not stop. It hit a red minivan and continued along the road. Oleg cursed.
«Did you see the registration number?» asked Lana, shocked. He gazed at her, and an idea came to him.
«Let’s get that bastard’s butt!» Oleg laughed, pushing the gas pedal. His car was much better than the other driver’s, and Oleg had no doubts about catching him.
In Russia, Oleg never paid attention to the speed limit. He had official contacts. But here, in the U.S.A., he did not want to have any trouble, and usually he would drive very carefully. Now he was enjoying the feeling of high speed. The law was on his side, and he could show himself a hero, catching a criminal.
Lana looked over at her lover. The bright orange light from the blazing sunrise passed through the car, emphasizing the manliness and handsome face of Oleg, flushed with anger and bold courage, and his red hair seemed a flame.
«The God of War, Mars himself, is beside me!» Lana thought in awe.
Chasing the offender, Oleg was smiling, recalling many similar situations in Russia. The calm and peaceful life in this small town was pretty boring for him, and only his plans for Lana held him here. He missed the active life in Moscow, and this episode was a kind of relief for this energetic man.
«Left!» screamed Lana, and Oleg cursed, as the Blue Truck swerved into a side alley and an oncoming green sedan did not allow him to follow the stalked vehicle.
However, Oleg was already familiar with the environs. He continued the pursuit taking the next street, and saw the Blue Truck leaving the town. It moved down a high, steep slope and Oleg glanced at Lana. «Hold on, my love!»
He aimed his vehicle at the truck, and the Jeep stormed downhill, hurtling through the air when it hit rough patches of ground. Oleg guffawed, «Short cut!»
Squealing with fear and excitement, Lana clung to the door handle and dash. She felt part of an avalanche, and, panicking, she thought, «He’s crazy! He’s simply crazy!» Drunk with emotion, she wished this pursuit would never end.
They neared the truck and flew along the road.
Many times the hunted driver tried to shake off his pursuer. He dropped his speed, accelerated, changed direction, but, deftly moving the Jeep, Oleg did not allow him to get away. Clenching his teeth, concentrating hard, he played this deadly dangerous game forgetting about everything, even about the wide-eyed Lana, stiffened next to him.
It was not an easy task, as Oleg had to pay attention to other cars on the road, and a few times he barely avoided a crash.
The driver of the Blue Truck was not careful. A few times he hit other vehicles, and Oleg was simply surprised at the sturdiness of this truck, capable of such speed after those collisions.
Oleg became angry, as he had not expected the chase to last so long. He bashed the Blue Truck to push it off the road, but the vehicle whirled and moved away.
Getting close, Oleg sent his Jeep straight into the running board of the truck, and this impact caused both cars to spin around. An eighteen-wheeler roared past, too close to the Jeep, and the frightened Oleg felt sweat break out over his body.
The Blue Truck lost the road, knocked down an enclosure, then managed back to the highway, trying to get away.
«If I had my gun,» dreamed a furious Oleg, thinking about the firearm he carried in Moscow. «I’d quickly teach you how to respect me!»
«Where are the damn police when you need them?» thought the vexed Lana, feeling dizzy.
The truck changed routes again, and the pursuit doubled back to the city limits.
* * * * *
Sitting in his police car, Jeff Menard was peacefully drinking coffee, when he saw a blue truck. The vehicle flew by his cruiser, and Oleg’s Jeep shot after it.
Jeff choked, threw out his paper cup and, turning on the siren, he pulled after the speeding vehicles. He reported it, and kept his eyes on the cars.
Oleg continued chasing, and finally found a suitable place to finish the pursuit, as it had started to fatigue him. He moved his car closer to the truck, and glanced at Lana. «Do you trust me, honey?»
«Yes,» she replied, impressed. «I do.»
«I’m going to stop this bastard, but it will take a hit on your side.»
«I trust you,» she repeated setting her arms and legs, and her muscles strained.
It was not the first time Oleg had done this. He sharply turned his car, and the vehicles hit each other. He did it so skillfully that the Blue Truck merely ripped off the door of his car, then veered into a ditch.
Oleg stopped. He saw the oncoming police cars. Lana looked at him with adoration. Suddenly the driver of the Blue Truck appeared from the ditch holding a baseball bat, and hit it on the window on Lana’s side. The girl squealed.
Oleg grabbed his tire-lever and rushed outside. Their weapons crossed, but Oleg had much more experience in fighting, and he swatted the bat away.
«Freeze!» Oleg heard and dropped the tire-lever. Lana rushed to him, and, sobbing, she fell onto his chest.
«You are a real hero,» she whispered into his ear, and he smiled smugly.
* * * * *
It was 4:36 p.m. already when Lana and Oleg finally reached the building site. It was a special place where Mr. Limpson usually tested all the innovations.
The couple entered and saw Lana’s father talking with Ruslan Grafinsky, and Oleg became concerned. But when they came closer, he heard it was a discussion about Ruslan’s modernization plans.
«With that combination of pulleys,» Ruslan explained with enthusiasm in his voice, «the crane would elevate a weight at least twice as heavy as now. You’ll see, observe.» They saw Oleg and Lana, and Ruslan fell silent.
«Daddy!» The girl hugged her father. She briefly told him about the pursuit. She laid it on thick and Oleg felt himself a true hero. Yet he noticed the skeptic look on Mr. Limpson’s face, and he interrupted Lana, «My love, it was nothing.»
«It was an act of heroism,» she replied, delighted.
«It was an act of boyishness.» Mr. Limpson snorted. «So, Mr. Merkulov, you risked the life of my daughter, eh?»
«Dad,» the girl drawled unpleasantly. Mr. Limpson glanced at her, then back at Oleg. «I want to talk with you, Mr. Merkulov. Lana, stay here.»
The men walked away, and the girl stood next to Ruslan.
They both were disappointed and irritated. Ruslan wanted Mr. Limpson to see the demonstration of his innovation, while the girl wanted to know what her father and Oleg were talking about.
Ruslan sighed and signaled the crane’s operator. The engine roared to life and the sheaf of slabs started rising.
«Mr. Merkulov,» Mr. Limpson addressed Oleg, when they went out of earshot from Lana. «I am a man also, and I can understand that a pretty girl, like Lana, can easily catch the interest of a male. Don’t take it as an offense, but for an experienced man it’s not difficult to turn the head of a young thing. You have done it. Great. But I’d like to know what you think about the future. I’ll be open with you. You are not the ideal husband that I wish my daughter to have. However, not the worst, I have to admit. But you’re married, and it makes me concerned. So, could you explain the situation to me?»
«I’ll be open with you, too.» Oleg smiled as nicely as he could. «I love your daughter crazily. I never imagined such feelings could ever exist. But I don’t want anyone to think I’m doing it because of her money, so I didn’t propose to her, and it’s all up to her. About my wife. We don’t love each other, but we are good friends. She has a student visa, and I can stay in the United States only because I’m her spouse. I can’t leave the U.S.A. Lana is here. She is the breath of my life. I can’t live without her, like a plant can’t live without the sun.»
«Oh, what a talker!» Mr. Limpson thought with vexation. «No wonder my poor girl fell for that.»
«Vera is a good person,» continued Oleg. «She has no one in her life, and she kindly agreed not to divorce me right now. But she’s able to do it any moment if I ask her about it. We already have separate budgets. Our divorce would be just a few formalities. So, I repeat, everything depends on the feelings of your daughter. She is an idol and goddess to me. If she says so, I’m ready to jump into the center of a volcano.»
Controlling himself, Mr. Limpson closed his eyes for a second. «If that bastard utters one more gibberish phrase,» he thought. «I’ll hit him.»
Gazing at her father and Oleg, Lana slowly walked in the direction of them, hiding herself from their view. She heard Ruslan shout something, but, having been buried in her task, the girl paid no heed and even the loud «pomp!» did not take her attention.
Suddenly someone hurled her aside, and she fell, rolling over. Next the ground shook with a powerful blow, and a cloud of dust hid the world around her.
Coughing, Lana barely sat up, looking about in bewilderment. Ruslan bent over her, and she saw her father and Oleg running toward them.
«I’ve almost killed your daughter, Mr. Limpson,» Ruslan explained helping her get up. «It was my fault. The crane did elevate the weight, but the cable wasn’t rated for the double load.»
Everybody looked at the pile of broken slabs, and at the scraps of the cable above them.
«I’m fired, Mr. Limpson, aren’t I?» Ruslan asked calmly.
«It was human error,» Mr. Limpson replied, hugging the shaken Lana. «And all is well that ends well. Would you like to hear more proverbs?»
«What an opportunity I’ve just missed!» Oleg said to himself. «Her pop’s smart, but I bet that dimwitted thing doesn’t even realize that this damn Ruslan saved her life.»
As if confirming this thought Lana addressed him. «Oleg, take me home, please. I don’t feel well.»
«Take care!» Mr. Limpson kissed his daughter and turned to Ruslan. «Okay, let’s try again.»
They started talking, and Oleg took Lana to his car.
The businessman paused, then addressed Ruslan. «Thank you for rescuing my daughter.»
«You’re welcome,» he quietly replied, and Mr. Limpson gazed at the young man.
«I think you like my daughter, don’t you?»
«Yes, I do,» Ruslan voiced indifferently. «I’m straight. I like girls, not males.»
«I mean, you risked your life for her.»
«Once, in Moscow,» Ruslan grinned, looking at the businessman with a challenge. «I saw a crow entangled in the phone wire. I climbed up, cut the wire and freed the bird. I spent fifteen days in jail because of that, Mr. Limpson. But I wasn’t sorry. If I see a living being in trouble I try to help no matter who it is.»
«Come on.» Mr. Limpson snorted. «I’ve been watching you for a long time, dear Ruslan. I bet you want to sleep with Lana, eh?»
«If I want to sleep with a slut,» retorted the Russian. «I’d rather use a professional prostitute.»
Shocked, Mr. Limpson barely maintained control of himself.
«We are talking about my daughter,» he finally exhaled.
«Really?» Ruslan did not move his eyes aside. «I thought we were talking about someone who doesn’t care with whom they sleep. Sorry, but it’s the softest word that I know to call such a person.»
«I’m forbidding you, Mr. Grafinsky, to talk about my daughter like this!» roared the incensed businessman, then he sighed. «I believe my poor girl truly loves that damn bastard, and you have no right to blame her for that.»
«Then don’t provoke me, Mr. Limpson,» answered Ruslan in almost a whisper. «You started this talk, not me.»
The businessman hissed in a deep breath, and continued in a regular manner. «Very well, Mr. Grafinsky. What else did you want to show me?»

Chapter 24: Relief

Marina Aleksandrova drove her car away from the town.
She had withdrawn all her money and closed her bank account. She left her security deposit for her apartment, and now she was free as a bird. However, she thought about David and Joe and she felt sick at heart in the utter hopelessness of the case.
«I won’t give up,» she whispered to herself. «I don’t know, Fate, why do you send me these ordeals. Are you trying to test my limits? Great! God help me, I won’t give up…»
* * * * *
Marina stopped at the rest area, filled her car up and went to Wendy’s for lunch.
She wanted to order a salad, fries and orange juice as usual, but something had changed within her, so she chose a combo with chicken nuggets instead.
She sat at a free table, opened the box, and, taking out a piece, looked it all over, then slowly bit about half of the nugget.
Yes, it was what she wanted. The crunchy sound and spicy taste cheered her up, arousing in her wounded soul some foggy dreams and light hope. She took a sip of her soda and enjoyed, feeling sweet bubbles tickling her tongue and throat.
She closed her eyes, and when she looked again, a man was sitting across from her at the table and smiling. His eyes roved over her dreamy face.
«Definitely, it’s good weather today,» he started. Marina stared wildly at him, and suddenly she hysterically guffawed.
People in the hall looked at her. She saw the smile of the man fail, and, the embarrassed Marina quickly left the restaurant and got into her car.
Here she cried thinking, «I need to control myself better. I’m crazy. Why did I react like that? Yes, it was exactly the same phrase from my favorite Russian story, The Master and Margarita by Mikhail Bulgakov. But as I remember, the flirted heroine did not laugh boisterously.»
After calming down, she slowly drove away.
* * * * *
She was driving and driving, and smiled, seeing the landscape become different. Covered by forests, some hills appeared on the plains, and the first mountains came into view on the horizon.
The soft crepuscule overtook the daylight and Marina thought about staying the night.
To her unpleasant surprise the first motel had no room. «No vacancy’ she saw on the next one, and suddenly she guessed it was because tomorrow would be Independence Day and people had gathered for the celebration.
Marina swerved from the interstate and moved her car along a local road. She passed a town, and here she finally found a place for the night.
It was not a real motel building; the owner just placed a few small mobile homes in shape of the letter U, and Marina liked his cleverness. She reserved one of these trailers, and, taking a soda, she sat on the steps, adoring the beauty of this cloudless night.
A man of middle age was sitting on the porch of the next house and he addressed her, «Nice evening.»
Marina nodded continuing to drink. She was afraid he would flirt with her, but he just silently kept his eyes on the sky, and the girl calmed down.
«It would be polite if I say something as a reply,» thought Marina, but she was not in the mood for any kind of conversation, and did not compel herself to utter a sound.
«No need to talk if you don’t want to,» the man said, and his understanding touched the girl.
«Sorry,» she murmured. «It’s not you. I’m just tired, that’s all.»
He nodded.
«Look at the sky,» he told her, and Marina gazed upward.
The magic twinkling of the bright summer stars captured her completely, and, melting into their shining, Marina did not feel the tears running down her own face. For the girl, his monologue seemed as if not from a person talking to her, but from her guardian angel, or the voice of her mind.
«When I look at star stained sky,» he slowly said. «I always think how trifling all our problems are compared to the Greatest Mystery of Creation. How all our reasons to be upset are insignificant in front of the countless number of other worlds. How miserable is all our suffering in the eyes of the Eternity of the Universe. Am I right?»
Marina could not reply.
He sighed. «Good night, sweetheart. I wish you luck. It seems you really need it.»
Stiffened, Marina did not notice where the man had gone. She closed her eyes, and suddenly she believed, believed to the bottom of her soul, that she could be triumphant, and she would be for sure.
«Thank you,» whispered she, but no one was near her, and, becoming confused, the girl went into the trailer and fell asleep even before her head touched the pillow.
* * * * *
The sun was still invisible and just pinked the edge of the sky when Marina left the motel, continuing her escape from the past. Thinking about that strange man, who was talking to her last night, she walked around his trailer a few times, but dared not knock or leave a thank you note.
Sighing, she got into her car. The firm conviction that her happiness was not far away still was in her heart, and she was only sorry that she could not say thanks to the man who made her believe.
* * * * *
Driving, Marina kept her eyes at the road and noticed a hitchhiker. The young man was, about twenty years old, carrying a backpack and a guitar. He held up a sign with the name of his destination, but she did not read it, just stopped to pick him up. It did not matter to her where she went. He smiled, and threw his stuff onto the back seat. Their instruments hit each other and made a sound, and the youth said, «Wow.»
«Do you play the guitar?» he asked Marina, getting into the front seat.
«Yes, I do,» she smiled. This active guy looked so young, naive, and ingenuous that the girl sensed motherly feelings for him despite the fact they were about the same age.
«What a coincidence!» he exclaimed, overjoyed. «Will you play with me?»
He sang, but Marina only shook her head, for this song was unknown to her.
«You don’t know the camp’s anthem?» he wondered. «Are you going to the camp for the first time?»
«What camp?» Marina kept smiling.
Now it was his turn to be astonished. «I thought you read my sign…»
Marina snorted. «I’m a free person.» She sighed. «A little vacation. By the way, buddy, in this state it’s prohibited to travel by auto stop.»
«Really? Damn!» He scratched his head. «I come here every Independence Day, but nobody ever told me that. Thanks. Oh, sorry. My name is Pit, Pit Niles.»
«Marina Aleksandrova,» she replied.
«Marina?» he repeated. «Aleksandrova? Are you Russian?»
«Yes.» The girl was surprised. «How did you guess?»
«I know a Russian girl. If you would like to go with me to the camp, I’ll introduce her to you. An American family adopted and raised her, but she told me her original last name was Aleksandrova.»
Marina’s heart stopped for a second as she thought about her lost sister.
«It can’t be Masha; it’s just impossible,» her inner voice argued. «Don’t cherish this foolish hope. Russia is the biggest country in the world. Thousands of children had been adopted by foreigners.» Nevertheless, she could not keep herself from asking: «What is her first name?»
«Loo.»
Marina’s dreams were cast down. «Maybe her adoptive parents gave her another name?» she thought, trying to hold hope, and she asked Pit, «Is she a brunette?»
The image of her sister stayed in her mental vision. She clearly remembered Masha’s dark brown straight hair.
«No, she’s a curly-headed blonde, like you.»
«This is not her.» Marina felt depression. «Another joke of my Fate.»
Sighing, she drove away her thoughts about Masha. She addressed Pit, and began to inquire about the camp.
* * * * *
It was a typical summer camp. The tiny houses were placed in a semicircle near a lake, and the forest surrounded them.
Preparing for the night bonfire, the young people were pottering about in the middle of the central area. They greeted Pit and Marina with screams of delight. Marina tried to trash her memories and be happy with the present.
Soon the communal merriment took her in, and the girl sincerely forgot about all her troubles.
* * * * *
She was helping with firewood when she heard, «Marina!» and she looked back. Pit came close to her, with a blonde girl next to him.
«Here is Loo.» Pit smiled, and the girls shook hands.
«Do you speak Russian?» asked Marina.
«Sorry, I don’t,» Loo replied. «I was just four when I came here.»
«Do you know?» Hesitating, Marina searched the young girl’s face. «Do you have any relatives in Russia?»
«I had an older sister. But all that I know is that she had been sent to a different orphanage. My adoptive parents love children very much. They have some money — they are owners of three day care centers. They are sponsoring the local orphanage. I’m thankful for them. They sincerely tried to find my sister. It was not their fault that all their efforts didn’t bring any success.»
«Where are you from?» After listening to this explanation, hope arose into Marina’s soul again.
«Kiev,» the girl answered, smiling.
«Buddy,» Marina sighed, disappointed. «Kiev is not in Russia.»
«I know.» Loo laughed. «I am Russian, but I never said I’m from Russia. My papers were lost, I don’t even know where I was born.»
Forcing herself to stifle any thoughts about her sister, Marina changed the subject.
«If we put this log like that,» she showed, explaining, «it would keep the fire for a longer time.»
The young people obeyed, and started working together.
* * * * *
Evening fell, and the gaiety reached its maximum. Sparkling in the night sky, fireworks flooded the environs with many colored lights turning the usual landscape into a mysterious zone.
For a long time Marina had not felt as lighthearted as now. She laughed, losing herself in bliss. She ran to the lake, threw off all her clothes and jumped into the water. The reflections of the fireworks, moonlight and bright summer stars transformed the dark brown water into a bizarre soup, and the girl felt as though she were swimming in space, in the middle of the galaxy.
She heard someone swim after her. Marina looked back and smiled, seeing Pit. She swam away. Strong and athletic, she easily lengthened the distance between them. Then Marina floated on the water and relaxed, staring at the sky blazing with fireworks. Small waves slowly washed up against her slender body, carrying and swinging her like tender hands.
Panting, the youth reached Marina, and for a while he just silently leered at her.
«Oh God,» he said delightedly. «You’re so beautiful.»
«Thanks.» Marina laughed, and swam again. This time she was moving much slower, and Pit stayed by her.
They reached another shore. When Marina’s legs touched the bottom, she turned towards Pit and fondly embraced him. She was not surprised, sensing he was also totally naked. He caressed and kissed her very passionately, yet she felt there was something that she wanted to get straight, and she stopped him, gazing at his face.
«I’m your first, am I?» she asked. He braved it for a moment, but became confused, and nodded.
«Do you despise me?» he squeezed out with effort.
«Why, you silly boy?» she tenderly stroked his young body trembling with desire.
«I’m twenty-three.»
«Gosh!» Marina noted to herself. «He’s three years younger than me!»
«I’m not sick,» he continued. «I’m not gay. I just wanted to meet the right woman… And I’ve never met a girl like you…»
«Let’s go to your place,» she gently interrupted him.
* * * * *
No one could call this just sex. It was not a simple satisfaction of instincts. It was an initiation into the Sacrament of Passion.
His sincere delight and naïve inexperienced caressing washed out her memories, healing her soul exhausted with suffering, curing her heart that seemed to have been broken forever, and the grateful Marina released all her fondness, not called on for such a long time. She did not just show her knowledge. She shared her capability for selfless Love.
* * * * *
Marina was sitting next to the bed. Lying there, Pit held her hand. Carefully, she drew it back, but he would not release it.
«Don’t go away,» he whispered, falling asleep.
For a long time Marina sat there, observing him sleeping with a glad smile across his boyish face. For the first time in her life she met a man from whom she wanted to have a child.
«The girls usually look like their fathers,» Marina dreamed. «If I have a daughter with him, she will be pretty…»
Finally Marina freed her hand, put on jeans and a long-sleeved blouse as it was midnight already, and went outside.
The fireworks were over, and she saw young people sitting around the bonfire. They sang together, and Marina walked close looking for Loo. She was not here, and Marina asked her friends where she could be.
«She has never joined us here,» one of them explained to her. «When we set a fire she always leaves. She’s at home now. The third building from the left.»
Marina went to this house, and knocked. Loo opened without asking, and Marina entered and was surprised, seeing the window covered with a blanket over the blinds.
«Why do you stay here?» Marina asked, lifting the edge of the blanket. The reddish orange light from the fire oozed through the blinds, and Loo screamed and jerked the blanket down again.
«I hate flame!» the girl said with pain in her voice. «My family died in a house fire.»
Marina stood still. «Impossible, impossible, impossible…» was beating in her head.
«My parents, my brothers, all were gone!» Loo was talking, barely holding back her tears. «My oldest sister rescued me in the last second. She jumped with me out of the window. I was just two. I forgot her name; I forgot her face. All I remember is a flame on the left sleeve of her pajama top. Her sleeve was burning, her arm was like a torch, but she did not cry. A fireman beat off this flame, and took her inside an ambulance, and I never, never saw her again!»
«What have you done with your hair, Masha?» Marina suddenly asked in a very calm voice.
«Bleach and permanent,» mechanically answered the girl, then stared at Marina with amazement. «What did you call me?»
Without a word Marina came close to Loo, rolled up her left sleeve and showed to her the big old scar on her arm, the vestige of the deep burn.

Chapter 25: Alla

At the International Airport the Lapins were waiting for Alla.
Nina’s mother was coming to the U.S.A. to visit them, so Vlad drove his family to pick her up.
«Are you sure it’s the correct gate?» Nina asked with worry, glancing at the wall clock, then at her watch, and all around. Panting, she almost hopped with impatience, but suddenly Larisa said very calmly, «I need to go to the bathroom.»
«Oh.» Nina threw her arms up. «It’s about time. I did ask you. Now you’ll wait, young lady.»
«No, I can’t,» the girl objected, speaking with the same tone that her father usually used, and Nina involuntarily noticed this.
«Go, I’ll stay,» Vlad told her.
«No way!» Nina felt tears fill up her eyes. «I don’t wanna miss Mom.»
«Go, I said,» Vlad repeated very quietly, but steel sounded in his voice and Nina took her daughter’s hand and went away without further argument.
* * * * *
Alla strode through the gate, and immediately saw Vlad. Her daughter and Larisa were not there and concern pricked her heart.
«They live so far away,» she said to herself trying not to be worried. «He probably left them at home.»
Pushing the cart with her baggage, she went close to her son-in-law and hugged him. «Hello, son.»
They looked at each other smiling.
«Still a young boy! I wonder if you’ll ever look like an adult?»
Vlad only shrugged his shoulders.
«Mother!» they heard and saw Nina running towards them and Larisa skipping behind her. The women embraced each other and burst into tears and the girl grabbed the hand of her father.
«Dad,» she asked uneasily. «Why do they cry?»
«Because they missed each other,» replied Vlad feeling guilty.
«I missed Granny too!» Larisa wept, flung herself to them, and the women took her in their circle and sobbed all together.
«Niagara Falls,» Vlad thought, watching them with doleful tender compassion.
* * * * *
Before getting into the car, Alla looked it over with criticism, «Is it your auto?»
«Yes.» Her daughter smiled.
«I thought it’s an old rusty can from some garbage.» Alla snorted, and Nina felt confused.
«It moves at least,» Vlad retorted with a peaceful voice, but thinking, «People in Russia think if you are living in the USA, you are a millionaire.»
He did not tell his mother-in-law that just yesterday the muffler had fallen off, but Ruslan Grafinsky helped them again, simply tying it back on with a wire.
Vlad gazed at the black violet clouds accumulating in the darkening sky. The weather forecast warned about an oncoming thunderstorm, and he was worried.
The trip home was going to take about six hours of driving, and Vlad realized that there was no chance of avoiding the heavy rain.
«Should we stay in a motel?» he thought. «Gosh, it’s too expensive! If I drive carefully everything is going to be fine. I hope.» Still hesitating, he finally sat in the car.
Chatting non-stop, Alla, Nina and Larisa did not even notice his concern, and, again, Vlad was touched by how these women trusted him.
* * * * *
They were half way home when the thunderstorm broke. The raindrops and hailstones pattered on the car, and the women became quiet. Soon Larisa fell asleep, a tired Alla dozed off next to her, and Nina observed them with a happy smile.
They had just passed a town when a sudden siren sounding outside made their skin creep. Nina turned toward Vlad to ask him about it, and she saw his pallid face. He stared at the mirror, and the woman looked back.
Her hair stood on end as she saw a twister, moving directly along the same road as their car. It was getting closer, and Nina gasped with horror.
«What?» Alla woke and gazed at her daughter. «What’s going on?»
Nina could not answer. Alla followed her look and saw the tornado.
«Wow.» She smiled. «My first day in the U.S.A., and what an adventure! Can we stop? I want to take a picture.»
«It’s not funny, mom,» murmured Nina. Her voice squeaked. «Vlad, can we move faster?»
Vlad only shook his head. He glanced at the speedometer and felt despair, for this was the maximum speed that he could press out of this old and oft-fixed vehicle.
«Stupid piece of junk!» Vlad thought with vexation. «I should have rented a car. So, Scrooge, you saved some money, and your damned economy is going to kill your family. Congratulations!»
Watching for shelter, the Lapins looked through the windows with all their attention, but all that they could see were endless cornfields, stretching to the skyline.
«A bridge!» Nina suddenly exclaimed, pointing forward. «Thank God! We’re saved!»
They reached the bridge, it was not big, nor wide, but nevertheless it was some cover, and Vlad parked the car under it, rushed out and carefully took Larisa into his arms.
He climbed up the slope, and sat down in the chink between the ground and the span. He held his sleeping daughter, but suddenly he recalled a story that he had read somewhere about how a twister tore a child from the arms of his mother. Hastily taking out his belt, Vlad fastened Larisa to himself, then looked down.
A roaring van swept past, and Vlad involuntarily noticed the big blue letters on its board. Nina and Alla were still inside the car, and Vlad was worried sick about them and could not imagine what was going on.
The young woman was vainly trying to urge her mother out.
«I’m not going anywhere.» Alla demonstratively sat straight.
«You should not stay in the car.» With desperation Nina glanced at her, then at the oncoming twister. She realized they had no time for discussion. «Mom, please, I beg you!»
Not looking at her daughter, Alla did not response. Then Nina got out, and ran to her family. She saw Vlad’s belt around the body of Larisa, and she took out her own blouse, and tied herself to her husband and daughter.
«If we are gonna die, we die together,» Nina thought, resigning herself to her Fate.
They hugged each other and still cringed, trembling with fear in the face of the Power of Nature, helpless, like people of the Stone Age.
The wind became stronger and stronger, and the Lapins stared at the car down the slope.
«Mommy, mommy,» whispered Nina. She could not tear her eyes from the car, shaking and slowly moving forward.
«We can do nothing, honey,» Lapin mumbled, but Nina did not hear him.
Vlad greatly respected Alla, and, recalling the Wizard of Oz and the witch that had been killed by a tornado, he thought, «Awful! If my mother-in-law is gone, everybody would think I wanted it.»
The wind slackened, and the car stopped. It was over now, and the Lapins sighed with relief.
«I told you it was safe,» Alla said to her daughter when she got inside. Exhausted with stress, Nina did not answer. Holding Larisa, she silently sat on the back seat, made her daughter comfortable and buckled her up, then hugged her mother.
Vlad drove the car away, continuing the interrupted trip.
A few miles further on they saw a van lying in the ditch with its wheels up. Large blue letters blared from its board, and Vlad recognized the truck that had passed their car under the bridge. A police car was on its way, so Vlad did not stop.
* * * * *
Bill Thompson was walking along a path in the city park, and his golden retriever slowly followed him. Goldy was an old dog, very old. The animal had difficulty moving her legs, and Bill looked at his pet with compassion as he had the same problem and had to use a walking stick.
He sat on the bench, and Goldy lay next to him.
Bill looked around the playground. He liked to watch the playing children and their parents. Some of them he remembered from when they were kids.
This is why he noticed the lady. She was an unknown woman, and, he realized at once, she was not from here. First, he saw her legs. Not long, but very thin legs. In contrast with other women, who wearing sport shoes, this woman wore heel-strap sandals with such high heels that Bill was surprised that she was able to move so easily and lightly.
Her black T-shirt, with a deep décolleté, tightly fitted her slender lithe body. Many women tied their hair, but the ponytail of this woman was decorated with a black bow. Although she was not young, this bow looked very natural, as part of her image. Cheerful and active, she resembled a starling, and her long nose only emphasized this likeness.
Thompson suddenly thought how aptly people call the foreigners ’aliens’. This woman really was a being from another world.
She played with Larisa, and Bill was surprised, for he did not know that Nina’s mother was here. The girl ran to other kids, the woman looked about, saw Goldy, and came close.
«What a nice doggie,» she said, as she bent over and petted the dog. The retriever wagged its tail and licked her face. The woman laughed. «I do love dogs. I have two dogs in Moscow.»
She was talking with a strong accent. Bill barely understood her, but he smiled. This lively woman emitted optimism. She beamed, making the world around her bright and dreamlike and wonderful.
«My name is Alla,» she introduced herself. «What is the name of your doggie?»
«Goldy.» He slightly bowed. «And my name is Bill Thompson.»
«Thompson!» She threw up her arms. Bill was surprised by her reaction. Alla opened her bag and took out a book. «My daughter, Nina, told me about you, and I bought this book just for you. I bet you have never read this.» She gave it to Bill, and, astonished, he took the book, and looked at the cover: Seton Thompson… a naturalist, writer… the first Chief Scout of the Boy Scouts of America…
«He’s my favorite author,» she explained emotionally.
«It’s very interesting.» Bill wanted to return the book, but Alla stopped him. «No! It’s my gift to you. Take it, read it. I’m sure you will like it. Chink, the puppy. Snap. The Winnipeg Wolf. When I was reading these stories I cried.»
Bill saw Vlad Lapin walk toward them.
«Hello.» He nodded to Bill, and addressed Alla in Russian. «Where is Larisa?»
The woman waved toward the playground, and he called out, «Larisa!»
«I’m very glad to meet you, Mr. Thompson.» Alla shook his hand.
«Me too.» He smiled back. Larisa ran to her father, climbed up on him, and all the Russians went to the parking lot.
Bill followed them with his eyes, then took out his glasses and opened the book.
* * * * *
It was like a deep sleep. Bill Thompson finished reading the first story, and noticed with amazement that it was already evening. Soft wind was bringing freshness, and the sun hid behind the trees.
«Goldy, girl,» he addressed his dog. «How could I forget about you? Wanna drink?»
The animal sighed and put its head down again.
«Where does the time go?» Bill thought with sadness about the rapidity of life.
* * * * *
At home Bill Thompson had supper, then washed the dishes, but all his thoughts led him back to today’s meeting with Alla.
«What a woman,» he whispered, shaking his head. «Interesting, how old is she? Gosh, what a book she gave me. It’s some kind of magic. What a shame I’ve never heard of this author. Heh-heh! The same name. Yeah. Thank God, she didn’t blame me for her daughter’s trauma. It was an accident. How her hubby looks at me all the time. I bet he couldn’t forget that his wife stepped on the nail while working for me. She’s still limping, poor woman.» He smiled, recalling Alla. «Her mother is so energetic. I’m wondering, is she so active all the time or was it just the thrill from her arrival? When she hugged Goldy… Yeah, by the way, how’s my poor girl?»
He looked at his pet and noticed the retriever had not even touched its evening portion of food.
«You should control the amount she eats making sure she eats the basic volume.» Bill recalled the words of the veterinarian, and he sat on the floor next to the dog’s bed.
Taking the bowl, Thompson pinched out a small piece and offered it to the retriever. The animal sighed and turned its muzzle aside.
«Goldy, girl, you have to eat,» the old man said fondly as he carefully moved the food closer to dog’s nose. «Smell it, how delicious. Please, don’t make Daddy upset.»
Wagging its tail, the retriever licked his fingers with the food.
«What a good girl.» Smiling, Bill took another piece and, talking, he continued feeding his pet. «We’ll be fine. We’ll show the youngsters that we’re not as helpless and worthless as they think. Remember the lady that hugged you? She’s full of zip like a little girl. You did like her, didn’t you? Me too. Heh-heh! You licked her, lucky you. How did her skin taste? I wish I was a dog.» He laughed surprising himself as erotic dreams were gathering in his mind.
In bed Bill took the book again. Usually he did not read before sleeping, but today’s excitement overwhelmed the old man, and he decided just to take a quick look to calm down.
The wizardry of the words captured him again. He read, and read, and did not become aware of how his eyes closed, and like a soft cloud enveloping him, instantly removing all the burdens of his age.
…The King, he was hunting in the sunlit autumn forest. He galloped on a bay stallion, hot as a Devil’s creature, and his golden retriever ran beside him. The numerous tints of colors of the leaves dazzled him, and he did not remember the exact moment when he saw a beautiful lady fly next to him on the back of a black horse.
«Who are you?» he breathed out, panting with ecstasy.
«I am a queen from another country,» she declared vociferously, and her ringing voice with strange hard accent filled the forest, just as though the trees and bushes shouted it themselves.
«Welcome,» he answered, adoring her. «You can use all the treasures of my kingdom as if they are yours!»
She sharply halted her horse, and stared at him.
«The only thing I want to get is your heart,» she whispered, and he embraced her.
«You already have it,» he murmured, kissing her deep into her mouth, smelling and tasting like fresh red grapes.
* * * * *
Bill Thompson was asleep, and the forgotten book, lying on his chest, slowly moved up and down with his calm and peaceful breathing.

Chapter 26: The Festival

«Larisa, wait!» Nina Lapina tried to keep up with her daughter, skipping along a path in the city park. Her foot still hurt when the woman tried to walk quickly.
She looked around with a smile, enjoying the sunny autumn morning.
«Why did the leaves begin changing color?» she wondered. «It’s still so warm and nice! Yesterday it was even as hot as summer! Probably, because the nights are getting longer…»
Lapina heard music, saw flags and tents, and heard the happy crowd. The festival had already started. Larisa ran, and Nina raced after her.
«Honey, not so fast,» she begged, and the girl stood, hopping with impatience.
«Why is Dad not with us?» she asked her mother with an upset voice.
«He’ll join us later.» The woman assured her, and they both sighed. Holding hands, they walked together.
* * * * *
«It’s the wrong reactive.» The deep calm voice of Vlad Lapin drove Lana from her thoughts back to her work. Ashamed, she took another test tube.
«Lana, please concentrate,» Lapin said to her. «It’s a very easy process, all that is required is to follow the correct procedures.»
Lana sighed and looked around the empty laboratory. Vlad was helping her with her project, and now they were alone.
«I wanted to ask you a long time ago,» Lana started irresolutely. Vlad gazed at her, and the captivating grin on his attractive lips mixed the girl up.
«Darn,» she thought admiring his pretty tender face. «He’s not my type, but he’s so cute! Like Cupid. Why is he a chemist? He should be a poet…»
«Ask,» Vlad said seeing she had stopped.
«Can you tell me more about Ruslan Grafinsky?»
Vlad’s blue eyes grew narrow, glinting through his long gold colored eyelashes.
«I can’t be objective,» he answered calmly. «He’s been my best friend for a long time. I can only compliment him.»
«Really?» she giggled, ashamed. «He’s ignoring me.» Lana glanced at the smiling Vlad, and became even more confused. «I mean, not ignoring, but…» She did not know how to explain, and cried, vexed.
«Oh girl, you want him to court you, too,» thought Vlad. «No way, his pride never allows him to be a supplement. He has to be the only one. And I understand it. I get crazy when Nina even looks at another man. Larisa… Wondering, what they’re doing right now? Damn my contract! I could be with them now… Come on, buddy, she’s paying for your time, this money will help your family.»
«Lana,» he addressed the weeping girl. «Pull yourself together. It’s great weather outside, the festival is running in the city park, and we’re stuck here. Let’s finish this damn work, and go enjoy it. Life is so short, don’t waste time.»
«You’re right.» Lana determinedly wiped her face and took up the next vial.
* * * * *
In the middle of the park, near the central playground, Nina Lapina saw police cars, fire trucks, and school buses organized in a line with all the doors open. The children were climbing into the vehicles, exploring and playing.
Larisa rushed forward and got into the first police car. Walking close behind her, Nina heard her daughter say to Jeff Menard, «I wanna be a policewoman!»
«Hi,» Nina said to Vera Grach. «Why are you here? I thought you were going to draw at the dog show.»
«Later.» Confused, Vera did not know how to explain. Her colorless cheeks blushed, like someone had spilled ketchup in milk. «Check it out, how do you like this?» Vera pointed to her work, and Nina looked.
The sketch showed a police car and a tall athletic black man in uniform with his arm on the open door and slightly leaning on it. Then Nina now understood the reason for Vera’s presence here and did not ask her any more.
Larisa got out of the car, and Nina nodded to Vera, «See you!» Slightly limping, Nina followed her daughter who was, in turn, chasing a squirrel.
The frightened animal climbed up the first shaft, and discovered with horror the shelter was the wrong place. The pole was about ten feet in height and the squirrel did not feel safe.
Trying to find a way to escape, the animal reared up on the top of the rod and Vera liked her expressive pose. She took away the picture of Jeff, and started a new sketch, drawing the squirrel, when a small black girl went close, and shyly took one of her brushes.
«Kimberly,» her mother addressed the child. «Don’t touch a thing!»
«It’s okay.» Vera gave the girl a paper. «Draw something.»
«Thank you,» the mother and the daughter said at once, and the girl started drawing.
Vera glanced at her, and thought, «The Afro genome is stronger than the Caucasian. If I have a child from Jeff, he or she will never look like me. Am I ready for that? Damn me, I am a whore. I had no man for a while, and I’m ready to sleep with a stranger! Not with a stranger,» she corrected herself. «With the man whom I love… What about Oleg? He hasn’t asked me about sex lately. Well, it’s okay with me; I’d refuse anyway. But why? He looks concerned. Maybe he doesn’t feel well or some troubles are disturbing him, and I don’t support or help him! Instead I’m thinking about sleeping with another man! I am a whore; yes, I am.»
Absorbed in her thoughts, Vera did not notice at once that the girl had finished her picture, and was trying to get her attention.
«Oh, sorry, honey.» Vera took the paper, and looked. It was a very childish picture, but the hard clearness of the lines impressed the artist, and she addressed the mother of this girl, «Your daughter has a gift. You should get her a teacher.»
«Really?» The woman smiled doubtfully, and Vera understood her concern, and offered, «If you’d like I can teach your daughter without charge. I’m busy, but once a week I can do it.»
«Oh, thank you. No, I’ll pay you. Not much, but I’ll do it.»
«It’s okay, you can pay as much as you can.» Vera stopped as she saw Ruslan Grafinsky and Lana’s father walking in the direction of her. They approached and said, «Hello.»
Then Mr. Limpson addressed Vera. «I’d like to know where your husband is?»
«With your daughter, I suppose,» answered Vera with such an emotionless voice that the businessman lost all his will to ask her more. She looked at him, and her strange barren face seemed to Mr. Limpson like a head of a sand rattlesnake.
«No wonder nobody dared say the truth to her.» He thought, getting nervous under her cryptic glare. He glanced at her work.
«Hmmm, not bad,» drawled the businessman. «I’d like to order a picture of my pet. It’s an albino weasel. Can you do this?»
«Like that?» Vera took her notebook, made a sketch, and showed it to the businessman.
He gazed at the paper, then again — at Vera. «If you can make a picture like that, I’ll load you with beans.»
«With beans?» asked Vera, amazed.
«I mean, I’ll pay you much more than you expect,» he explained, grinning.
«Thank you,» Vera answered calmly. «I’ll try my best. I am selling my works. However it’s not the major point.»
«As one Russian famous poet wrote,» cut in Ruslan Grafinsky. «The spirit is not for sale, but you can sell your manuscript.»
«You bet,» Vera looked away and saw Nina Lapina and Larisa walking deeper in the park. Vera wondered where Vlad and Nina’s mother, Alla, could be.
* * * * *
Vlad drove Lana to the park, and seeing how he immediately rushed away searching for his family, not looking back at her, not even saying goodbye, Lana envied Nina.
Well, at least Oleg was already here waiting for her, and the girl wanted to believe he had the same strong feelings for her as Vlad had for his wife.
«My beautiful princess!» Oleg addressed Lana. «I bought tickets, let’s go, sweetheart.»
«I need to see my father first,» said Lana, shaking her head.
«But we’ll be late.»
«Big deal.» She yawned. «I’m tired, I don’t wanna go.»
«Let’s go home, then,» he suggested, using his sensual insinuating voice. «I missed you, for my breath goes out.»
Lana stretched, feeling heat envelope her body.
«No,» she objected. «I have to see my farther.»
She went deeper into the park, and Oleg had to follow her.
«Stupid doll,» he was thinking, vexed. «Damn daddy’s daughter. She’s twenty-five, and she still listens to her pop like a baby. I need to be more active. But I’m tired. I’m so tired. I’m afraid I wouldn’t stand it for long. To Hell with all green paper! I’m exhausted and worn out. I wanna go home. Now I am acting like a baby! Come on, buddy!» Oleg calmed himself. «She’s almost ready, you can do it! It would be a shame if you’d give up! You never have! Hold on!»
They walked deep in the park and saw Lana’s father.
«Daddy!» She embraced him, and the businessman could not help beaming as he hugged her. He threw a glance at her escort, and Oleg had no time to change the composure of his face.
The cold cruel glint in Oleg’s glare struck the loving father, and he squeezed his daughter, ready to defend her even with his own life if necessary.
Oleg understood it, and smiled. His satisfied smirk, looking like the grin of a wolf, only increased all the worries of Mr. Limpson. He looked around and saw Ruslan gaze at Oleg, and the businessman felt support.
«It’s okay,» Mr. Limpson thought resolutely. «I’m not alone. Whatever that cocky boy says about Lana, I’m sure he loves her. We will make other plans. He’s smart; I wish I had a son like Ruslan.»
Suddenly the businessman noticed the angry look that Jeff Menard sent Oleg Merkulov’s way.
«Why does this policeman have a grudge against him?» wondered Mr. Limpson.
Everybody stared at Oleg now. Seeing Vera turn toward him, Oleg understood he had to do something.
«Be careful, buddy,» he said to himself as he walked close to his wife.
As he did, Jeff lowered his head, and moved aside. The amazed Mr. Limpson reasoned the situation out. However, Vera’s face still was the same indifferent mask, and he was not sure about her feelings for Jeff.
«How are you doing?» Oleg asked calmly. He spoke Russian, as it would look more natural, but he saw Ruslan was next to them, and Oleg knew the Limpsons would ask all the details of his talk with Vera.
«I’m fine,» she answered in the same tone, and Oleg could not believe his luck, as her reply was exactly what he needed from her right now. Seeing an upset Jeff, Vera glanced at her husband with vexation, then addressed Lana, «How’s your study, Miss Limpson?»
«It’s going good, thanks.» The girl gazed at her, but the woman did not understand her look.
«How to drive everybody out of here?» The only thought was running through her head. «Oh Jeff, don’t go away! I’ll make it somehow…»
«Oleg said you were going to the football game,» Vera continued talk with Lana. «Was I wrong? Or have you changed your mind?»
Surprised by her questions, the Limpsons and Ruslan did not reply, but a gladdened Oleg nodded, thinking, «Even if we arranged this with each other, she could not act better and more useful, helping me!»
Vera looked at her watch. «Then you should go, then. Or you will be late. Have fun!»
Grateful for his luck, Oleg sighed with relief, then gently, yet resolutely, he took the hand of a perplexed Lana, and almost tearing the girl from the arms of her father, he led her to his car. Ruslan and Mr. Limpson exchanged glances. But Vera saw only Jeff smiling happily at her.
«I will make a picture of your pet, Mr. Limpson,» Vera said to the businessman. «I can’t tell you the exact date, as I can draw only when I have the appropriate mood. When it’s done, I’ll contact you. Anything else?»
«No,» Mr. Limpson replied with bitterness, watching Oleg driving his daughter away.
«Then if you don’t mind, I’d like to continue my work.» Vera took a brush and started drawing again demonstratively not looking around.
«Good luck,» Mr. Limpson murmured quietly, then went toward the parking lot. A disappointed Ruslan followed him.
When they were out of earshot from Vera, Mr. Limpson started addressing Grafinsky, «I won’t ask her for assistance. I simply can’t. You may laugh, dear Ruslan, but this woman scared me. I don’t know, how to explain this, but she seems not a human, but some kind of plenipotentiary of Fate.»
«All my life I was fighting my Fate,» retorted Ruslan.
«And how successfully?»
«We should not give up. The question is about the life of Lana. I feel the situation has become much more serious.»
«Then we need another plan, Ruslan.» Mr. Limpson sighed, getting into his limousine, and Ruslan sat next to him.
* * * * *
Seeing everybody leave Vera, an exhilarated Jeff went close to her again. He needed a reason to be next to her, and he found it when Kimberly, the black girl, took another piece of paper and Vera was arranging with her mother a date for the first lesson for her daughter.
Jeff knew this woman, they were almost pals, and he was glad to cut into the discussion, and did it easily, without effort.
Vera smiled. Her beloved man was beside her and the woman enjoyed this.
Despite the outsiders, Vera and Jeff were vastly blissful, feeling as if they were alone in the whole wide world. No one existed for them now.
Love makes people egoists, but they cannot be blamed for this.
* * * * *
Looking for her mother, Nina walked around the park.
She saw the VanSteins sitting side-by-side on a bench next to the playground watching Dylon playing in the sandbox. Hannah was not there. However Nina dared not approach them and ask about her.
This morning Nina had received a letter from Marina. She had not read it yet. There was no time, as she wanted to read it in peace. She just took a peep. There was a photo. Marina was hugging some guy and a girl, and Nina wondered who these people were. The letter was in her purse right now, and the woman felt confused, as if the VanSteins could see it.
Besides, Nina noticed that other people avoided them as well.
In the very midst of the cheerful crowd, in the center of the festival, the VanSteins were all alone, like in a deep desert, just as though they were inside a magic circle.
«Poor them,» Nina whispered under her breath. «It should probably take some time while they regained respect and reputation.» She stealthily passed behind their bench, and walked to the pet show.
Larisa saw a petting zoo, and ran into the pen. She met Hannah there, and the gladdened girls started chatting. Nina heard the ringing voice of her mother, and went close.
«What a dog.» Alla petted a blue-eyed husky, chocolate in color. «I wish I had a puppy from him.»
«Sorry, it’s impossible,» the owner replied. «He’s fixed.»
«Fixed?» surprised, Alla looked at Bill Thompson standing next to her.
«He has been castrated,» explained Bill.
«Awful!» Throwing her arms up, Alla addressed the husky’s owner with a reproaching intonation, «You’re an awful, awful man. How could you deny such a beauty a chance to be a father?»
Bill dared not say that Goldy had been sterilized also. He saw Nina, and was glad to find a reason to move the attention of Alla from that husky.
«Your daughter is here,» Bill told Alla, and the woman spun toward her.
All together they went to the petting zoo, and Bill treated Nina and the playing girls with apples.
«I know why dogs eat apples, and cats don’t,» Larisa said, biting the juicy fruit with relish. «Because dogs eat sweet things and cats don’t.»
The adults laughed.
«Ah, here you are,» they heard, and saw Vlad Lapin holding a large pizza box and a pack of soft drinks. «I knew you would be somewhere around the animals.»
«Pizza!» exclaimed Nina, as she greatly loved Italian food. «Honey, but it’s so expensive.»
«Don’t worry, Lana bought it.» Her husband smiled.
The Lapins, Hannah, Bill Thompson, and Alla all went to the first free table and the feast began.
Everybody was hungry and ate greedily, and Vlad looked at them with a smile. Wearing a wide short-sleeved blouse spotted as if made from leopard skin, Nina stared at her husband. Her clothes and shaggy black hair flying with the wind called out a deep instinct, arousing a strange dream in his mind.
Not a scientist was sitting in a park in the heart of Civilization, but a male savage returning from a difficult hunt. He came back with some food, and he fed his clan.
An old couple shyly ate, gladdened that he did not drive them away and allowed them to join the group and have part of the meal. Vivacious cubs bustled with their portions. And here was the dominant big-breasted vivid female, his lovely mate looking at him with adoration and rapture.
Vigorous, sturdy and lively, she was illuminated with young energy and verve, and her healthy body was trembling, overflowing with strengths and desire.
He knew, when night took its right, this woman would be his again. She would make love with the same greediness as she was now eating.
And her passion, her eagerness, her selfless devotion were the best reward for all his efforts and caring for the family.

Chapter 27: Truth

Two weeks went by.
Patrolling, Jeff Menard was driving through the campus when he saw Oleg Merkulov and Lana Limpson playing tennis. He parked not far away to watch them.
Jeff was an experienced man, and he understood at once that the tennis was just an excuse, that Oleg was courting Lana, and she was responding. Jeff could not hear their talk, but their poses and motions were explicit enough.
Sometimes Lana laughed and her sincere guffawing painfully echoed in the soul of the policeman. Oleg lost a ball again, and Lana went close to him. Showing him how to hold the racket correctly, she hugged him, Oleg turned, and they kissed each other.
It was more than Jeff could stand. Mad, he got out of his car, and strode quickly to them.
The lovers noticed him coming, but it did not bother them. However, Oleg saw the policeman was really angry and he grew worried, for he could not imagine the reason for such frenzy.
Jeff wished to arrest Oleg, but it was no crime, and his sense of duty overcame his jealousy. The officer did not know what to say.
«I have to tell Vera,» he thought. «No, she won’t believe me. Maybe she would think I made up this story to set her against her husband.»
«What?» started Lana seeing the men just staring at each other, keeping silent. «Problems?»
«Miss Limpson!» Jeff spun to her. «You are the daughter of such a respectable man. How could you behave like this? Shame on you.»
«It’s my personal life,» the girl retorted angrily. «It’s none of my father’s business. And it’s none of your business either. If I’d like to kiss the President, I’ll do it, and I won’t ask cops for permission.»
«I have no right to talk to her like this.» Jeff thought about Vera. «I’m doing the same thing. What does the Bible say? „Do you look at the mote in your brother’s eye, but do not consider the beam in your own eye?“ Matthew 7:3 if I remember right…»
Not saying another word, Jeff slowly walked back to his car. The puzzled lovers looked at him. Then they gazed at each other.
Oleg sighed. «You see, sweetheart, the whole world is against us. For you I’m ready to go through any shame and humiliation, but I can’t allow to you the same. If the police start to impede our love…» He hung his head, stealthily watching her reaction.
Her countenance turned stern and resolute, and Oleg noticed with displeasure how much the girl looked like her father.
«I’ll be back,» she said, and left. Oleg wondered where she had gone.
Lana came back quickly, but her face had a very strange look.
«I called my father,» she explained. «I told him that you asked me to marry you, and I agreed.»
Oleg threw his arms up. «My sunshine. I can’t believe it.» He fell on his knees, and bowed low. «My queen! You made your slave feel like the richest king in the world.»
Lana smiled and put a tennis racket on his shoulder as if it was a sword. «I pronounce you the Prince of Limpson Estate.» She laughed, but became serious again.
«Dad’s right.» Lana gave Oleg such an odd look that he felt worry, and got up, gazing at her. «It’s not a phone talk. Drive me to him. He has something to tell you.»
«I bet he won’t allow you to marry me.» Oleg said in tragic tone, and hung his head, showing all the hopelessness what he was able to scrape together.
«He can’t do this.» Lana grinned. «I’m of age.»
«Oh, I forgot.» Oleg slapped his forehead. «You look so young… My dear girl…»
«But he can stop giving me money…» She glanced at Oleg, and he smiled.
«I wish he’d do that.»
«Why?» wondered Lana.
«Because you both will see that I love only you, not your money,» he uttered intimately looking deep into her eyes. «We’ll go to Russia, then, and I’ll give you a real life, the life that you deserve…»
His talk, as usual, charmed the girl, but the words of her father sounded in her mind, and Lana sighed. «Let’s go, honey. Be ready to hear something that’s not nice.»
«Anything for my love!» he declared so carnally that the girl felt guilty, for she trusted her father more than she believed Oleg.
* * * * *
«Mr. Merkulov,» Mr. Limpson greeted him coldly. «My daughter informed me about your proposal. I hope you already have made the deal with your wife. As I know, you haven’t divorced her yet.»
«As I told you, it’s just the formalities.» Oleg tried to talk and smile as nicely as he could.
«I want to believe you,» Mr. Limpson continued, still searching Oleg. «But I don’t. I don’t believe you, and I don’t trust you.»
«Daddy!» Lana gasped. «You promised.»
«Give me a test, then.» Oleg kept smiling. «I’m ready to go through fire and water to prove my love for your daughter.»
Lana sighed with delight, but her father frowned, «Words, words, words. I am a businessman, Mr. Merkulov. Invest one hundred thousand into my corporation, and you are in.»
Lana glanced at him, then back at her boyfriend, but, to his surprise, she said nothing.
«I am a businessman too,» Oleg replied. «All my money is tied up in affairs. I am not a millionaire, and I don’t pretend to be.»
«Okay.» Mr. Limpson got up. «When you finish your affairs…» He snorted. «When you show me the money, we can continue our talk.»
Oleg understood that the audience was over, and got to his feet also. They nodded to each other, and the lovers left.
On their way home they kept silent for a while.
Lana started talking first. «I’m sure you can do it.»
«I need to be in Moscow for that.» Oleg looked askance at the girl.
«I’m coming with you, then.»
«But we sold our apartment, and I can’t allow you live in a hotel. It’s too dangerous.» He hoped Lana would understand the hint, and she did.
«I’ll buy an apartment,» she said resolutely. «I will buy it for myself, so dad won’t worry. How much will it cost?»
«About 120,000—150,000. But you have to pay cash and at once.» Oleg watched her reaction. Lana thought.
«I have an account big enough to afford it,» she replied slowly. «But we have to work fast, if you don’t want my dad to interfere.»
Oleg closed his eyes for a second. His plan had worked so easily, he could not believe his luck.
«Let’s go to my place,» Lana told him. «Call your broker right now.»
* * * * *
When they reached her apartment, Oleg did not waste time. He made a call.
«Nikolay,» Oleg spoke Russian. «I have just talked with that bag of money. Of course, he understood what I’m looking for. But I have a plan to trick that old fox. His daughter is a blockhead. She will help me. She wants to buy an apartment in Moscow. Find me one that would cost about 150 grand, but I need it to be less than on paper. I want to cash that fifty.»
«I’ve got it.» Nikolay giggled. «I already know a few such apartments. I’ll call you. How about your wifey?»
«It’s okay,» Oleg smiled. «I’ll kick her out as soon as I can. My fiancée thinks I’ll be just a perfect, lovable hubby. Hah! As soon as I get her money, I send her to follow my present wife. Lana’s not a bad person, but I’m already tired of her primitive love.»
«Are you sure she doesn’t understand Russian?»
«Nope!» Oleg snorted. «It’s so funny how she’s listening to our talk. She’s making a smart face. When we get to Moscow, I think I’ll ask her pops to send me some wampum. Got it?»
«Still wanna boost her? You’re taking a risk, buddy.»
«Now we can do it much easier.» Oleg sat comfortably. «Nikiforov’s boys can do it, and I’ll hire them for that. Contact them, use that ’apartment money’ for this. I will ’save’ my fiancée, and I’ll honestly share with you all the dough that we are able to squeeze from that milk cow.»
«I don’t get it,» Nikolay said. «Why don’t you wanna just marry her?»
«Thanks! And beg for every cent to spend? Her daddy’s not old, and he’s as healthy as a young bull. I bet he’ll live to two hundred years. He could even get married again and leave everything to his wifey. What could I do, then? No, better an egg today, than a hen tomorrow. Okay, buddy, work on it. That cow is next to me. She’s getting bored. Better go.»
He put the receiver into its place and hugged Lana, «Everything will be fine, my love.»
Her reaction surprised Oleg. She gazed at him with the same strange look that she gave him on the tennis court. But she started to talk, and her request dispelled his worry, «Could you go and talk with your wife right now? I want to be sure…»
«I’m on my way, my love.» Merkulov fervidly kissed her, and left.
* * * * *
Shuddering with vexation, Jeff Menard drove to Vera’s apartment, went to the door, and knocked. Sure that she was not here, he just wanted to check it out. But to his pleasant surprise she was at home and opened the door.
She was wearing a light yellow T-shirt and khaki pants, making her look like a snake, and her chestnut braid going along her thin lithe body intensified this likeness. Vera gazed at him, and her pale cheeks became the color of the snow treated with pink by sunrise.
His heart relented with love. His anger was gone in a second and jealous spite converted into a hopeless painful feeling.
«You’re home,» Jeff murmured happily. Moving slowly, as if in a dream, he went inside.
«Mr. Limpson ordered a picture,» Vera explained, walking to the kitchen. «Are you hungry?»
«No.» Jeff felt his mouth was dry as a desert. «Some cola would be okay.»
Vera took a can from the refrigerator. «Ice?»
«Two cubes please.»
He watched, charmed at the way she poured the drink into a tall elegant goblet. Her long thin fingers moved and held things like tentacles, bewitching Jeff.
He took the goblet from her, and when their skin touched he felt as if he was going insane, and barely restrained the desire to grab her hand with all his overblown passion.
Not saying a word, they went to the living room, and Jeff looked at her work.
It was a sketch showing an albino weasel ready to leap forward. Vera neared her easel, and gazed at the picture. Then, taking it away, she walked to her closet and put it inside.
«Later,» she explained to Jeff. «I lost my mood. I can’t draw without spirit.»
«Sorry that I disturbed you,» Jeff said, tasting his drink. «But why don’t you use a photo when you’re drawing?»
«You can’t show everything in the photo.» She smiled. «Wanna see an example? Tell me some scene that you remember from your childhood.»
Looking at her with surprise, Jeff thought for a while, then told her how his parents had bought him a kitten.
Vera listened to him very attentively.
When he finished his story, she closed her eyes, and went to her easel in a meditative state. Taking a brush, she stared at the paper, and started drawing.
Enraptured, Jeff observed Vera. She drew very quickly, all her body curved following her arm. It seemed as though she was dancing. Her braid stirred and shook, jiggled and jarred on her back, and Jeff felt hypnotized, as if it was a real snake.
Keeping his eyes fixed on her braid, he got up and went closer. He looked at the picture.
The sketch showed a boy playing with a young cat. They were not clear and it was like looking through fog; it could have been any other boy, any kitten.
Jeff realized what Vera had tried to explain. When you are looking at a photo, you can see only what it shows.
In contrast, the works of Vera Grach forced the viewer to use their imagination to finish the picture, turning dreams and memories into specific images.
Her braid hit against his hand. Jeff mechanically took it, and Vera gazed at him. He saw her face near to his, and he did not even realize that their lips linked.
They fell down onto the carpet and knocked over the easel.
The only thought to flash into Jeff’s mind of how stupid and banal a situation it would be if Oleg would come back right now and see them making love.
* * * * *
Smiling, they laid there looking at each other.
«I love you,» he whispered. Vera kissed him.
«I don’t want to share you.» He felt a bitter pain prick his heart. Her face clouded a little, and she tenderly petted his cheek.
«Divorce. Please.» He shook his head. «You are my life. I can’t, I don’t want to live without you. I don’t want to share you.»
«Jeff,» she said, hesitating. «I just want to inform Oleg at the right time, and in the right way.»
«Do anything that you wish or that you think is best for you.» He hugged Vera again, and closed his eyes. «Just don’t leave me…»

Chapter 28: Everything Is Clear Now

He entered the police station, walked to his desk, sat down, and stretched.
Jeff Menard had never felt so happy. Sunshine lit up the room, fall was here, and the lovely days of Indian summer had come to the town.
Jeff was smiling, and his colleagues glanced at him with surprise. The police chief looked out from his office.
«Jeff,» he called. «Come here.»
They entered the office, and kept silent for a while.
«Jeff,» his superior started in a friendly way. «You have to understand. The whole city already knows about David and Marina. Now you and Vera.»
«We are adults.» Jeff looked right into the face of his superior officer. «It’s our private life.»
«But you’re not a civilian,» retorted the chief. «You’re a police officer; you represent authority. I know you love your job, and I don’t think you want to lose it. Such misbehavior can defame the status of a policeman.»
Blood rushed to Jeff’s head, and he stared at his boss. He was ready to argue, but the image of Vera appeared in his mind, and Jeff surprised himself, realizing how easy his decision was.
Slowly Jeff took out his police badge, put it on the desk, and left the office without saying a word. The chief ran after him.
«Jeff,» he called. But Jeff did not look back, and kept going.
The policeman sighed, and shook his head. All the officers gazed at him, and he shrugged his shoulders.
«He’ll be back,» the chief said in a positive voice. «I’m sure.»
* * * * *
Smiling, Jeff went along a street. He was thinking about Vera, and he wanted to sing.
He had quit his job, and did not know yet what he was going to do, but it was no matter to him. He had made his choice. Happiness and love overflowed his heart. He threw up his police cap and uttered, «Hurrah!»
He felt like a huge weight had been tossed off his back. Some people gawked at him, and he waved to them with his cap.
«I love Vera!» he exclaimed happily. «I do love her!»
The people whispered to each other. Menard continued his walk. He saw Bill Thompson, sitting on the porch of his house, and he saluted to him as well.
Bill watched Jeff and thought about Alla. He went to the backyard, and called his pet. Lying in the shade, Goldy only looked at its master, then lowered its head again.
Thompson hesitated. He recalled the cheerful Jeff, then he remembered that Alla would leave the country soon and he made up his mind. Bill checked the water in Goldy’s bowl and moved it close to the dog. He petted the retriever and left.
For the first time in years he went to the park without his companion, but he saw Alla, and this sight erased his sadness and a smile surfaced on his lips. She was swinging on the swings.
She bravely swung herself so high that, when the seat was reaching the highest point, the chains were parallel to the ground. Her skirt was fluttering and flapping like a sail. She was laughing loudly, yet despite her age everything looked very natural and run-of-the-mill.
Flying up, she saw him and waved, and Bill got scared. «She’ll fall!»
But she did not, just slowed herself, and, getting up from the swing, she asked him, «Where is Goldy?»
«She doesn’t feel well.» It was their only dialogue, but they understood each other without additional words.
Silently they walked to a bench and sat side-by-side.
A boy ran after a squirrel, and Alla yelled at him. «Leave the animal alone!»
The frightened child glanced at her and raced to his mother, and the woman angrily addressed Alla. «You have no right to shout at my son!»
«Really?» Alla smiled. «Today he chases a squirrel, tomorrow he’ll be after a girl. One day it will finish in jail. You have a wonderful boy, ma’am. I don’t want him to become a prisoner. But maybe you want him to?»
The woman gaped at Alla and quickly went aside, taking her son with her.
«A troublemaker,» Bill Thompson thought about Alla, but he liked it. «Gosh, she is a troublemaker!»
He was glad that this incident gave him a subject for conversation and he asked her, «Did you watch the program about squirrels yesterday on the Discovery Channel?»
«No,» Alla replied sadly. «I just started to watch when Vlad came home. He asked me if he could change the channel, and I felt myself uncomfortable to refuse. Do you understand what I mean?»
Bill nodded. Last summer one of his sons visited him with his family. The daughter-in-law was watching soap operas all day long, at evening his son watched wrestling, and Bill dared not ask about changing the channel.
Their kids exhausted Goldy with their games, and the master and his pet sighed with relief when these noisy guests finally left.
«Would you like to watch the Discovery Channel in my home tonight?» he suggested. «If it’s okay with you…»
«Great!» She clapped her hands. «What time?»
«After six p.m.» Thompson smiled, gladdened by her reaction. He looked around at the sunlit park, and this bright nice day perfectly corresponded with his cheerful mood.
* * * * *
Oleg entered their apartment, and glanced at his wife. As usual, Vera was painting. The picture, showing a little black boy playing with a kitten, was almost done. The child was laughing, and the cat also seemed to be smiling. It was an amazing piece of artwork, and Oleg even felt a little guilty. But he thought about Lana, and went back to his senses and plans.
«Vera,» he started resolutely. «We’ve gotta talk!»
She turned toward him. Her strange gaze confused the man for a while.
«You always were a smart person.» He carefully chose the words. «I met another woman. Sorry. I want a divorce.»
Her brows crawled up. Oleg expected her to be upset or angry, but his wife looked surprised, that was all.
«Really?» Vera smiled, and Oleg thought she did not understand what he had said.
«I’m going to divorce you,» he repeated loudly. Vera laughed. Then suddenly she wept, and pressed her palms to her cheeks. Oleg calmed down. He thought it was a more natural reaction.
«Don’t cry, my dear, I promise to help you with money.»
Dropping her hands, she gave him some very stern advice as to how he could use that money in another way.
«Oh, Vera.» Oleg was shocked. «We are a cultured people. Let’s not use such language. I understand you’re upset…»
«I am upset, am I?» She guffawed.
Someone knocked, and Jeff Menard entered. He looked at the Russians, and saw Vera’s tear-stained face. He lunged at Oleg, and grabbed his shirt. «How dare you offend her?»
«Calm down, Jeff,» Vera said softly. «Oleg has just agreed to our divorce, and I was simply too excited to hear it.»
Confused, Jeff released Oleg and reached out to his beloved one. Oleg gawked at Jeff and Vera in amazement. They hugged each other, and Jeff tenderly stroked her back. Oleg never would have imagined that his reserved, calm wife could possibly find another man. He felt jealous, and surprised himself.
«Good luck!» he voiced as coldly as he could. «I’m glad that you took it so easy.»
Nobody answered him, and Oleg left the apartment.
He got into his car, and muttering, drove back to Lana.
A limousine was parked next to her car and, feeling a little worried, Oleg entered the house.
The living room was full of people.
Sitting on the couch Mr. Limpson was hugging his daughter. Lana’s bodyguard, Tom, stood near the window, and another hefty man immediately blocked the entrance as Oleg went in.
«What happened?» Oleg felt his lips shivering. «Lana, honey? I have just talked with my wife. I told you she will agree, and she did.»
«It’s okay,» Mr. Limpson answered instead of his daughter. «I feel sorry for that woman, and I will help her. My firm will be her sponsor. I saw her works. Each picture is a masterpiece. She is a great artist, and it’s not her fault that her husband is a scoundrel.»
Oleg blanched. A man wearing a business suit took out a tape recorder and pushed the button. Oleg gasped and his legs gave way under him. It was his last talk with Nikolay. Lana cried, and the man stopped the tape.
«We’ve already heard the translation,» explained Mr. Limpson. «And if it was up to me, I’d send you to jail now. But my poor girl has a real crush on you, so we compromised. I bought you a ticket to Moscow. Your flight is tomorrow, and you’ll leave the town right away. My man will accompany you until you reach Russia. But if you ever come to the United States, or try to contact my daughter again, a copy of this tape would be given to the FBI.»
Oleg kept silent. He did not understand how he could have made such a mistake. Of course he trusted Lana; he just had not expected her to help her daddy trap him.
The girl kissed her father and left, not even looking at her ex.
* * * * *
Goldy barked, and Bill Thompson heard a rap at his door. His heart jumped, just as though he was a teenager before his first date.
He glanced at a mirror, neared the door and opened it wide, letting Alla in. The woman entered with her slight dancing-like walk, and the tender cloud of her perfume enveloped him. The elegant smell of lilies of the valley made Bill smile dreamily.
«Thank you for coming!» He exhaled.
«Thank you for inviting me!» Alla walked around his house looking about.
She went to the kitchen, and, smiling, she checked out the place.
Bill was afraid she would like to move and sort the kitchen stuff, as most of the women who came here tried to do. He hated it, as when he could not find something he needed he would spend a lot of time restoring the order he liked. But Alla did not do this.
«Do you have cereal here?» She opened the door of the first kitchen cupboard, and it surprised Thompson, as she was absolutely right. Without a single mistake she named things, opening doors, and pulling out drawers.
«How do you know?» murmured Bill.
She shrugged her shoulders. «I don’t know. I just feel it. Well, maybe just because if I’d put those things in the same places.»
«Sweet, sweet woman.» Bill felt incredible tenderness filling his soul. «How strange, we spent decades living thousands of miles from each other. But it seems like we grew up and lived together all our lives.»
They went to the living room, and Alla threw her arms up, seeing candles light up the refined coffee table with a large pizza in the center. Decorated with flowers and numerous houseplants, the salon seemed part of a timberland. The light green blinds were closed, and the huge screen of the TV showed some view of the woodland. It appeared as if dinner was served in the middle of the forest.
«Wow.» She gasped, delighted. «Oh, Bill, you are a true romantic!»
They watched program after program sharing their comments and memories.
Being enamored of his guest, Thompson could not move his eyes from her. She even ate in a way that he liked.
Usually, while chewing, women irritated him, but now he admired every bite that Alla took with her thin, slightly yellow teeth. When she swallowed, a tender trembling went down along her throat, and Bill yearned with desire to kiss her neck, and feel her dainty skin under his lips.
«Oh, if you could stay here tonight!»
It was a cry from the bottom of his heart. Alla looked at Bill, and he became confused, realizing that he had said it aloud.
«What have I done!» he thought, getting upset. «She’ll take offense!»
She picked up the receiver of the phone, and dialed a number.
«Nina?» she said calmly. «I won’t be home tonight.» She spoke in Russian, glanced at Bill, then repeated it in English. «Bye, honey.» And putting the receiver in its place, she stretched, smiling at the ecstatic man. «I think in our age it would be stupid to follow all these formalities of courting.» She pronounced it so naturally that not even a single vulgar thought came into his mind.
«What age?» he whispered, hugging her, and feeling her hot arms around his strained body. «Young lady, are you old enough to do this? I don’t want to go to jail, if you are a minor.»
Giggling with pleasure, she responded to his kiss.
«Just to be with someone who understands you.» She said it barely loud enough to hear, or maybe Bill just thought this phrase.
* * * * *
About one week later, when Vlad Lapin walked into the laboratory after lunch, he noticed the new teaching assistant turn toward him with a strange smirk on her face.
«Your wife called again.» The assistant chuckled. «She wanted to know where to get ticket prices for New York. I think she’s gonna run away with her lover.»
Struck by her words, Vlad gaped at her.
«Why not?» the girl continued. «Marina, the Merkulovs. I think it’s a Russian tradition to break a family, eh?»
It was a sunny day, but the daylight dimmed for Vlad.
«What if she’s right?» he thought, growing cold. «How would I live without Nina?»
Shaking, not saying a word, Vlad spun around and rushed out. In the entrance he collided with David VanStein, but he did not stop.
«Vlad!» the surprised professor called after him, but Vlad did not reply and just continued running.
On the ground floor Vlad saw a phone. He grabbed the receiver and made a call.
«Please, be home!» he begged, he prayed, waiting for an answer. «Please, be home!» Every ring, little by little, killed his hope. His hand could not hold the receiver, and Vlad dropped it.
He ran to his car. The students’ parking lot was far away from the laboratory building, and today the weather was great, so Vlad had parked his car at the end of the lot because he did not care if his walk was a few minutes longer. Now he was running, damning this act.
When he crossed a driveway, an oncoming car almost hit him. The driver jumped out and shouted at Vlad, but he did not even notice what had happened.
All his thoughts were concentrated on his family.
Vlad was hot. The autumn sun scorched as if it was summertime. He ran and ran, and thought he would never reach his damned car. The way through the parking lot seemed endless.
Dripping with sweat, Vlad got into his car and drove away.
The air-conditioner did not work, and Vlad opened all the windows to let in fresh air.
«She is at home,» he whispered, forcing himself not to lose hope. «She was in the bathroom… She was outside… She was asleep…The phone isn’t working… Oh, Nina, please, don’t kill me!»
Suddenly he heard a siren behind him. He looked in the mirror, saw a police car, and pulled over. Jeff Menard walked to him, and looked in.
«You missed the stop signal,» he told Vlad, but he saw his shocked face, and asked, «What happened?»
«My wife…» Vlad did not know how to explain. «I have to find her…»
«You have to stop the vehicle completely at every stop signal.» Jeff sighed, and continued softly. «Turn at the next left, drive three blocks, then turn right. It’s a short cut. Just drive safely.»
«Thank you,» mumbled Vlad.
«Good luck!» Jeff did not give him a ticket, and returned to his police cruiser.
* * * * *
Vlad stopped the car in front of his house, ran up and pushed the door. It was locked.
His hands were shaking as he took his keys out, and he could barely shove the key into the hole. He opened the door, and quickly went in.
He looked around and saw a letter on the coffee table.
«She’s left me!» Vlad felt despair. «It’s a good-bye note!»
Not feeling his legs, he walked to the table, took the paper, and stared at the letters; he could not even read it. He made an effort, then looked again.
«We are in the park,» he read. Appalled, he did not understand, and read the note again.
«We are in the park. Kisses, Nina.»
Vlad tried to take control of himself. But even this letter did not appease his fears.
«What if it is a trick?» he thought with worry. «What if she wrote it to have time to run as far as she can?»
He walked around the apartment, trying to determine if all her things were still here.
«What if she only took necessities?»
He dashed into the living room and examined the drawer with their papers. All the documents were here, and he calmed down a little. He looked through the window into the back yard, and saw the clean laundry on the line.
«I’m a fool,» he told himself. «Don’t play Othello, Vlad.»
However, doubt was still in his heart. He went to Larisa’s room and checked out her toys.
Anxiety fell on him again. He could not find the toy rabbit that Larisa won in the Easter lottery. He knew she would never sleep without it, and it was too big to take to the park.
He hastily turned over the box with her toys, then the bedclothes. There was no rabbit here. Gasping, he rushed out and saw Alla enter the house.
«Where is your daughter?» he asked her. Alla laughed and struck a theatrical pose.
«„I brought my daughter to you,“» she caught his question and continued a dialogue, quoting from a Russian play. «„So, you answer me, where is my daughter?“»
It was a well-known play about how a girl ran away with her lover, and Vlad’s legs gave way under him. Feeling just as though he was dying, he sat straight down onto the carpet.
«What happened?» Alla got worried. Vlad could not talk, only showed Alla the letter. She read it and she shrugged her shoulders. «They are in the park. So what?»
«Do you think so?» Vlad gazed at her, as a suspicion rose in his soul. «What if she’s just covering for Nina?» he thought. «Mother would rather help her daughter than a son-in-law.»
Forcing himself to get up, he went out of the house, and drove to the city park.
He walked through the playground, looking for his daughter. A lot of children and babies were playing and running around, making him confused. The dazzling sunlight made his search even harder.
«Larisa!» he called out, not noticing the astonished gazes of the people. «Nina!»
They were not here, and when Vlad realized that, he wobbled to a bench, and fell down on it. Burying his face into his palms, he was wracked with desperation.
«How do I find her?» thought Lapin. «New York… Which Interstate should I go? Maybe I can catch her bus? What if she took a cab? You’re raving, buddy, no taxi will go so far… Maybe she took a train? Wake up, this is a local road… But maybe she would take a train in the next town?» He was thinking, and thinking, and did not know what to do.
«Papa!» he heard, but still caught up in his thoughts, he did not react. «Papa!»
The child’s arms hugged him, and Vlad opened his eyes and saw Larisa. He was so shocked, he did not realize at once what was going on. He saw Nina walk toward him, and a surprised smile was on her lips.
«I told you, Mom, it’s Dad!» the girl said to her mother.
«Why are you here?» wondered Nina.
«Where were you?» Vlad asked, instead of giving an answer.
«We went to clean Larisa’s toy rabbit,» she replied casually. «The cleaner said it wouldn’t be ready until this evening. You know that picky girl can’t sleep without that stupid bunny. But it became too dirty.»
Vlad nervously laughed, squeezed his daughter and addressed Nina. «Why did you ask about prices to New York?»
«Mom’s flight to Russia from New York, did you forget?» Nina snorted. «She’s afraid you wouldn’t be able to drive her, so she wants to know what to do in case you can’t.»
Larisa felt bored and ran to the playground. Her parents followed her with their eyes and smiles on their faces.
«When’s Alla’s flight?» The Lapins heard and saw Bill Thompson walking toward them.
«Next week,» Nina sighed and scratched Goldy’s ears as the dog snuggled to her. «I’m gonna miss her.»
«Me too,» mumbled the upset Bill, but no one heard this.
«Time is going so fast!» Vera Grach neared them, and also petted the retriever.
«You’re right.» Heavily sitting on the bench, Thompson replied with bitterness. «Today Goldy had difficulty getting up. And just last year she was so active. She could even run.»
«Want me make a picture of it?» Vera asked.
Bill looked at her with surprise. «How?»
The artist smiled. She took her notebook, made a sketch quickly, and gave it to Thompson. «It would be like this.»
Bill looked with amazement.
The picture showed a retriever running towards him with all four legs. The animal was shown on the highest point of its leap. It seemed just like with the next jump the dog would land right on his chest.
«It’s great!» Bill gasped.
«It’s just a sketch.» Vera’s colorless face became pink with pleasure. «Would you like me to do a picture for you?»
«Yes, please.» Bill nodded, impressed. «I’d be happy.»
«About what?» they heard, and saw a smiling Alla.
«Great!» she exclaimed. «All the members of the club are assembled!»
Everybody laughed.
«Not all of them.» Jeff Menard came close. «Did you forget about me?»
«I never would,» thought Vera, feeling her breath stop for a second. «Whatever happens to us in the future, I will never forget you, my wonderful black knight.»
«I see you found your wife,» the policeman smiled, addressing Vlad. «And I found mine.»
Everybody gazed at them, and Jeff kissed Vera. Then they all understood, and burst forth with greetings. Women hugged Vera, and Vlad did the same to Jeff.
Suddenly, looking at the men, seeing their faces close to each other, the artist noticed with great surprise how similar they were.
They had a different build, but their curly hair, plump lips, and big eyes with long eyelashes made them look like twins. The face of her fiancé seemed to Vera as a negative of Vlad, and she giggled, thinking, «Yes, it’s true: all people are brothers.»
«I was looking for you as I moved to Jeff’s house today,» Vera explained, giving a paper to Nina. «Here is my address and phone number from now on. I have to inform everyone about where I now live.»
«Gosh!» Vlad gasped, recalling his work. «And I didn’t even tell David where I was going!»
He waved and went to his car. Everything was clear for Vlad now, and love and peaceful feelings filled his soul.

Chapter 29: Parting

In a Moscow hospital, the medics quickly moved the patient along the corridor.
Lying on his back, with a mask on his face, Oleg saw the lights shining above him. He was wounded in his stomach, and now he was thinking with vexation: «How stupid! That damn America spoiled me. One year before, in the same situation, I’m sure, I could have avoided being wounded. That lousy punk! When I recover, he’ll be dead! The first thing that I’ll do is get his butt!» The paroxysm of suffering fogged his mind, but a nurse gave him an injection and the pain eased.
Oleg felt strange. He understood those medics were doing something to him, but for Oleg it seemed as if his body belonged to someone else. Even the agony beating in his stomach and echoing in his head he sensed as a feeling from outside.
He saw a woman with a long braid standing not far away. She stared at him, Oleg saw the ashy face of his wife, and he was surprised, despite even this strange condition that he was in.
«Vera!» he called her. His lips did not move. The pain cut out his breathing, but it did not bother him anymore. «Don’t be angry at me!»
«I’m not,» he heard in response. The woman walked slowly toward him. Her motionless eyes captured the man, and unlimited terror enveloped Oleg when he saw on her head was not hair, but a living snake.
«He’s gone,» he heard from above, and he wondered, «Who’s gone?»
Oleg tried to draw in a breath, but he could not.
«Vera!» he called again. «Why are you here?»
«I’m not Vera.» The creature came close. «I’m your death.»
* * * * *
Vera sat in bed shaking with horror. Sleeping beside her, Jeff awoke and gazed at his beloved with concern. «What, honey?»
«I don’t know…» The woman cried. «Some nightmare, I suppose.»
«Don’t worry, sugar.» He embraced her. «I’m with you.»
And hugging each other, they fell asleep again. It was their first night together.
* * * * *
Thousands of miles away, on the other side of the Earth, in a Moscow hospital the medics turned off the equipment and covered the face of the dead man.
The nurse sighed. «What a shame that such a handsome man is gone,» she murmured.
«According to his papers he was married.» The doctor said, taking off his gloves. «Tell the secretary to contact her.»
The nurse nodded.
* * * * *
At first Bill Thompson heard Goldy’s bark.
It sounded so far away, barely entering his dreams. Hardly opening his eyes, Bill Thompson looked around with perplexity, not understanding what was going on.
Suddenly he heard a rap at his front door. Somebody was knocking.
«Who it could be so early?» wondered Bill hastily shuffled to the entry.
«I’m coming!» he uttered, coughing.
He opened the door and a woman hugged him passionately. He recognized Alla, and, amazed, he did not know how to react.
At the same moment Bill saw a very new car in front of his house and was surprised to see the Lapins inside.
«Good-bye, Bill!» Alla whispered, kissing him, and the struck man stiffened. She gave him a piece of paper. «Here is my address in case if you would like to write a letter to me!»
Dazed, he looked at it.
«But I thought your flight was next week,» he murmured in disarray.
«It is,» Alla confirmed. «But my kids wanted to spend a few days in New York. Well, I agreed. It’s probably my only chance to see that city. Nobody in Russia would believe me if I tell them I visited the U.S.A. and didn’t see New York.»
Many thoughts were mustered in Bill’s mind. But, like a real traffic jam, they only confused the man and he could not choose the right words that he desired to say to her.
«What is the car?» he asked, unexpectedly even to himself.
«It’s a long trip,» Alla sighed, petting his cheek. «Vlad rented it. Good-bye sweetie!»
She hung her head and almost ran to the car. She quickly got inside. The Lapins waved to Bill and went away.
Flustered, Bill looked again at the paper that he was squeezing in his hand.
«You old idiot!» he scolded himself. «Wonderful question! Why didn’t you tell her…»
He suddenly felt tears in his eyes.
«What could I tell her? Stay with me? I love you?»
«Of course, you moron!» the mental voice replied to him with a mocking intonation. «But now you know why they were in the new car. It was the most necessary information for you, wasn’t it?»
Shaking his head, Bill slowly went back to the house.

Chapter 30: Death and Life

The ringing phone woke them up.
«What the hell?» muttered Jeff glancing at the clock. «It’s 4 a.m.!»
He answered, and passed the receiver to Vera. «It’s for you.»
«Vera Grach?» she heard a voice say in Russian. «I regret to inform you, but your husband was killed.»
Vera gasped, and sat up in bed.
«How did it happen?» she asked, and explained to the worried Jeff, «Oleg is dead!»
Jeff did not know what to say.
«The investigation is underway. Your husband was delivered to the hospital and died without regaining consciousness. About a month ago. I’m sorry that it took so long to reach you. We couldn’t find you.»
«It’s okay,» the shocked Vera squeezed out.
«Thank God,» she thought. «It would have been a stupid situation if I had to go to his funeral. It would have been an expensive and absurd trip.»
«Please, tell us where we should send all the papers,» she heard, and she dictated Jeff’s address and put the receiver in its place. She looked at Jeff.
«He was killed,» she murmured. «Awful.»
Menard wanted to say, «He deserved it.» But he saw Vera was upset, and he forgave Oleg.
«We’ll pray for him, honey.» Jeff said compassionately, and the grateful woman cried and hugged her beloved man, who understood her and her feelings.
They could not go back to sleep, so they dressed and went to the living room. Vera opened her closet and checked out her unfinished works. She took out the picture of Goldy and put it on her easel. She started to draw, and Jeff silently moved around, trying not to disturb her.
* * * * *
Shocked by the information about the death of Oleg, Lana Limpson slowly went outside of her house and stood on the porch for a few minutes looking around.
Nobody was on the street. It was too early, and soft daybreak had just started to push away the darkness of the night. The fall already had stripped all the leaves off the trees and the silhouettes of the naked trees showed black through blue grayish twilight. It was not cold yet, and fog was hiding the world.
This autumn morning aroused strange feelings in her soul. Lana thought about her ex-lover with pity and bitterness, and she was happy not to find in her heart a grudge against him.
Suddenly she saw Ruslan Grafinsky riding a bike. Lana beckoned him over, and the young man stopped.
«Oleg…» she started.
«I know,» he interrupted her. «Vera called me.»
«I’m going to see her,» Lana explained. Ruslan nodded. «Me too.»
They slowly went along the sidewalk. Ruslan moved his bike, holding it by the handlebars.
«It’s so awful.» Lana felt close to tears again, but Ruslan did not reply, and she was surprised. «I thought you would say sorry.»
«I never lie to anyone,» he coldly answered. «When death has taken its victim, it is awful, but in Oleg’s case… You can count me as a cruel person, but I’m not sorry that he’s gone.»
«I thought you and Oleg were friends.»
«Just pals.» He sighed, and Lana looked at Ruslan very attentively.
«My daddy got so mad about Oleg,» she lied, watching his reaction. «He decided to give all his money to some charity organization. I will receive nothing.»
«I think it’s stupid.» Ruslan snorted. «Most of that money will go into the pockets of the organizers. But at least you will be free, and you will be able to find a man who will honestly love you, not your money.»
A few minutes passed as the young people walked silently.
«How do you say «I love you’ in Russian?» Lana suddenly asked Ruslan.
«Why do you want to know?» he wondered.
«I want to study Russian. Would you teach me?»
«Nope,» he said simply.
«Why?»
«Because I don’t want you to pay me.»
«You don’t need money?»
«Money…» He flinched. «In Moscow we were working together with Vlad Lapin. Every morning we got up at five. We were selling newspapers on the street. Could you imagine how it feels to stand under the open sky for about four hours? Cold, real Russian frost. No matter. Heavy rain? The only thought was about keeping the newspapers dry. After this we went to the University to study, and at evening we went to a plant to clean machines. Money! He was doing it for his wife and daughter. I was doing it for my mom. She was sick. Very sick. Cancer. I heard that in the United States it is possible to heal this kind of cancer, and when Vlad moved here, I planned to try and find a sponsor for this operation for my mom. But it was too late…»
He fell silent, and Lana was shaken, thinking about what he had said.
«If I can help you somehow…» she started timidly, but Ruslan only sighed, «How? To build a monument on her grave?»
Lana’s head drooped. «What do I have to do?» she moaned. «I need to do something, but what?»
«Live.» Ruslan smiled. «Just live, and always listen to your daddy. He’s a very smart man, and he loves you… Probably he is the only man you can trust.»
«How about you?» she asked him unexpectedly. Glancing at her, Ruslan shook his head.
«I’m afraid you have too many bad experiences,» he said, grinning. «If I tell you that I always liked you, and I’d be happy to marry you, you would just laugh, and you would be right.»
«Why?» Lana became angry. «How can you know my thoughts?»
«I don’t want to even talk about this.» The face of Ruslan clouded, and he did not look at her.
«Why?» insisted the girl. She already understood the reason, but she wished to hear it from him. She grabbed the bike and forced Ruslan to stop. «Tell me!»
He gazed at her. «You want to know? Great! Because, I do love you!»
Lana smiled, but he continued, and it was as if he threw cold water all over her.
«But you are just a spoiled daddy’s daughter!» he shouted right at her face. «I bet you could not even cook eggs. Have you ever washed a dish? What kind of wife can you be?»
«Marry a waitress, then,» Lana interrupted him, irritated.
«Maybe I will,» he answered calmly.
Pressing her hands to her face the girl wept. Ruslan dropped the bike, and hugged her.
«I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Lana, sweetheart? Please, don’t cry. You are the best. I need no one except you.»
«Repeat it,» she whispered.
«I love you, you silly girl.» He kissed her hair. «If you marry me, I’ll teach you how to cook… I can cook myself… Oh, honey, don’t cry.»
They heard a honk and looked at the sound. Mr. Limpson’s limousine stopped near them, and the driver opened the door.
«Want a ride?» offered Mr. Limpson.
«No, Dad.» Lana resolutely hoisted the bike. «I already found a ride.»
Ruslan took the bicycle, seated the girl on the frame, and the young people sped along the street.
«Kids.» Shaking his head, Mr. Limpson sighed.
* * * * *
…A virgin, totally naked, she was standing alone and helpless in the middle of the stadium and the crowd shouted as a huge hungry lion loped quickly towards her.
No hope, no chance to survive. She fell onto her knees and the wind played with her thick black hair.
«I’ll never renounce Jesus Christ!» she exclaimed resolutely. «I believe he is the Son of God! You can eat my body, wild beast, but my soul belongs to God forever!»
The entire stadium gasped as one person. An angel, golden white and lustrous, appeared in front of her. She saw his beautiful blue eyes shining with courage and fondness. He covered her with a creamy mantle, and took her into his arms. He carried her without effort, and the disappointed lion hissed with vexation. It hissed…
Hissed… Hissed…
…Nina sensed smoke and fell back from her dreams to reality. The boiling milk overflowed from the pot, and hissed on the stove filling the kitchen with stinking clouds.
«Damn!» The woman threw the pot into the sink and cried thinking: «Why is it that when you keep your eyes on the milk it seems never to begin to boil, but if you go into your thoughts just for second, it runs away immediately?»
«Again?» she heard the calm voice of her husband, and became awfully confused. «Honey, did you use the last pot that I bought you? It’s supposed to keep the milk in, even if it boils.»
«I did!» The upset Nina was not surprised to see Vera next to him. «The stupid pot doesn’t work.»
«Was it my oatmeal as usual?» asked Larisa with the same tone as her dad used. «Why should I eat it anyway? Hannah eats cereal with cold milk.»
«Great!» Lapina stomped with her leg, and sighed. «Make fun of me. You’re welcome.»
«Oleg was killed in Moscow,» said Vera as she felt a pause. Everybody looked at her. «About a month ago.»
«I’m very sorry to hear it,» Vlad replied with an upset voice. «He did nothing but good to me. He was not a bad man.»
«You should report it to the police,» Larisa declared very seriously.
«Honey,» Vera involuntarily smiled at her. «The police called me.»
«Okay.» The girl nodded. «I hope Uncle Oleg will go to Heaven.»
«I hope so,» mumbled the shocked Nina. The reaction of her daughter amazed the woman.
«My God!» she thought. «She’s so small, but she already has her own vision of the world. When and how did it happen? I used to think about her as a continuation of Vlad, or me, but it’s a totally different person! Yes, not a baby. A person.»
Vera took out a sketch of Goldy and showed it to the Lapins. «What do you think?»
«Something’s missing.» Larisa gazed at the picture with criticism. «Try to put a wreath on her instead of the collar.»
«A wreath?» Amazed, Vera looked at her work, and suddenly felt that the girl was right. «I’ll try.»
The artist took out a tube of pink paint, and started drawing small flowers around the dog’s neck.
«Where is Vlad?» Nina wondered, as she realized her husband was not here, but he came back, and Lana and Ruslan were next to him.
«I’m sorry, Vera, about your husband,» Limpson started. «It’s so awful.»
«Oh, it is awful! It’s awful, when so many people in the kitchen,» interrupted Nina, swinging a pan. «Vlad, why do you drag the guests here? I’m trying to cook. Get out, you all. Could you wait in the living room?»
Her openness surprised Lana only. Smiling, everybody left, but Lana stayed and Nina looked at her.
«Nina,» asked Lana feeling a blush on her cheeks. «Can I help you while you’re cooking? Vlad tells me you are a great cook. Could you teach me how to cook?»
Even though Nina laughed at her words, Lana did not feel offended. It was impossible to be angry with that jovial and light-hearted woman.
«Vlad said it?» Nina shook her head. «Honey, I can’t even cook the oatmeal right. Well, some dishes I think I do okay, but I can share recipes if you want.»
«Thank you so much.» Lana sighed, gladdened. «Just don’t say anything about it to Ruslan, okay?»
«Okay,» Nina nodded and without a smile. «Not to worry. I’m a female, I understand.» She giggled. «Enough talk, helper-girl, get to work.»
And together they started preparing the breakfast.
* * * * *
It had taken her three days of drawing, and, this morning, Vera finished the picture of Goldy.
Vera went to Bill Thompson’s house and knocked, but nobody answered and she got worried. Seeing his car, she knew Bill was at home. She pounded louder, and attentively listened. Finally she heard heavy shuffling steps, and sighed with relief.
Bill opened the door, and the woman gasped. The old man looked so upset that sincere compassion overflowed her heart. «What happened?»
«My doggie…» He sniffed. «Goldy… She passed away…»
Vera stood still. Then she looked at the package in her hands.
«I’m so sorry.» Vera did not know what to do. «Your picture… I have done it…»
«Picture?» Bill honestly forgot about his order.
«It is my gift to you.» Vera opened the carton, took the picture out, and showed it to Bill.
He looked, recalled everything, and burst into tears. Hugging him tenderly, as if he was her father, Vera wept too.
* * * * *
Bill Thompson parked his car, slowly went deep into the city park and sat on a bench.
Depressed, as never before in his life, Bill wanted to cry under the awful loneliness lying heavily upon him. The naked trees cast gloom over him. Skimming across the gray sky, the torn leaden clouds were drizzling and the tiny droplets fell on the face of the old man and ran down onto his skin like tears.
He looked around the empty playground, and many memories came to his mind.
Goldy, the small funny puppy… Goldy, smart faithful companion… Goldy, barely hobbling, following him…
However, suddenly Bill felt these thoughts leave as other memories pushed them aside.
A slender cheerful woman was smiling, and gladness filled his soul.
Just to be with someone who understands you.
«Alla,» Bill whispered. The cold autumn wind blew into his face, and the image of the woman disappeared. The loneliness came back, but now Thompson knew what to do.
Resolutely getting his feet, Bill strode to his car.
He turned the vehicle so sharply that the tires screeched, and he smiled, feeling himself young and almost happy.
He reached his house, and quickly went in. He looked at the empty dog bed, but now the pain in his heart was much lighter. It was not grief, just sorrow. He took out Vera’s picture and put it on the wall above the bed. He looked for a long time at the image of Goldy.
«Good-bye, girl.» He sighed. «I don’t know how much time I have. I hope you understand me.»
He took the receiver and made a call to his travel agent.
«Hi! It’s Bill Thompson,» he introduced himself. «I want to buy a ticket to Moscow, Russia. Yes. The first flight you can give me. Next Monday? Great!» He smiled.

Chapter 31: Love in Moscow

At the Sheremetyevo International Airport, Bill Thompson saw a man holding a sign with his name and he went to him. Smiling, the guide shook his hand. «Welcome to Moscow! But you didn’t reserve a hotel room, I’m afraid we could have problems with that.»
«Not to worry,» Thompson replied. «I’m going to stay with my friend. Where can I get a phone book? I want to call her.»
The guide faltered. «In Moscow don’t have a White Pages like the U.S.A. It’s not an easy task to find someone’s phone number.»
Not expecting such a problem, Bill got confused. He took out the paper that Alla had given him.
«Then can you at least help me find this address?» he asked timidly, as now he was ready to hear that it would be difficult too, but the guide looked and nodded. «Piece of cake.»
He opened a map, checked it, and pointed to a street. «Here. Do you want to go right now?»
«Yes please.» Bill sighed with relief and followed the guide.
In the car Bill gazed outside with curiosity. He was surprised that the airport was placed so far away from the city. It took about thirty minutes of driving before he saw the first buildings.
The view did not impress Bill. The trees already had no leaves, but there was no snow, which he had expected to see. Fields and forests did not look much different from the northern part of the United States, and Bill felt disappointed.
«If you want to see exotic nature, then go to the tropics,» he said to himself. «You are here for another reason.» And addressing the guide, Bill told him a phrase in Russian that he was preparing for the meeting with Alla.
The guide gaped at Bill, and the man got confused. «What did I say?»
«Would you marry me?» repeated the shocked guide.
«Did I pronounce it correctly?» asked Bill with worry. The guide burst out laughing. «You did pronounce it almost without an accent. I just got surprised, thinking you addressed this proposal to me.»
Bill understood and laughed too. He looked through the window again.
The car was moving along the highway skirting around Moscow, and Bill noticed with surprise that the houses on each side were very different. Inside there were many tall towers and long buildings. Outside the highway most of the houses were small and surrounded by individual gardens.
The traffic amazed Bill. He did not expect to see so many cars. Most of them were very expensive: BMWs, Mercedes, and Volvos. He noticed some American cars, and a lot of Japanese. However, certain vehicles looked strange, and he did not know their names.
The speed and carelessness that some drivers showed scared Bill and he was glad when they finally left the highway, and the car went along a small straight avenue.
The guide stopped the vehicle, and, opening the window, he asked the first woman about the address. She shrugged her shoulders, and shook her head. The guide asked another man, but got the same answer and Bill felt anxious.
«It’s okay,» the guide said to him understanding his concern. «A lot of new buildings are built every year, and a lot of new people move here. Did she tell you what her house looked like?»
«Like a lying skyscraper.» Bill suddenly recalled, looking at a long nine-story building not far away from them, and the guide moved the car to this house. He checked the address and smiled. «Here it is!»
Many cars were parked around it and they barely found a parking place. The guide took Bill’s suitcases, and they went to the building. Excited, Bill walked as fast as he could. He wanted to run.
Near the entrance they saw cars decorated with ribbons and flowers, and, understanding it was a wedding motorcade, Bill thought about Alla and smiled dreamily.
The small old elevator moved up very slowly, and Bill shifted from one foot to the other with impatience. When they reached the floor, he rushed out and looked around. Here there were just four apartment doors, and he found Alla’s at once. Suddenly growing shy, Bill walked to the door, and the guide followed him.
Bill mechanically uplifted his arm to knock, but the door was covered with soft leather upholstery. He saw a doorbell, and he pushed the button. It rang, and he heard a yap and other dog noises. Bill heard Alla shout at her pets. Her voice sounded closer and closer, and his heart was jumping like a frog in a hurry.
She opened the door, and Bill saw her wearing an elegant white dress. An awful suspicion flashed into his soul, as he recalled the wedding motorcade in front of the building.
«I’m late!» he thought with despair. «She’s getting married!»
«Bill!» She threw her arms up. «What a surprise! I’m going to the wedding of my friend, come with me.»
She grabbed his hand, and went in. He glanced at Alla’s small fluffy dogs jumping around them. Smiling, the guide entered holding the suitcases.
«Change your clothes fast!» The woman led Bill into her room.
«I don’t have a gift for them,» he murmured.
«I have!»
«I’m not shaven,» he mumbled, opening his suitcase. Alla skeptically touched his skin, «It’s okay, don’t worry.» Then she left, and he hastily took out his tuxedo. He felt like it was a dream, he could not believe this was going on in reality.
«I’ll drive you,» the guide told him when Bill came out, and all together they left the apartment.
* * * * *
In the car Bill and Alla sat in the back and hugged each other.
«I can’t believe you’re next to me!» they said at once and laughed.
«Did I tell you my neighbor is American?» asked Alla. «Once I saved her doggie, and we became friends. Now she’s getting married to a Russian guy.»
Wearing a very fluffy white fur coat, Alla looked like she was sitting inside a cloud. Bill could not tear his eyes from her beaming face, and feeling himself so young and full of power, he even thought, «Maybe I’m dead, and in Heaven? This is an angel beside me…»
* * * * *
The guide drove about twenty minutes, then stopped the car in front of a restaurant.
«I need to find parking,» he explained as Alla and Bill got out.
When they entered, Bill saw a long table and a lot of people in the hall.
Alla quickly made her way through the crowd, and hugged the bride, «Congratulations! Sorry we’re late, but look, it’s Bill! Do you remember, I told you about him?»
«Congratulations!» Bill went close. «Nice to meet you.»
«When did you arrive?» the bride asked as she smiled and hugged him.
«This morning,» Bill replied and surprised even himself realizing this.
«My God!» he thought. «I feel like I’ve spent a week here, but I’m not tired at all!»
«I wanna throw my bouquet,» the bride said to Alla. «I need your assistance.»
«It’s not a Russian tradition,» she explained to Bill. «I need to organize the people.»
Alla addressed the guests. She ran around and bustled, and Bill watched her with a smile. The men stepped aside. The women bunched in the middle of the hall, and the bride threw the bouquet.
Bill kept his eyes on Alla only, and when the flowers slapped his forehead, he gasped, startled and not understanding what had happened. Rebounding off his face, the bouquet landed in Alla’s hands, and everybody laughed and applauded.
«I don’t believe in superstition.» Smiling, Alla shook her head.
«I’ll make you believe,» Bill murmured quietly. «Can I have the everybody’s attention?»
Alla shouted something in Russian, and the guests became quiet, gazing at them.
Clinging to his walking stick, Bill lowered himself on one knee.
«Would you marry me?» he asked in Russian and everybody burst into an ovation. He shoved his arm into his pocket, and grew cold not finding the box with the engagement ring that he had prepared for Alla.
«I’m an idiot!» he thought with vexation. «What if I forgot it in her apartment? I look like a fool!» He checked another pocket, and sighed with relief. He took out a ring, and put it on the finger of his fiancée, and she helped him get up.
The man next to them said something in Russian. The only word Bill understood was «American’, but he saw Alla’s face blush, and he asked anxiously: «What did he say?»
«If he said something offensive,» Bill thought resolutely. «I’ll hit him, so help me God, I’ll do it!»
«He said that you Americans are going to take away all the pretty Russian women,» Alla explained with a bashful smile.
«Not all of them.» Bill laughed. «But the most beautiful for sure.» And he kissed his fiancée.

The Conclusion

«Please, don’t change the color,» prayed Nina, staring at the window on the tube of a pregnancy test. «Oh, no.» She hung her head. Once, it could be an error, but it was the second time. With trepidation Nina waited two weeks from her first try, then repeated the test, and now all hope was gone.
«How can I tell Vlad?» she thought, feeling a chill creep along her back. «He’s always talking about our tight budget. How could it happen? I didn’t miss my pills! Nina, you’re a fertile sow!» the woman scolded herself. «You’re not a help to your husband; you’re just a worthless burden!»
* * * * *
When Vlad was driving Larisa to school, he suddenly asked his daughter: «Do you want to have a brother or sister?»
The question startled Nina, and she glanced at her husband. «Does he suspect something?»
Vlad kept his eyes on the road, and Nina dared not ask him.
«I want a sister, like Dylon,» replied the girl.
«But Dylon is a boy,» Nina corrected her daughter. «Do you want to have a brother?»
«No, I mean, I don’t want a big sister,» specified Larisa. «I want a baby sister, a baby like Dylon is.»
«Honey, all people are babies at first.» Nina smiled.
«Okay.» Larisa took her bag as they reached the school, and Vlad stopped the car. «A baby is okay with me. Hannah had one.» And the girl left.
«Could you drive me to the University?» said Nina to her husband. «Lana asked me to be her first „patient.“ She needs someone to practice on, so I agreed.»
«I always had a suspicion that you are mental,» Vlad bantered.
«You are a rude fellow!» Nina pushed him. «I’m not a psycho, but I am crazy…» She paused, and continued talking fervently. «I’m crazy about you, my dear sweet man.»
And Vlad glanced at his wife with a smile.
* * * * *
«Nina, please.» Lana tried not to laugh. «Could you be a little bit serious?» She snorted, as, lying on the couch, Nina was giggling, and her frolicsome mood spread to Lana.
«„What a year today?“ Hah-hah-aha!» The woman could not calm down.
«It’s a standard list of questions!» Ire was aroused in Lana’s soul, but Nina laughed so sincerely and naturally that it was impossible to be angry with this cheerful young woman.
«Okay.» Limpson sighed, and looked at her notebook. «Let’s try again. So, Mrs. Lapina, please, relax, and tell me about your problem.»
«Vlad is right,» Nina forced herself to become serious. «I am mental. What am I so happy about?»
She thought about her morning test, and all merriment left the woman instantly.
«I don’t know how to tell my husband about my pregnancy,» she confessed, and Lana looked at her with curiosity, «Nina, is it true, or did you say it just for my practice?»
«No, it’s true.» Nina cried, and covered her face with her hands. «Oh God!»
«Congratulations,» murmured Lana taking her reading materials. «Well…» She browsed through pages. «How to inform your partner… Here it is! How to inform your husband, let’s see…»
* * * * *
Hearing a car stop in front of the house, Nina stared at the door with worry. As Lana had recommended, Nina had cooked a special dinner and prepared Larisa’s baby’s pictures to browse through later. She left Larisa with Vera Grach, so nobody could interrupt their talk.
The woman saw her husband enter the house, and she tried to smile.
He looked around, and gazed at his wife. «You’re pregnant, aren’t you?» he asked without any previous greeting, and Nina’s fake grin disappeared.
«How did you guess?» she barely squeezed out.
«I saw a box from the pregnancy test in the trash,» he explained calmly taking his jacket off. Confused, the woman kept silent.
Vlad came close and hugged his wife, «Don’t worry, honey. David said that after the next semester I’m going to have a permanent position. It would be enough money for all of us.»
«Vlad.» Looking at her husband with adoration, Nina could only repeat his name. «Vlad…»
It was fuel to the fire of her love. It was all her hope.
It was simply the breath of her life.

Epilogue

Bill Thompson came back from Russia with his wife, Alla, and with two of her dogs. Now the Thompsons already have five dogs, and I heard they are going to get two more from the local shelter.
Oleg Merkulov was killed in Moscow, and Jeff Menard married his widow.
Vera’s last exhibition was a fantastic success, and Mr. Limpson plans to organize a showing in New York next year.
Ruslan works for Mr. Limpson, and some people claim his innovations are going to double or even triple Mr. Limpson’s fortune. Well, we’ll see about that.
Ruslan has not married Lana yet. He demanded that she finish her education first. She listens to him like a lamb obeys a shepherd. She studies hard, and now she is one of the best students. And more — the whole town was surprised when she unexpectedly won first prize in the local Cuisine Contest.
The Lapins are expecting a baby. Vlad now has a permanent position at the University; he is immersed in his scientific duties, and David VanStein always compliments him and his work.
The VanSteins live peacefully now, and no one dares to remind them or Joe Jones about Marina Aleksandrova. Anyway, she is gone, and nobody in the town knows what happened to her, or where she is now.
But I know six new students from Russia should arrive here this summer.
Watch out, town! The Russians are coming!
The End
The quotation from Bespridannitsa /A Girl Without a Dowry/ by Alexander Ostrovsky
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