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 ‘Language . . . remains a highly ambiguous

transaction, a quicksand, a trampoline, a frozen

pool which might give way under you . . . at any

time.’

Harold Pinter





Part I

Mail-order marriage is not a new phenomenon – it is an inseparable part of North American history and the settlement of the United States.



– from a 1999 report to Congress on International Matchmaking Organizations





Chapter 1

Mr. Harmon had been driving me mad for six months, three weeks, and two days. From Monday to Friday, nine to five. He actually timed me when I fetched our morning coffee. Best time: fifty-six seconds. It had just been made. Worst time: seven minutes forty-eight seconds. I had to prepare the coffee myself, though he insisted that I’d wasted time flirting with a security guard. Perhaps, but I was also watching the coffee perk. I always had to keep one eye on my work, the other on Mr. Harmon. If he wasn’t sneaking up on me, he was listening in on my phone conversations. If he wasn’t looking over my shoulder (and down my blouse), he was at his desk plotting to get his hands on me. But so far, I’d been faster.

These irritations were nothing compared to his latest machination. A month ago, he’d finally agreed to have the Internet installed on my computer. Actually, he’d been prodded by the head office in Haifa. I was dying to have it (even though I didn’t know what it was exactly), but Mr. Harmon always found a way to stop the connection. Today, I let myself feel a glimmer of hope. Perhaps I would finally be connected to the world. The third computer technician I’d hired walked in wearing Ukrainian cool circa 1996 – carefully ironed jeans that came up past his navel and a brown leather jacket – and introduced himself with the easy smile of a man who still lived with his mother. He sat a little too close while explaining how to dial and connect; I inched my chair away, knowing it would upset Mr. Harmon. I saw flashes of his dark blazer as he paced his office, glaring out at us.

‘Daria, get in heeeeere!’ he bellowed.

The technician’s brows rose, I rolled my eyes and excused myself.

‘That man is flirting with you,’ Mr. Harmon said.

True. But in Odessa, everyone jokes and flirts. It’s our way. Even if I’d been a pensioner with bulging eyes and thinning hair the technician would have winked and repeated the same jokes. Four fonts walk into a bar. The barman says, ‘Get outta here! We don’t serve your type.’ Or, as he patted the computer monitor on the head like a wayward child, Be careful with this thing. Computers let you make more mistakes faster than any invention in history, with the possible exceptions of Kalashnikovs and vodka.

‘He’s just doing his job.’ I pointed to the man as he redialed the access number for the tenth time. Everything takes time in Ukraine. And money. If Mr. Harmon didn’t dismiss this one, we would be among the first offices with Internet in all of Odessa.

‘I don’t like him,’ Mr. Harmon said.

‘You don’t have to. In twenty minutes, he’ll be finished and we’ll never see the man again.’

‘Fire him. And don’t pay him! He hasn’t done his job.’

‘Please don’t make me fire another one,’ I whispered.

‘Don’t argue, Daria.’

Red-faced, I returned to my desk and said in Russian, ‘I’m sorry. You have to go.’

The technician looked upset. ‘The old boy is jealous, eh?’

I nodded. It was hard to be dependent on the fickle desires of Westerners. They had the power, we had the desperation.

‘It took me over an hour to get here,’ he said. ‘You know how it is. I need this job. My mother . . . her medication –’

‘I know. I’m sorry.’

‘What are you whispering about out there?’ Mr. Harmon yelled. ‘Speak English!’

I grabbed some money from my purse and tried to pay him. He refused the bills and invited me out for a drink, his Odessan bravado restored. We are so good at faking it. Feeling Mr. Harmon’s intent stare between my shoulder blades, I shook my head. ‘Go. Before he calls security.’

This was not the first time that Mr. Harmon had dismissed a man for speaking to me. I’d tried to find a female technician, but there simply weren’t any. I tried to find a homely old man, but in Odessa, only young people know anything about computers. Whenever I hired a new one, Mr. Harmon paced around my desk, sniffing and growling like a bulldog at the handsome, yet interchangeable men, making sure that they weren’t coveting me, his bone.

The only man he couldn’t object to was Vladimir Stanislavski who was so daunting that Mr. Harmon didn’t dare say a word. After all, he knew that the last person who’d been rude to the gangster had been evacuated to an emergency room in Vienna.

I sighed. Would I ever have Internet?



None of the other prospective employers I’d met with had come close to matching the salary that Mr. Harmon’s firm, an Israeli shipping company, offered: three hundred dollars a month when the average was only thirty dollars.

During the job interview for this position, I’d actually thought that Mr. Harmon was handsome. Different. Better. Threads of silver at his temples made him seem scholarly. He wore a well-cut suit. He was shorter than me, but then most people are. He had a mustache and was rather robust, yet when his face broke into a grin, he looked so happy that he scarcely seemed older than me, though as a director, I knew he must have been nearly forty. Mr. Harmon was certainly more interesting than Ukrainian bosses. He’d traveled. He spoke English and Hebrew. His fingers were long and elegant, his teeth perfect. He smelled fresh and clean like a meadow. And – most importantly – he was foreign.

While he spoke about the job, I discreetly caressed the soft leather of the boardroom chair and marveled at everything about the room – the satiny paint, the bright lights, the sleek cordless phone. It felt as if we had left the dismal, dark former Soviet Union and arrived on Wall Street. Mr. Harmon stared at me and seemed to savor every word that came out of my mouth. He even invited me to have lunch right there in the boardroom. A middle-aged woman scurried in and laid out a fine repast on a white linen tablecloth. I’d never had cheese from France before. The Brie melted in my mouth. And the wine! After we finished the first bottle, I picked it up and placed it on the floor, since an empty bottle on the table is bad luck. When he opened the second I noticed it had a real cork, not just a plastic stopper like our wine. The food was all so good, but the best was the hummus. It tasted like sunshine – golden, warm, and light. I closed my eyes and felt it slide down my throat.

‘It’s the olive oil,’ he said, watching me. ‘You don’t have that in Odessa, I imagine. We bring all this food on our ships. If you worked here, you could eat like this every day.’

To stop myself from smiling, I rubbed my fingers on my chin as if I were carefully considering whether I wanted the position. If Boba, my grandmother, had been there, she would have grabbed my hands and put them in my lap.

‘We have branches all over the world,’ he continued. ‘Germany. America. There’s no reason a smart girl like you has to stay in the same office all her life?. . .’

America! I couldn’t believe it. I smiled, and quickly put my hand to my mouth. ‘To speak English all day . . . It would be my dream.’

‘Your English is impeccable,’ he said. ‘Did you study in England?’

I shook my head. No one in this country went anywhere. Didn’t he know that? Everything we needed to know was learned here. He could not imagine the pains we had endured in Maria Pavlovna’s class. She was a difficult mistress. Her thin gray hair pulled back into a tight bun only made her bug eyes and thin lips more prominent. She was the only Odessan I ever knew who didn’t smile or joke. But we did learn with her. She scared even the biggest, baddest boys into studying. We had to memorize texts and recite them in front of the classroom. When we made a mistake, Maria Pavlovna banged her meter stick on the desk. If we slipped up again, we feared she would strike the back of our thighs. She played records on pronunciation over and over. Though. Thought. Bough. Bought. Once, when I hadn’t pronounced the ‘ou’ sound correctly, she grabbed my jaw and pulled my lips until the sound she wanted came out.

She kept a metronome on her desk, and we recited the irregular verbs to a tick-tock that sounded faster and faster each day. Tick-tock, tick-tock. Ticktocktick. Tockticktock. Arise-arose-arisen, begin-began-begun, break-broke-broken, burst-burst-burst and cut-cut-cut (our favorites because they stayed the same), eat-ate-eaten, fight-fought-fought, get-got-got, etc., etc., etc. Years later, the ticking of a clock still made me unbearably nervous, and when I was nervous, I couldn’t stop myself from reciting her list of one hundred irregular verbs randomly in my head.

Drink-drank-drunk. My thoughts started to spin, and I put my wine glass down.

‘There were no trips abroad,’ I explained. ‘But we had rigorous teachers.’

He frowned, which made me think perhaps he, too, knew something of discipline at school.

‘The other candidates I interviewed could barely say “hello.”’

I’d seen the girl he’d ‘interviewed’ before me. Where had he found her? The casino?

The woman returned with espresso. I inhaled the steam that billowed from the white porcelain cup. It smelled so good, so rich and dreamy, that even though I was full, my mouth began to water. Mr. Harmon handed me a square of dark chocolate. I accepted it gingerly. Of course we had such luxuries in Odessa, Mr. Harmon was wrong to say we didn’t. It was just that people like me – 98 percent of the population – could not afford them. Hoping he wouldn’t notice, I slipped the chocolate into my purse so that I could share it with Boba.

‘Have you ever had champagne, my dear?’

I shook my head. When he ordered the woman back into the room with two snaps of his fingers and asked her to bring a bottle, I couldn’t believe my luck. Wait until I told Olga and Boba that I’d had champagne, real champagne! From France! In my family, we only drank champagnskoye once a year, to celebrate the New Year. ‘A drop of sweet champagnskoye makes life sweet.’ That’s what we say in Odessa. Everyone knows that if you don’t drink champagnskoye on December 31, the New Year will be a disaster. Ask Boba if you don’t believe me. The one time we didn’t meet the New Year with champagnskoye was the year my mother died.

He poured the champagne. The bubbles glistened like tiny brillianti. Diamonds.

We clinked glasses and he proposed a toast, ‘To a significant . . . partnership.’

Did that mean I got the job?

He watched as I took my first sip. It was bitter. I wanted to cough, but held it in. He extended his hand and I placed mine in his, feeling that our meeting was destiny. Feeling that after so much struggle and loss, something good would finally happen. Then he winked and said, ‘Of course, sleeping with me is the best part of the job.’

I snatched my hand away. He’d made it sound like a joke, but he was serious. Suddenly, he resembled a walrus in a puce jacket that he’d been quick to point out was Versace. The silver threads at his temples became dull smears of gray. He was just like other men, only with shinier teeth and fancy cologne. We stared at each other. The only sound in the office was the ticking of a clock. Weep-wept-wept. Win-won-won. Withdraw-withdrew-withdrawn. Stop it! I shook my head. Think! In addition to fetching his coffee and translating his documents, was I capable of sleeping with him? Could I do that for a job? The thought of his meaty hands touching me made my skin crawl – I’m a vegetarian. Behind his tinted glasses, he observed me with hot black eyes, waiting for me to decide.

He’d come from Israel and quickly got used to being treated like a VIP. Many Western men came to the former Soviet Union because of the clout they had here. At home, they were invisible and barely eked out a living. Here, they were considered rich and had large apartments, cooks, cleaning ladies, and plenty of other ‘ladies.’ (For Odessans, everywhere from Tel Aviv to Tokyo is considered Western; geography is not dictated by the compass but rather by abundance.)

I thought of my friends. Of Olga, who had three children but no husband, no job, and no money. Of Valeria, a teacher who went to work every day but didn’t get paid, like most government employees. Of Maria, a conservatory graduate who’d recently become a waitress and had to wear a skimpy skirt as part of the job. I thought of ten, twenty others. I didn’t want to end up like my girlfriends, with no choices and no money. Maria, with her beautiful voice, was mistreated by her boss and the bar patrons. If I took this job, at least I would be harassed by only one man.

I’d graduated from the university six months earlier and still hadn’t found a full-time position. I needed to support myself and my Boba, who’d taken care of me since I was ten. Our situation was dire – Boba’s pension was only twenty dollars a month. (Ukraine had declared its independence in 1991; five years later our currency was still unstable, so we used dollars.) I shouldn’t have been surprised by his proposition – it hadn’t been the first. I just hadn’t expected it of a Westerner. Maybe Boba was right. Maybe we were cursed. I looked at Mr. Harmon again.

Chess. There’s a reason the former Soviet Union has more world champion players than any other country. Chess is strategy, persistence, cunning, and the ability to look farther into the future than an opponent. The bloodlust of killing off others, one at a time. Chess is every man for himself. Building traps and avoiding them. It is mental toughness. And sacrifice. In Odessa, life is chess. Moves. Countermoves. Feigns. Knowing your adversary and staying one step ahead of him.

I took the job.



An hour after the interview, I found myself wandering around the city center on trembly legs. What had I done? If only I could afford to sit at a café and have a tea, just the time to collect my thoughts. Home seemed so far away. I found myself walking towards the sea, towards Jane. She was so positive, so encouraging – like no one else I knew. Odessans are fatalists and pessimists. Whenever I spoke of travel, my friends would say, ‘Wake up! There’s a reason they call it the American dream.’ My Boba’s friends shook their heads at me and said, ‘Horses dream of sugar,’ the Odessan way of saying that good things are for other people. With Jane, I could talk about my hopes and dreams and she made me believe that they would come true. Her flat in the city center, only three blocks from the sea, was a haven, a heaven. High ceilings, parquet floor, a balcony with grape vines. She had her own kitchen, her own space. No one else our age lived independently. Maybe it was easier to be an optimist when you had so much.

An Americanka who’d come to perform what she called ‘community service,’ Jane had tried to teach Odessan pupils about democracy. She lived like she’d never learned the meaning of the word ‘no.’ She wore trousers to school. It was as if she didn’t know that it was against the rules for females – even the teachers – to wear them. I’d seen her win a shouting match with a bureaucrat and punch a corrupt cop! I kept a notebook of words and phrases she taught me. Awesome. Cool. Fuck. Whatever. It’s easier to ask forgiveness than it is to ask permission. Go for it. Just do it. Her vocabulary was as colorful as her red hair. And the stories she told. I loved hearing about America. Even her impressions of Odessa were interesting to me. In this shady city famous for its shades of gray, Jane saw only black and white. She made life seem so . . . uncomplicated.

I slipped into the courtyard and tiptoed into her building, but the babushka on the first floor heard me anyway and opened her door a crack.

In Odessa, there is always someone watching.

‘Going to see Janna?’ she asked.

‘Da,’ I replied, though it was none of her business.

‘Well, don’t stay too long. She needs her rest. The poor thing’s been packing all day.’

I didn’t need a reminder that my dear friend was going home. I walked up to the third floor. Jane opened the door before I could knock.

‘How did the interview go?’ she asked and pulled me inside.

‘I got the job.’

‘Awesome!’ she said and hugged me tight. She put on the tea kettle and we sat at her table. The pure joy on her face, the way she said, ‘I’ve been so worried about you and I was leaving and felt like I was totally abandoning you. But now I know you’ll be okay.’

‘I’ll miss you,’ I said, looking into the living room at the piles of clothes and books – her two years in Odessa reduced to two suitcases. ‘You’re so different from my other friends.’

‘Friends,’ she snorted. ‘I know they mean well, but don’t listen to them, especially not to that Olga. Don’t listen to anybody.’

‘You’re right. . .’

‘“Nothing I do matters. Nothing ventured, nothing lost,”’ she mimicked the fatalist Odessan refrains. ‘No. Don’t let the bastards get you down. You need to believe in yourself. Not your Odessan superstitions, not your Boba’s curses, not fate. Yourself. You’re stronger than you think you are.’

‘I’m not so sure. . .’

‘Believe it. I would have died without you. I was so lonely and scared when I got here, but you called every evening, you helped me learn Russian, you taught me all I needed to know about Odessan men . . .’

We laughed.

She stroked my cheek. ‘God, what would I have done without you? I’ll miss you. But now I know you’ll be fine. You’ve got a good job. No, a great job. You’ll be speaking English all day, your dream.’

‘Do you think my English is good enough?’

‘Hell, yes. You speak better than most native speakers. Your vocabulary is better than mine. You’ve mastered the language. You even know differences in British and American English. I’m telling you, you know more than I do. Remember how disappointed my colleagues were when they learned I was “only an American” as they put it? When they were disappointed because I didn’t speak “real English,” who helped me learn the vocabulary?’

I basked in the glow of her praise. And decided to quiz her. ‘What’s a “flat”?’

‘An apartment,’ she shot back.

‘Queue!’

‘A line. Or to wait in line.’ She squeezed my hand. ‘What would I have done without you?’

We sat in silence and doubt crept back.

‘But what about my accent?’

‘How many times do I have to tell you? Everyone has an accent. I have an accent – you can tell right away I’m American. British people have accents. Canadians have accents. Yours is almost imperceptible – that’s not something New Yorkers can say!’

I laughed. She knew how to put a person at ease.

‘My God! Think about it. You’ll be earning a huge salary. You’ll probably be running the place within a year. I’m so proud of you.’

So how could I tell her the truth? That nothing in Odessa is entirely good. That this contract had a cost. For excellent-paying jobs, candidates paid a bribe, which Odessans called ‘an investment.’ And with this position, my investment would be more personal and painful than most.





Chapter 2

On that first day, I went to work filled with great trepidation. When? And how? At the office? Or some hotel? Right away or after lunch? How do these things happen? How could I put him off? It’s that time of the month. That time of the year. I don’t feel so good. Let’s get to know one another. It could take years . . .

I sat at my desk, tense, ears pricked, waiting for Mr. Harmon to pounce, ready to fight him off with words or fists. But he didn’t even want to sleep with me. He said he didn’t like my teeth. (I’d been careful not to smile during the interview. Napoleon’s wife Josephine also had bad teeth. But aside from being married to a murderous dictator, Josephine was lucky. She was born in an age when fans were a popular accessory. She held one in front of her mouth when she smiled. When Mr. Harmon summoned me to his office, I imagined holding his electric fan in front of my face and I started to giggle.)

Like many Odessans during Soviet times, my grandmother had had to choose between luxuries like buying food and going to the dentist. (Philosophically, health care in the former Soviet Union was free. In practice, however, things were slightly different. You had to take a gift to the doctor. No gift, no treatment. No present, no future.) My teeth weren’t perfect, but at least I’d never gone hungry. I was surprised when Mr. Harmon said he would pay to have my smile fixed. I declined, he insisted. I declined, he insisted. I declined, he insisted. Thus, I knew he meant it and I made an appointment. For the first time in my life I went to the dentist, who sat me down in the gray leather chair and pulled a light over my face. To evade the glare, I turned my head and saw a menacing arsenal of picks, hooks, and pliers on the table next to him. I looked away and saw that in the sink, there was dried blood and spit. (In Odessa, the city ‘conserved’ water by turning it off during the day.)

I clenched my teeth.

‘Open up,’ he said.

I couldn’t. I didn’t want him to see my blackened teeth.

‘It’s not that I don’t appreciate a tight-lipped woman,’ he joked, ‘but I have a job to do.’

I smiled. He frowned and said, ‘It’s worse than I thought.’

‘Can I come back tomorrow?’ I asked, barely opening my mouth.

‘What difference will a day make?’

I returned the next afternoon and sat down in the chair. The dentist shone the light in my eyes. I stood – I knew what he would do. I didn’t know if I could go through with it.

‘Today’s not the day?’ he asked, hiding his annoyance fairly well.

It took one more appointment before I felt comfortable on that chair with the light blaring in my face, highlighting my foremost imperfection. I’d spent my life hiding my teeth, never smiling without my hand in front of my lips. It was hard for me to open up.

‘There, there,’ he crooned, ‘that’s not so bad. So your teeth are crooked and black. Soon, you’ll have white, straight ones.’

He promised the process would take less than a month. But the sooner I had beautiful teeth, the sooner Mr. Harmon would be interested, so I told the dentist to take his time. This tactic alone bought me four months. I was happy to have a nice smile. Though I was sad when the dentist yanked all my teeth out.



I loved those first days, working in English, the international language, communicating with our branches all over the world. Growing up, I’d learned English sayings and songs and sonnets, but never thought that one day I would need English, that this knowledge would be useful: we Odessans lived on the Black Sea but we’d been landlocked by the Soviet Union. English had been my pastime, my passion, my solace. I loved everything about the language. I read the English dictionary the way nuns read psalms. I craved new words the way Russian leaders crave power. I loved the alchemy of English, how a ‘t’ and an ‘h’ come together to form a completely different sound. Thistle. Thunder. I loved how speaking English made me feel. Smart. Sophisticated. Foreign. Better.

I loved answering the phone in English. I loved running my hand along my computer monitor. Everything in the office was of the best quality. Quality that I, and most Odessans, had never seen before – even our light bulbs gave off a dingy, sad light. I felt proud to be a part of a company that imported space heaters, washing machines, and videocassette players from the West. I enjoyed speaking with the ship’s captain in English as the sailors unloaded the large metal containers filled with our yearnings. Mr. Harmon took a photo of me at the helm, then the captain snapped one of us together. I didn’t even mind that Mr. Harmon snaked his hand around my waist. In Ukraine, having our picture taken was very special. Most people didn’t own cameras. We didn’t even have color film until the eighties.

It was a challenge to get our products through customs, but I soon learned to deal with the agents – who could blame them for wanting to taste the food or watch the films or wear the clothes our company brought to Odessa? I found that when I offered samples, our goods cleared customs quickly. This exchange seemed perfectly reasonable. After all, at the post office you pay more for first-class postage.

I admit to being seduced by the high-quality pens, sleek black cordless phone, and pristine company stationery, so unlike our rough, gray paper. The whiteboard and markers in the boardroom and the colorful packs of Post-its seemed remarkable to me. The first month, I put neon pink ones on documents to remind Mr. Harmon where he had to sign and when shipments were coming in. These tokens made me realize how much better and brighter things were in the West, and I yearned to discover that world. I hoped my new job was a step in the right direction.

Our offices weren’t on the Black Sea. Mr. Kessler, the company director in Haifa, called the rent at the port ‘extortion’ and instead leased a nondescript building in the city center on bustling Soviet Army Street, where cars and faded red trams fought for space, where gypsies begged in front of the blue Orthodox church with golden domes, where young women selling bouquets called out to passers-by. The plain exterior of our office belied the posh interior, though the presence of a hairy security guard hinted at our prosperity. Near the entryway, there was a state-of-the-art kitchen for coffee breaks. The refrigerator was filled with Finnish vodka, German chocolate, and French cheese. Down the long corridor with shiny white walls was my work station. Mr. Harmon’s spacious office, with his large black desk covered with expensive gadgets, was through the door on my right; the boardroom, with the long, sleek table and leather chairs, on the left.

I bought a palm tree and placed it beside the window. Sometimes I daydreamed about California. Sandy beaches; warm, salty water rolling over my body; the sun soft on my skin. There’d be no thoughts of money, of letches, of whether I was Ukrainian or Jewish. I would be just me, alone – anonymous on a beach. I looked towards the palmetto and sighed. The metal bars ruined the effect. Because it was an Israeli office, the panes were covered with steel shafts and security guards stood at attention twenty-four hours a day. Despite the protection money we paid the Stanislavskis.

I have always been a good worker. I never missed a day, even when I had gaping holes in my mouth. I just kept my head down as though the documents on my desk were fascinating. My hair curled around my face to hide my lips curled around my gums searching for the missing teeth. I went into the office early and wouldn’t leave until the last person had gone for the evening. During these weeks, Mr. Harmon fetched our coffee – I refused to venture into the kitchen.

I was not entirely suited to the position of secretary, since my degree was in mechanical engineering. Still, I learned to make excellent coffee and type. I improved my English and studied Hebrew. Mr. Harmon asked me to teach him Russian, but after three lessons, I realized that some old dogs can only bark or whine.

After my dentures were in, Mr. Harmon started to pursue me. He’d already worked out that propositions were not the way to win this young lady’s body, so he tried another approach: subtlety. In the afternoon, when the city cut the power, he and I sat in the darkened boardroom, he at the head of the table, I at his right side. We sipped cold coffee and waited for the computers and fax machine to switch back on.

‘Can’t we bribe someone?’ he asked.

I nodded approvingly. He was finally thinking like an Odessan. ‘We’d have to pay at least three people at the electric company, which would cost roughly four hundred dollars per month.’

‘Extortion!’

‘The price of doing business in Odessa,’ I corrected.

‘Same thing,’ he muttered. ‘Maybe I could bring in a generator.’

He drank the last of his coffee and we sat in companionable silence for a moment.

‘I never go out in the evening,’ he said.

‘Not even to the opera or philharmonia?’

‘No.’

I couldn’t believe it. Most people come to Odessa for the entertainment – the ballet, the beaches, the concerts, the cafés, the casinos, the discos . . . ‘Don’t you have a good compania?’

‘What?’

‘This is how we say a ‘‘circle of friends’’ in Russian. Many Odessans would love to be friends with you. The girls in the office have certainly been . . . friendly.’ Odessans don’t always speak directly. We have a certain code. Distracted means crazy. Direct means abrasive. Friendly means slutty.

‘True,’ he said. ‘But when they crowd around me, I know what they’re after.’ He rubbed his fingers together to indicate money.

I shrugged, the Odessan way of saying nothing and everything. I hoped I looked sympathetic, but inside I wondered why he didn’t take one up on their very obvious offer.

Unable to trust anyone, he said, he sat alone in his flat, a foreigner far from friends and family. When he invited me to the ballet, of course I went. I felt sorry for him. And I loved going to our opera house, the third most beautiful in the world after Rome and Prague’s. We sat in a private box. He inched his gilded chair closer to mine, telling me he couldn’t see. I moved closer and closer to the edge of the box. Leave-left-left. His forehead shone with perspiration. He stared at me, not the stage. I knew what he was thinking and I knew what he wanted, but I sat, ankles crossed, knees firmly together; spine straight, exactly two inches from the red velvet backrest; chin slightly lifted, lips fixed in a slight smile; eyes never leaving the stage. Teeth grinding, heart pounding, stomach heaving, brain berating, ‘Fool! Never let your guard down! Everything in Odessa has a price.’ After the performance, people around us talked and laughed, but we were silent. In a hoarse voice, Mr. Harmon said, ‘Come home with me.’ I pretended not to hear. I thanked him and said goodbye, then slipped through the crowd in front of the opera house, down the 192 granite steps of the Potemkin Staircase to the bus stop at the port.

I couldn’t afford to be indignant. I couldn’t afford to offend him. I couldn’t afford to lose my job. I remembered those six months of searching – two interviews a day and lines like, ‘Maybe I’m old-fashioned, but in these hard times, when conditions are so tough, I need to give the job to a man with a family, to a breadwinner.’ Boba’s pension barely covered her heart medicine let alone our food and bills. We couldn’t afford candles, so when they cut the electricity in the early evening, we sat in the dark in the kitchen because it was a little warmer than the rest of the flat. At bedtime, we felt our way to the bathroom to wash our faces, then back to the living room/bedroom to change into our pajamas and convert the sofa to our bed.

I had to do everything in my power to keep my job and that meant keeping Mr. Harmon content. I found a young professor with big hair and bigger breasts to try to teach him something of our language. When he showed no interest in her, I took it upon myself to hire a curvaceous charwoman, telling her to linger in his office and that if she played her cards right, she’d have a flush bank account. But Mr. Harmon had no interest in poker. To keep him at bay, I used a careful mixture of geography, denial, and guilt. I always made sure that there was something between us. When he started coming too close and had that look in his eye, I got up and walked to the opposite side of the boardroom. We circled the table slowly, both of us pretending this was perfectly normal, as many as five times before he gave up. Seeing that he would never win a race of endurance, Mr. Harmon changed his tactic and wooed me with hummus and baba ganoush as well as a battery-operated flashlight/radio for the nightly blackouts. He asked me to call him David, but I avoided doing so. When he stood too close to me, I looked at him with wide eyes and said, ‘You’re like a father to me.’ His hands tightened into fists, and he stalked back into his office. I exhaled and hoped I could last another month.

In time, he put up photos of us together. On one of our ships. In front of the opera house with clients. His arms slithered around my shoulder, his hand poised near my breast. Everyone in the office looked at the pictures and assumed I was his mistress. He was pleased – the men respected him more and me less, the women were either jealous or admired my good sense. For a time, he seemed satisfied and stopped pursuing me, as if the rumor of our involvement were good enough. I resented the fact that colleagues thought of me as his private reserve or that I was hired, not to translate the most important, strictly confidential papers, but to sleep with the boss, yet I appreciated this period of détente. We no longer circled each other warily, trying to gain the advantage. A holding pattern emerged; when we sat in the darkened boardroom waiting for the electricity to switch back on, we really talked.

‘It’s my daughter’s birthday next week.’

I looked at him in surprise. ‘You have a daughter?’

‘A daughter. And ex-wife. An ex-house. An ex-dog.’

‘How old is she?’

‘Eighteen. I don’t know what to get her.’ He sighed. ‘She hates me.’

I smiled. ‘Is there anyone harsher or more intimidating than an angry eighteen-year-old girl?’

‘You went through that phase?’

‘Didn’t we all? What’s she like? What does she like?’

He looked at me, and his hands fluttered helplessly, as if what he was trying to convey was too much for him. Finally, he settled on, ‘She’s nothing like you.’

‘Could you be more precise?’

‘Well, you’re so together, and she . . . she’s not. She struggles at school, struggles with her weight. She dyes her hair black and listens to punk bands that make me suicidal.’

‘My Boba would say that music is a cry for help. Write, even if she doesn’t write back. Phone, even if she doesn’t say much. Let her know that you love her. Call her best friend. She’ll know exactly what your daughter would want for her birthday.’

‘You’re right,’ he said.

‘Those words sound so good coming from you.’

He laughed.

I looked at my watch. Time will show, my Boba always said. Time will show.

‘I never wanted this,’ he said, pointing to the black boardroom table, to the white board.

Board, bored.

‘I know, I know. You hate Odessa.’

‘No, I don’t, and that’s not what I meant. I wanted to be a writer, to study poetry. I didn’t care about business.’

Know, no.

‘Then why are you here?’

Here, hear.

‘Family.’

That one word said so much.

‘I wanted to study English, too. But Boba said, “Who’ll pay you to stand on the street corner and recite Shakespeare? No one, that’s who. English isn’t a career, it’s a hobby. You’ll study engineering or accounting – something with a future.”’

‘Did that make you angry?’ he asked.

‘Why would it?’ I shrugged. ‘She had my best interests at heart.’

‘You’re a much bigger person than I am. After years of therapy I’m still not where you are. I hated that my father tried to control me. Made me get a business degree. Made me . . .’

‘Made you what?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

Bite-bit-bitten. The strange edge of anger in his voice made me nervous and my fingers flew to my mouth out of habit.

‘You don’t have to do that anymore,’ he said, still sounding annoyed.

I put my hand on my lap. He didn’t say anything more. I wanted to fill this strange silence, to banish his sudden anger, so I spoke of Odessa. ‘If you love poetry, you should read Anna Akhmatova. She was born in Odessa, you know. Or Babel. Also a native Odessan. Who did you study?’

He told me he majored in business and literature. He didn’t know how lucky he was. In Ukraine, you study one thing. Classes are laid out for you and there is no choice about it. He told me about his favorite authors: Hemingway, Steinbeck, McCullers. I was relieved by this talk of writers, this common ground we had found. He could have been more aggressive. He could have fired me for not complying with the criteria he’d laid out at the job interview. The devil knows other men in his position would have. Instead, he waited and would not stray, even though I constantly put voluptuous pawns in his path.

Vita and Vera, two trouble-making secretaries who seemed to know everything, said Mr. Harmon had been sent to Odessa as a punishment for screwing up so many shipping orders in Haifa. When colleagues repeated this rumor and asked if he was as inept as he looked, I sharply reminded them that what Vita and Vera did not know, they simply made up. As long as he didn’t force me, I remained loyal to him. But inside, I acknowledged that Mr. Harmon still couldn’t do much without my help. He didn’t even know to make three copies of the books – an accurate copy for the accountants, as well as fake sets for the Stanislavskis (showing 50 percent of our profits) and the government (showing only 25 percent). What had they taught him at that business school?



As always, before Mr. Harmon arrived, I made coffee, getting in and out of the kitchen before Vita and Vera turned up. But today, just as the coffee started percolating, I heard them cackling down the hall. So far, they’d caused three girls to quit – or get fired – because of their cruel gossip, and I didn’t want to be another of their victims. Run-ran-run. When they entered the kitchen, they looked at me like I was a stain on the wall. As usual, both were wearing too much make-up and not enough clothing. Boba would never let me leave the flat wearing a skirt so tight it looked like sausage casing over lumpy bits of meat. These girls had spent more time applying their make-up than applying themselves in school. They barely spoke English and had no computer skills. One didn’t need to think too hard about why they’d been hired – the same reason I had.

Vera asked me, ‘What do you do?’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘What do you do in bed?’ Vera asked. ‘We want to know.’

‘I sleep.’ I gulped down the last of my coffee and tried to leave, but they blocked the door.

‘How did you get so much money?’ Vita pressed. ‘Why do you get so many presents?’

‘I’m sure I don’t know.’ Perhaps it was rude to think of these girls as prostitutes, but it was naïve not to think of them in that way. I didn’t feel guilty about my uncharitable thoughts, since they considered me a whore, too. A superior one at that.

‘You look like a frigid bitch, but you must be doing something right.’ Vera stared at me, as though she could somehow decipher my tricks. ‘Do you lick it? Do you like it?’ she continued, trying to embarrass me. And succeeding, though I would never show them. I took a deep breath and willed myself not to turn borscht red.

‘What do the two of you talk about?’ Vita asked.

‘Does he dress you up? Tie you down? Does he buy you lingerie just so he can rip it off your tight, little body?’ Vera asked, running her fingers across my chest. I hit her hand away.

As I walked down the hall, I heard Vita ask softly, ‘Does Mr. Harmon love you?’

Her question stopped me. Love? He spoiled me with trinkets and treated me like a precious object when he wasn’t jealously guarding me from the eyes of any male in our office. He pursued me until he grew dizzy, like a dog chasing its own tail. That wasn’t my idea of love. Was it his?

I longed for love. For passion. For ecstasy. I knew what the words meant, but not how they felt. Love. Was it dancing in the moonlight to music only two people hear? Was it washing socks and peeling potatoes? Was it sex? Was it tender? What were the exact ingredients? How do you make it grow? How do you kill it? How long do you have to suffer when it dies? I’d read Russian novels full of beauty and anguish. I’d discovered American romances with their happy endings. But nothing in my life was like that. Love. Boba said love was blind, deaf, and dumb – mostly dumb. She also said that the minute a woman fell in love was the minute trouble began. And that the women in our family were cursed. But that didn’t stop me from longing. I wanted a husband. I wanted to hold an infant to my breast. I wanted a real family – the kind I’d never had. The kind with a mother and a father.

Vita’s question softened me. Of course, I wanted friends at the office. Of course, I hated that they were jealous. I returned to the kitchen threshold and admitted, ‘I haven’t slept with Mr. Harmon,’ then added, ‘My grandmother says that sex gets you dinner and an evening at the opera, but saying no to sex gets you respect, or at worst, a wedding ring.’

Vera laughed bitterly; Vita still didn’t understand, the poor dear. Some women never get it. Of course, they repeated what I’d said. Fifty-one minutes later, when Mr. Harmon realized that he’d gone from the office stud to the office joke, he was angry. Very angry.



Late every evening, after her three children fell asleep, my neighbor Olga, an artist, came down for a quick bite – she couldn’t stay long, as she didn’t dare leave her babies alone. Olga and I had been in the same grade in junior high, I’d been the head of the class, she the tail. We’d stuck together through thin and thinner. Both our fathers deserted us. We were put in the worst section because neither of us could afford to bribe the teachers. We both wanted to practice ballet, so we pooled our money together to buy one pair of satin slippers. Later, the dance instructor said my body was made for playing ping-pong, not dancing. My feet kept growing; Olga kept the slippers.

In high school, Olga was so popular she didn’t have time to study. I wrote her essays and let her copy my math problems with pleasure. In exchange, she told me all about her dates, including her rendezvous with the geometry teacher. (That term, she didn’t need to copy my math homework.) Olga, petite and pretty, sat on the boys’ laps, giggling and cooing as they stroked her curvaceous bottom. I was the tallest person in school and so skinny the boys called me ‘frizzy-haired matchstick.’ Olga fell in love as often as it rained. I hadn’t fallen in love yet – not even once.

Five years later, she was the only classmate who had any time for me. Though Odessa is a fairly level city, a great divide exists: marriage. Boys are spoiled by their mothers and expect to be pampered by their wives. As a teen visiting my friends this is what I saw: Men go to work, then return home and read the newspaper with their feet up. Women go to work then return home and work some more. Marriage is all-consuming.

And now my former schoolmates spent their evenings and weekends looking after their husbands: cooking daily feasts from scratch; canning the vegetables and fruit of their labor; washing clothes and linens by hand, then ironing all items – even towels and underwear – as a proper wife should. In Odessa, girls’ night out doesn’t exist for married women.

Olga, despite her three little ones, was like me – never married. Of course, she said she was divorced so that people wouldn’t think there was something wrong with her.

As usual, Olga wore her sheer cotton robe and our tattered ballet slippers. There was blue paint on her cheek and some in her yellow hair. She carried little Ivan, who was bundled up like a Siberian Eskimo.

‘Olga, come in. For God’s sake, eat something.’

We entered the kitchen, my grandmother’s domain. The orange linoleum on the walls and floor was of poor quality, but immaculate. Boba had scrubbed the surfaces with her special lemon-bleach concoction so many times that they were tangerine-colored. I pulled a stool out from under the table and sat Olga down, then fixed her a plate of hummus, red peppers stuffed with feta, and lavash bread.

I took Ivan in my arms. ‘He feels hot,’ I said and gently pulled off the sweater and cap Boba had knit him so I could touch his soft skin.

‘I swear, you’re in love with that boy,’ Olga said.

She seemed to force herself to eat slowly, so that I wouldn’t know – or wouldn’t mention – that this was the first meal she’d had all day. ‘I get so involved in my work and forget about the time,’ she said.

For my birthday, Olga always gave me a small abstract painting. She was talented, it’s just most people were struggling to survive and couldn’t afford art anymore. Principles were also very expensive. As she finished eating, I poured the water from the purifier into the electric kettle (both presents from Mr. Harmon). The electric kettle was easier to use than the gas stove, and the filtered water tasted much better, though we still had to boil it to kill the bacteria. Olga asked about my day, so I told her about Mr. Harmon, Vita, and Vera.

‘Wake up!’ Olga yelled. ‘Every bite you take is thanks to Mr. Harmon. Everything you have – down to your fancy toilet paper – comes from him. You know what he wants, just pay up! You’re being rude. He’s made more effort to seduce you than all my lovers combined!’

It must be said that all of Odessa knows how easy Olga is.

‘What’s the big deal?’ she continued. ‘If I had a rich foreign man who wooed me, I’d be thrilled.’ Olga slammed her plate in the sink, then turned and said, ‘You just don’t know how lucky you are.’

I did know. Boba taught me to look for moments – or seconds – of grace. She often reminded me that we were lucky to live in a one-room flat, when many people lived in kommunalkas, communal apartments. She said we were lucky to have enough to eat and instructed me to give coins to pensioners begging in the streets and to feed Olga, who could barely nourish her three children. (Unlike most women, Olga was too tenderhearted to abort. I’d never met any other Russian or Ukrainian woman with three children.)

Olga opened the front door and yanked Ivan from my arms. ‘You owe it to Mr. Harmon to sleep with him. After all, you took the job knowing the requirements. Pay up.’

The door slammed in my face.

Perhaps she was right. After all, I had accepted the job and the conditions.



I thought about what Olga said and decided to ask Jane. After Mr. Harmon left for the day, I called her in America and explained that a ‘friend’ was having trouble with her boss. Although she sometimes surprised me with her uncanny analyses, Jane was sometimes so obtuse she couldn’t see through plastic wrap (another gift from Mr. Harmon). This was one of those times. Jane said, ‘That’s harassment! It’s against the law for her boss to demand sexual favors,’ as though the laws of the civilized world counted here.

I laughed at that phrase, sexual favors. A favor is an act of kindness or help. It wasn’t a favor, it was an economic form of dominance that many Western men applied in Odessa. But Americans are not precise in their language. Jane could meet someone and five minutes later call him a friend. For me, this same person would remain an acquaintance for a very long time.

‘Don’t let her be taken advantage of! In the States, laws protect women and children against predators.’

I liked it when she spoke of her country. It sounded like a lovely place full of laws and security for everyone. Even trees and flowers are protected in America.



Mr. Harmon was no fool. He didn’t speak much Russian, but he understood that everyone was laughing at him, and he was furious with me. I’d managed to hold him off for six months, yet I could feel my days were numbered. He noticed Vita and Vera giggling when he entered the kitchen. It occurred to me that they exhibited this behavior to get back at me or get rid of me. They were jealous that I had a higher salary and unlike them, I hadn’t slept with my boss as a contract clincher.

For days, he glared and barked at me, more than usual. ‘Quit typing so loud, dammit! I have a headache!’ ‘What are you smiling for? And who do you think paid for that smile?’

My hand flew to my mouth.

After lunch I sat at my desk, typing as quietly as possible. He slipped behind me. I kept typing. ‘Ship arrived a day late, on the 25th.’ He didn’t say anything, he just stood there. I didn’t know what to do. I was afraid to speak. Afraid to move. Freeze-froze-frozen. Somehow, this quiet assault was more terrifying than his blundering and blustering. ‘Customs cleared on the 29th.’ I felt unsettled, as if he had tied a ribbon around my neck and pulled it tighter and tighter until I could no longer breathe. Still I typed. ‘Two hundred empty containers loaded on to ship.’ Only when Yuri the security guard lumbered down the hall on his rounds did Mr. Harmon retreat. I continued to type. ‘Await next delivery on the 2nd.’ Quietly.

The next morning, I stalled. I stood in the bathroom and gripped the cracked sink and looked in the mirror. How much longer could I take it? What would it take to make him stop? I was afraid. And weary of constantly watching my step. But I needed this job. Boba and I were finally living like normal people.

In Odessa, there’s a saying: Moscow is known for its winter days and frosty females, Odessa for her summer nights and hot women. The plain truth is that Odessans are drop dead out of this world gorgeous. Maybe it’s the sea air, maybe the sunshine. We have silky hair, flawless skin, and cheekbones with sharper edges than our tongues. How could I make myself less attractive? I pulled my dark hair into an austere bun at the base of my neck and washed off the mascara that highlighted my green eyes. Pairing a white blouse with a loose black blazer and long skirt, I looked like an anemic nun.

When Mr. Harmon stood in front of my desk to tell me the day’s schedule, he snapped. ‘You owe me!’

Sick of feeling as though I were walking barefoot on broken glass, I, too, snapped. I stood, so that I towered over him. ‘Do you want me to show you what I owe you?’

‘Yessss.’ The word came out of his mouth like an enraptured sigh, as if he really expected me to lift up my blouse and bare my breasts.

‘This is what I owe you.’ I pulled out my dentures. ‘Take them.’

I forced myself to smile, revealing my bald, ugly gums. Deflated in every sense, Mr. Harmon retreated to his office. My hands shook so hard that it was difficult to put my teeth back in. The constant pressure was starting to get to me. I knew that I had to leave this office – and eventually Odessa – if I wanted to build a normal life for myself. Although at twenty-three I was rather old, I still wanted a family. If I had a little girl, I’d name her Nadezhda – Hope – after my mother. Of course, to have a child, you need a man. I was so busy with work, I had no time to date. And anyway, Boba said Odessan men weren’t worth a kopeck. Jane had praised American men because they built a foundation of friendship before ‘taking it to the next step.’ I loved my native city, but how I longed to escape, to go to America – a land full of eligible men, a land free of harassment at work.

I thought of how I’d repelled Mr. Harmon, embarrassed that I had been lowered to such a vulgar display. Until now, I’d thought of him as a nuisance, but after his outburst and strange behavior the day before, I had to reconsider this stance. He was a danger. It would not be possible to out-maneuver him forever. I just didn’t realize that his retribution would come so quickly.

That afternoon, I was standing at my desk revising the quarterly report when he strode up behind me and spun me around.

‘Hey,’ I yelled and shoved him.

He shoved me back and I fell back on to the desk. My breath left my lungs and wouldn’t come back. I gasped for air. I tried to move my leg to kick him in the groin. Impossible. I tried to formulate a complete thought. Impossible. I tried to find the words to dissuade him as I had so many times before, but when I opened my mouth, only a sad whimper emerged. I stared up at him like a butterfly full of ether, waiting for him to stick his pin in and finish me off.

But Mr. Harmon looked at me with wide eyes; he was just as scared as I.

For once, being Jewish in Ukraine paid off. The thump of my body hitting the metal desk must have reverberated throughout the building because someone came to see about the noise. As an Israeli office, we received phone threats all the time. Despite our security guards, bombs had been placed in our offices. Any strange squeak or thump raised the hairs on the back of people’s necks.

‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered hoarsely. ‘I never meant . . .’

He tried to help me sit up, but when he moved to touch me, I flinched.

I turned my head to see who’d come to investigate the noise. Thank God it wasn’t Vita and Vera. It was only Mr. Kessler, the director from Haifa who’d come to inspect our offices. He looked at me flat on my back, at my boss standing inert between my legs. He shouted something at Harmon in rapid-fire Hebrew. My breath came back with a vengeance, and I started coughing. Harmon stepped back; I rose and righted my skirt, then ran.

Cold and strangely restless, I stood at the kitchen sink, trembling. This was the first time that my voice – and indeed, my mind – had ever failed me. I felt like crying, but knew any display of weakness would be used against me in the court of Vita and Vera. In Odessa, what others thought was more important than the truth; you learned to think fast and never show your feelings. People had heard the commotion and were milling around the halls; they would learn of the incident and my response would be talked about. I pretended my eyelids were hummingbird wings that flicked away my tears. I wanted to flee, to get another job, even another life. And how soon is the sentence to be carried out? Why does nothing work out for us?

I didn’t know what to do with myself, so I took a white filter, filled it, and watched the coffee drip into the carafe. I concentrated on the rich smell, this small taste of daily luxury, so that I wouldn’t embarrass myself. Before working here, I’d never tasted real coffee. Boba and I only had lumpy Soviet instant. When I’d told that to Mr. Harmon, he gave Boba and me an espresso machine and a three-month supply of coffee.

I filled my small cup, which I had to hold with both hands. Suddenly, everyone wanted coffee, and they came into the kitchen. Vita and Vera smirked; their bosses, slightly younger versions of Mr. Harmon, leered. My legs couldn’t hold me any longer and I sagged on to a stool at the table.

Minutes later, the presence of Mr. Kessler dispersed the crowd, and he apologized on Mr. Harmon’s behalf. I covered my face and berated myself for the moment of honesty in which I’d told those tarts that I hadn’t slept with Mr. Harmon. I’d just been so sick of people looking at me like a slut. I should have remembered that telling the truth just gets you into trouble.

Mr. Kessler mistook my reaction for shame and patted my shoulder awkwardly. He offered me a small raise and said he hoped I wouldn’t be litigious. Apparently, he didn’t realize there was no law and order in Ukraine. I wouldn’t be the one to tell him.

‘It won’t happen again,’ Mr. Kessler promised.

He would be gone in a week. Then what?



I stood and smoothed down the long wool skirt that Boba had sewn for me, then walked down the empty hall, back to my chair, back to my life.

You needn’t pity me.





Chapter 3

I congratulated myself for looking as though nothing had happened. Dry eyes, faint smile. Vita and Vera would have nothing to report. Though I’d stopped trembling, I felt as if I would throw up or pass out. I looked at the numbers on the quarterly report but didn’t see them. It took all my concentration to remain calm. This was difficult. As the minutes passed, I became aware of my tenuous position, and it terrified me.

I wasn’t scared of Harmon. Not in the physical sense, anyway. He hadn’t meant to hurt me. Rather, he’d come to his senses or lost his nerve before he could do his worst. But his intentions weren’t what mattered. What mattered was what Mr. Kessler saw. Harmon was now in trouble with the hierarchy, and in a true trickle-down system, that meant I was in trouble with him. If he fired me, I would lose the salary and the security I’d gained. If I wasn’t careful, I could end up a waitress like my friend Maria, or worse. Without this job, Boba and I would go back to the way things were before, when we could only dream of oranges and espresso, when Boba had taken in laundry and we’d spent evenings and weekends washing, wringing, and ironing Party people’s garments for a pittance.

I was keenly aware of Harmon and his rituals. As usual, he uttered the number of days he had been here: 183; and how many left to go: 547. As usual, he counted out fifteen one-hundred-dollar bills and muttered that it was worth living in a ‘third-world country’ since he didn’t have to declare his earnings to mother Israel. I heard him stuff the bills back in his wallet and snap it shut. He refilled his stapler and lined it up with his Waterman pens. He cleared his throat and blew his nose. He sighed. If he was counting the days, I was counting the minutes, looking at the digital alarm clock that he’d given me. (Twenty-three minutes to go.) It gave the day, the date, and the temperature inside as well as on the street. It said that the office was 70 degrees, but it felt well below zero. I picked the dead strands off the palm tree and organized my desk drawer. At 5 p.m., I picked up my purse and said, ‘I’m going.’

‘Go.’

I was not able to decipher his tone.

The security guards smirked at me as I walked out of the building. Vera and Vita had been efficient. Why had I said anything to them? Never trust anyone. Never say anything. The walls have ears, the birch trees have eyes. How many times had my grandmother warned me? Why hadn’t I listened? I feared that the moment Mr. Kessler went back to Haifa, Harmon would fire me. One thing was clear: I needed to look for another job, though none would pay as well. I thought about earning only thirty dollars a month and felt sick. How would we manage? Only a month ago, the world had felt so full of promise. I had a good job and felt reasonably secure. Now I was back to where I had been just months before: no money, no security, no future.

Unless.

Unless I found Harmon a mistress . . . But who? He’d rebuffed every woman in the office. Perhaps now guilt and shame and Mr. Kessler would make him reconsider, I thought as I stood at the bus stop. Who? Olga? She needed money; he needed sex. He would appreciate her flashy hair, petite body, and lively spirit, though I worried that she wasn’t educated enough. She only spoke Russian and didn’t know how to hold a fork. No. I could never ask her. What if she was offended and said no? What if she said yes?

As always, the bus was twenty minutes late. As always, passengers were packed like Black Sea sardines into the seats and aisles. We couldn’t open the windows: they’d been nailed shut as a safety precaution. The glass was already fogged up, and we hadn’t even left yet. I took off my blazer. Perspiration ran down my face; my arm stuck to the girl’s beside me. I hated beginning and ending my day with this forty-five minute bus ride to and from the sleeping district. (Jane called it the suburbs of the suburbs.) Once, I invited an American missionary to my flat. When she stepped off the bus, she looked around and said, ‘It’s like a cemetery. Look at all the gray tombstones sticking out of the ground.’

I’m sure she didn’t mean to hurt my feelings.

Before, I hadn’t thought about it. Home was just home. But afterward, I couldn’t help but see my neighborhood through her eyes. Ugly. Gray. Dead. At my stop, I got off and wound my way through the rusty kiosks and crude cement high-rises that hurt my soul to look at.

As always, the lift was broken. I trudged up ten flights of stairs to the one-room flat Boba had received for thirty years of faithful service at the rope factory. Of course, now that the Soviet system was abolished, no one gave anyone anything anymore. I unlocked the first three locks and Boba opened the final two. I’d never unlocked all five. It was like a game. I tried to be quick, but she was always there for me, waiting. I took off my pumps and wiggled my toes. (The city was so sooty that when Odessans got home the first thing we did was take off our dust-covered shoes.) Boba had already laid out my blue slippers, which she’d knitted for me; I handed her my blazer, purse, and briefcase.

‘Look at you in just a blouse! You must be freezing! No wonder you’re practically catching a cold! Put on your sweater and I’ll feed you.’

It was no use telling her I’d just taken off my blazer and that I wasn’t cold and was perfectly healthy. She always makes a fuss.

To my mind, Boba looked like the great French singer Edith Piaf, whose nickname was ‘the little sparrow.’ Boba dyed her cropped hair as black as Stalin’s soul. Her skin was dark and leathery from a lifetime of Sunday afternoons at the beach. She was sixty-three but had more energy than a teenager. She wore a housecoat and had a dish towel slung across her shoulder, always prepared to clean up one of my messes. Her one extravagance was a silver necklace with a medallion of a sad-looking saint.

‘Oh, Boba, I had such a hard day,’ I told her, trying to hold back the tears. I wanted to tell her what had happened, but didn’t want to worry her. She carried enough burdens. Not only had Boba brought me up, she’d raised her daughter alone and taken care of her as she died.

‘There, there,’ she said and stroked my hair. ‘I’ll get your sweater. Everything will be fine. I made you a chocolate cake.’

I washed my hands at the kitchen sink. I wore the sweater though I was hot. She beamed at me – Ukrainians liked to see people bundled up. She handed me the dishtowel that rested on her shoulder.

‘Tell me everything, Dasha.’ Boba called me by my diminutive. In Odessa, we have the inside world and the outside world, the informal and the formal mode of address. Like shutters on a window, the formal is a form of defense. Diminutives are for friends and family, a sign of affection. I was so glad to be home with Boba after such a difficult day. If only she could keep the outside world at bay, like she did when I was a child.

We sat together at the small Formica table. She put her hand over mine; I looked into her concerned eyes and told her that the work load given to me was stressful. She patted my hand and began, ‘I remember my boss Anatoly Pavlovich at the rope factory. He was so grouchy and hard to please . . .’ I listened to her voice, so soothing, but not the words.



Late that evening, when Olga came with little Ivan, we sat in the kitchen. I pulled a tablet of German chocolate out of my purse, she handed me Ivan. I cradled him in my arms, whispering the same words Boba used to say to me. He opened his eyes, then his lids fluttered shut again. He nestled closer and as the heat of his little body seeped into mine, I felt the events of the day recede. My heart stopped twitching and started to beat steadily again. My breathing calmed. Such is the magic of children.

Olga slowly opened the beautiful gold foil and put a square in her mouth and sighed. ‘I haven’t had chocolate in ages.’

I felt guilty for not giving her more of these little pleasures. Olga radiated a sensual bliss, her eyes closed, her neck arched. She chewed slowly to make it last. Watching her savor my offering, I realized how much had changed for Boba and me. I wondered how to broach the subject of Harmon.

‘You’re awfully quiet,’ she said.

I didn’t know what to say. I turned the question over in my mind ten times in thirty seconds. My virtue or my friend? Maybe she needs the help. Maybe you’re a terrible person. Maybe you should let her decide what she wants. Maybe you should find someone else.

‘What already?’ she asked.

‘Olga, was what you said true?’ I blurted out. ‘You know, about being thrilled to have a foreign man woo you and spoil you? Even if he was a bit older?’

She snorted. ‘As long as he puts food on the table, I’ll gladly welcome him in my bed. I’ve had it with Odessan men! Do the math – three kids, three dead-beat dads, and zero help. I’m not smart like you – I’ll never make a living sitting on my ass all day. I’m willing to make it on my back – God knows it’s faster.’

‘You’re a talented artist,’ I protested.

‘That no one needs.’ This was a common refrain after perestroika. Singers, artists, and scientists had talent and training but no jobs. And they weren’t the only ones. Odessa was full of the Red Army’s cast-offs, big men who’d been so important now felt useless. Many committed suicide – some with a gun, others slowly drowning in vodka. Factories closed, leaving men and women – thousands of whom had worked thirty years at the same machine – broke and bewildered. There was no safety net, or safety, for any of us.

I patted her shoulder, wishing that things were different.

She shook off my hand. ‘Leave me be.’

Poor Olga. It was so hard for her, for everyone, right now.

‘Are you ever going to start dating?’ she asked. ‘When are you going to do something with your life?’

I shrugged.

‘I mean, what do you have to show?’ She looked pointedly at my non-existent chest and flat belly. ‘You know, a woman who doesn’t have children might as well be a man.’

Tears pricked my eyes as if she had slapped my face.

Worthless. She didn’t say it, but that’s what she meant. Who but your best friend will tell you the truth?

I stroked Ivan’s cheek. Just looking at him made me feel better.

‘Keep going the way you are and no one will ever want you.’ She took another square of chocolate. ‘I just hope your uterus doesn’t start to shrivel up. That’s what happened to my friend Inna. She’s practically thirty. You know her, she lives on Kirova Street.’

Don’t listen to that Olga. You’re stronger than you think you are.

‘What about your boss?’ she continued. ‘He must be loaded. If I worked there?. . .’

People often said I didn’t see things the way others did. Perhaps it was thanks to Boba, who encouraged me in my studies and shielded me from much of the ugliness of Soviet life. She had made me feel secure, despite the blackouts and shortages, and she constantly reminded me how lucky we were. Perhaps it had to do with Jane, an alien from another world (America!) who showed me that it was all right to be different. But maybe I wasn’t so different after all. Here I was asking if my friend wanted to be my boss’s mistress. I took a deep breath and asked, ‘Do you want to meet Mr. Harmon for lunch tomorrow?’

There. I’d said it. Now it was up to her.

When her expression stilled, it was clear she knew what I was really asking.

‘If he wanted you, he’ll never want me! I’m not smart and I’m no beauty like you. With your tiny waist and big green eyes, it’s no wonder you got the job!’ She sighed. ‘Who would want me, a single mother with a flabby gut? No one, that’s who.’

‘No, Olga, no! The boys at school always preferred you.’

She smiled at the memory. ‘You were just a skinny splinter with your nose in a book. Look at you now. Shiny dark hair, brows like an archangel’s wings. A mouth made for kissing, even if you only use it for arguing. If only you’d shut it, they’d be lining up to date you. Look at your skin with no stretch marks! How can I compete? As far as romance goes, I’m on death row.’

Yet another thing we had in common.

‘Olga, you’re talented and pretty. Men always like curves.’

‘They go for your bony ass, too.’

We laughed together.

‘All I want is a sliver of security,’ she said. ‘Is that too much to ask?’

I shook my head. We sat in silence.

Boba came into the kitchen and brewed us a pot of chamomile tea. Olga looked at the cup as if she had never seen one before. When she had drunk her tea and made up her mind, she simply asked, aware of my grandmother, ‘What would I wear?’

‘I might have something,’ I said to acknowledge her response.

She ransacked my armoire with glee. ‘You have better things than the bazaar! Such quality!’ She tore out dresses then ran to the mirror and held them in front of her. Finally, we found a skirt she could hem. Olga looked longingly at my sandals, but I wore a size ten, she a six. Olga could never fill my shoes.

Perusing the Western perfumes that clients had given me as thank you gifts, she grabbed a bottle of Dior off the shelf and said, ‘I’ll take it for luck.’



For the first time ever, Harmon was already in his office when I arrived. He’d left a ten-page logistics report on my desk with a note to translate it into Russian. I started immediately, hating the strange tension, but relieved that I didn’t have to deal with him. At 10.30, I heard him get up for his morning coffee, then plunk back down in his black ergonomic chair. Perhaps he was as embarrassed as I was – he didn’t even come out to look over my shoulder like he usually did.

When Olga walked though the door at noon, her squeaky voice cut through the tension. ‘Such a beautiful office. Superior light fixtures, satiny paint. Look at these bare walls! You need some artwork. Ooh tee! What a fancy desk!’ She caressed my cordless phone and the snowy white paper, surely thinking of her rotary phone with the beat-up cord and the rough, gray Soviet paper she used as her canvases. I could almost see Harmon’s nose twitch at my perfume – it smelled like she’d used the whole bottle. I went to the door of his office, but did not cross the threshold. ‘Olga and I would like you to join us for lunch.’

Would Olga change her mind? What would she think of him? When he came out of his office, she greeted him effusively with a kiss on his cheek. ‘Daria has told me so much about you – such a kind and generous gentleman.’

When I translated Olga’s words, Harmon looked at my face sharply, expecting to find irony. He found none – I had told no one about the incident.

‘How many times have I told Daria she’s lucky to work for such a boss?’ I translated the words, but this time Harmon’s eyes remained fixed on Olga’s face, feasting on her plump raspberry lips. She took off her rain coat to reveal velvety thighs in my blue skirt and a silver lamé halter that barely contained her breasts. Harmon ushered her into the boardroom and seated her on his right side, where I usually sat. When I returned from the kitchen with the hummus, pitas, crab, and avocados, Harmon was leaning over Olga, practically sitting in her lap. He’d taken off his glasses and I could see that his eyes sparkled with interest.

‘You nice,’ she said, trailing her finger along his cheek. ‘I like. You need girlfriend?’

Harmon looked at me as I finished setting the table; I scowled.

When he saw me frowning, he smiled and looked back at Olga, ‘I need girlfriend.’

She cooed.

I crossed my arms and bit my lip. This wasn’t at all how I’d imagined it.



That evening, as usual, I waited for Olga. I expected her between nine and ten after her children fell asleep. But she didn’t come. At half past ten, I put together a plate of food and took it up to her flat. No one answered, though I heard faint voices. I left the food in front of her door. I waited every evening for two weeks, but she never came. Not even to give back our plate.



Before returning to Haifa, Mr. Kessler asked me to give him and his three Israeli colleagues a tour of Odessa. He surely asked out of pity. Harmon was happy with Olga, if his baby talk and her giggles were anything to go by. Still the office atmosphere was tense. Harmon was terse, I nervous. Vita and Vera hovered in the hall, waiting for the next installment.

Feeling like a prisoner unexpectedly released on parole, I stood on hustling bustling Soviet Army Street and raised my face to the sun. I closed my eyes and listened to the voice of the city: babushkas perched on overturned pails coaxing passers-by to buy sachets of sunflower seeds, ‘Come, come, a taste of sunshine!’; the gypsies begging in front of the sky blue Orthodox church; the whispers in the park across the street where people watched the old-timers stare at their queens and make their moves.

‘I didn’t realize chess was a spectator sport,’ Mr. Kessler said.

His comment returned me from my reverie. Under a canopy of majestic acacias, I guided the men past the dark brick philharmonia (formerly the stock exchange – ours was founded in October of 1796, earlier than New York’s), past the apartment of the white witch who could cure any complaint (from a cold to a curse). Sharing my love of Odessa – the most beautiful, cosmopolitan city in the world – with foreign colleagues was the best part of my job. ‘Odessa is the humor capital of the former Soviet Union! It’s no coincidence that Odessa Day is on April the first. Odessans love wordplay and jokes. For example: In Russian, what is the plural of “man?”’

The men looked at me expectantly.

‘Queue!’

They laughed and continued to look at me with warm interest as I guided them down the boulevard of pastel neoclassical architecture.

I continued: ‘Odessa was founded by Ekaterina the Great in 1794. Legend has it that she gave an order to name the city for Odysseus, the hero of the Greek epic. They even say that there was once an ancient Greek colony here. Visitors are surprised to learn that we Odessans speak our own blend of Russian, mixing in Yiddish phrases, a bit of Ukrainian, as well as a little German and French. Odessa was a part of a region called ‘Little Russia.’ But Odessa is not Russia! Russia is cold and hard – a nation of czars, madmen, and tyrants. Odessa is a warm, welcoming harbor that thrives thanks to the Black Sea – and the black market.’ Thinking of another black aspect of our history, I added, ‘Odessa is beyond the Pale.’

‘What does that mean?’ the youngest asked.

‘Didn’t you read any history books?’ Mr. Kessler responded. ‘Because of the Pale of Settlement, Jews weren’t allowed to settle in Moscow, St. Petersburg, or Kiev, so they came to Odessa.’

The men looked at me with pity in their eyes. I straightened my spine and met their gaze. I didn’t want anyone feeling sorry for me.

Four emaciated soldiers – they were no more than nineteen years old – wearing gray uniforms three sizes too large, approached us on the street. ‘Please, just a slice of bread,’ one said.

I emptied my pockets of candy and apples, which I carried because in Odessa it was important to have something to smooth over bureaucratic difficulties. I called this goodwill; Jane called it bribes. She learned quickly that a box of chocolates could open doors more quickly than arguing.

‘Thank you, miss!’

The Israelis were shocked. I explained that all young men, except those who paid large sums to be ‘medically unfit,’ were drafted. Unfortunately, the military couldn’t afford to feed its conscripts. It was true we had problems with poverty. But what city doesn’t struggle to feed its poor?

‘When I look at the detailed ironwork on the balconies, I think of New Orleans,’ Mr. Kessler said.

The others agreed, and I felt proud that they compared Odessa to an American city. Afterward, I took my parole board to a seaside café. As his colleagues chatted up the waitress in their basic Russian, Mr. Kessler handed me an envelope and said, ‘Thank you for such an interesting tour.’

Of course, he was really saying that he was sorry about the incident.



Two months later, the office atmosphere still hadn’t improved. Vera and Vita kept stirring up rumors that I’d spurned Harmon because he was impotent. He fought back by inviting Olga to the office and by snapping relentlessly to show our colleagues that he was the boss of me. (‘You’re five minutes late!’ ‘Daria, get me a coffee!’ ‘Dammit, it’s not hot enough! Make me another!’) If the gossip didn’t die a natural death soon, he’d fire me to regain face. With Mr. Kessler in faraway Haifa, there was no one to stop him. I was careful not to raise my voice, talk back, or even smile. Sometimes, I even held my breath.

And Olga. Olga never came back to visit Boba and me, though I did see her in the office. As always, she arrived in a burst of designer perfume.

I smiled and stood. ‘Hello, Olga,’ I said tentatively. ‘You look lovely today.’

And she did. Quality make-up. Sparkly dress. White go-go boots. Shiny platinum bob styled at a fancy salon. No blue paint in her hair.

She breezed by me into Harmon’s office, never looking me in the eye or saying more than hello. I didn’t want to press, to make her feel uncomfortable, but I didn’t want to lose her, either. It made me sad. I didn’t know what to do. How did she feel? Was she embarrassed? It was true that everyone from the security guards to the junior executives knew about her. Did she hate me for using her as a shield to protect myself?



During this tense period, something wonderful happened. Harmon became slightly less jealous of the computer technicians, and after several trying weeks, I finally got the Internet! You can hear about something, then be disappointed, but the Internet was much better than I’d imagined! The technician showed me how to fly from page to page and to navigate the sites. I could see why it started with a capital letter, like a country or a city. It was a whole new galaxy, like the Milky Way. I could read the BBC news, see the latest fashions from Paris, and read Edgar Allan Poe’s poetry. I could search for a new job on Western employment sites. I could plan my escape.

What Jane said about America flowed through my mind like fluffy white clouds. Wide open spaces. Courtesy. Kindness. Everyone had a car. Marriages were partnerships. People were treated the same. Laws and the police protected people, all people. I wanted this for myself. Jane had seen my world. Now I wanted to see hers.

I wrote dozens of letters and résumés with Harmon breathing down my neck. ‘Why are you typing so much? I didn’t give you any typing to do.’

I felt as if I’d joined the ranks of our great writers. Penning cover letters was as challenging as writing a novel. But Tolstoy could go on for pages, while I had only four paragraphs. Of course, I was no Pushkin, but Harmon acted like a czar, threatening, snapping and spying on me.

After weeks of no response, I asked Jane what I was doing wrong. She e-mailed me a revised résumé that made it sound like I’d been elected president of Ukraine while eradicating world poverty with my bare hands. The minute Harmon left the office I phoned her. ‘Such bragging. It makes me uncomfortable.’

‘People who have no scruples about showing how great they are are the ones who get hired.’

‘That’s depressing,’ I said.

‘That’s life.’

Maybe that was life in the rest of the world. But everything was the opposite here. When I wrote to Jane, I put her name, street address, then the city on the envelope. When Jane wrote me, she put the city, then the address, then my name. When Americans ask questions, they are phrased in the positive: Do you know? Will you help me? In Russian, they are negative: Don’t you know? Won’t you help me? If I gave a Russian employer the résumé Jane wrote – even if it were the truth – he’d think I was uncultured, the worst insult, the worst offense, in the entire former Soviet Union (that’s almost nine million square miles). In Odessa, no one passed around résumés. When he hired me, Harmon had no information about my academic background. He probably told people he was looking for a pretty secretary. His neighbor, a friend of Boba’s, told him I was a smart girl who could keep her mouth shut and help him navigate the black sea of corruption in Odessa.

I spent another month researching positions and writing letters. It was worth it – in the West, I could earn in a month what I earned in a year in Odessa. Though new banks were popping up every week, Boba and I didn’t believe in them – we kept our money in the icebox. I tried to imagine the size of the freezer we’d need to hold the salary of my new job in America. It would surely take up our whole kitchen. I laughed.

‘You crazy girl!’ Harmon yelled from his office. ‘What are you cackling about?’

Sigh.

Finally, I got a response. Apparently, I was a strong candidate, but they weren’t able to hire me because I didn’t have working papers. They wished me much success. Another, then another wrote the same. Perhaps my friend Florina was right about emigrating to Germany. She said it was easy for Jews to get citizenship.

While searching for engineering positions, I’d seen many advertisements for Internet dating services. The photos of smiling, happy couples made me envious. And curious. I’d spent some time in the Odessa dating pool, which was slimy and black. Perhaps I’d have better luck dating someone abroad – I certainly hadn’t had any luck dating Ukrainian men. In the last year, I’d had only first dates – an alcoholic, a mama’s boy, and a snout (Russian slang for ‘pig’ – one pink body part represents the whole). Of course, I’d spent time with Vladimir Stanislavski, but he could hardly be considered a date. Not a respectable one, anyway. In designer sunglasses and black cashmere coat – the typical mob uniform – he sailed past our security guards each week to collect the protection money. As always when he saw me, he took off his sunglasses. I looked at his dark eyes and sensual mouth. As always, he asked me out. As always, I rolled my eyes and pretended to be annoyed. Who could take him seriously? Odessan men flirt with anyone in a skirt. As always, he smiled, a sexy, confident smile. It was the best part of my week.

Just then, as I handed Vlad the envelope, I heard giggling behind Harmon’s door.

‘What’s that horrible sound?’ Vlad frowned.

That horrible sound was my friend simpering for my boss. What had I done? She’d gone from a sensitive artist and friend to a stranger. The door opened and Harmon and Olga came out. She wrapped herself around Harmon. His eyes widened when he saw Vlad. Olga continued to stroke Harmon’s lapel but eyed Vlad with interest; he dismissed her. I supposed that was one point in Vladimir Stanislavski’s favor.



Once, Jane teased me for having a crush on her boyfriend, Cole, a Peace Corps volunteer stationed in Khmelnitsky. Of course I didn’t. That would have been rude. He was just so courteous and handsome, hardworking and sincere, smart and funny. I wanted to find someone just like him. Maybe it would be possible on the Internet.

Since Harmon spent much of his day shut away in his office with Olga, I had time to look at matchmaking sites. Dates.com offered a free membership, so I filled in the questionnaire, then looked to see what the men wrote. Some profiles were incomprehensible, like TurboGuy who wrote, ‘I love NASCAR.’ When asked the question, ‘What are you most grateful for?’ Pirate37 replied ‘presents.’ I smiled at that. One offered no photos of himself, but did post three of his red truck. When asked about his job, another wrote, ‘I drive a school bus because I love to hug little kiddies.’ I started corresponding with seven. (Odd numbers are lucky.) Jeff, a construction worker in Bend, Oregon, loved Jesus and wanted to know if I was saved; Al in Albany wrote in abbreviations, ‘hope 2 c u cuz i m lonely’; Davis, a Tolstoy fan, seemed more preoccupied by war than by peace; Shakir wrote, ‘I want to come to your cuntry.’ As diverse as they were, all had one thing in common: they wanted to see ‘a pic.’

How could I feed my photo to the computer? I saw an ad for an evening computer class and signed up. I was tired of being dependent upon computer technicians. Harmon agreed to buy a scanner for our office, and I hooked it up. He complimented me on my new skills as he went out the door to meet Olga. Perhaps things were looking up.

I sent the photos. Upon receiving them, all seven proposed. Boba was right. Men are so superficial.



I still tried to talk to Olga when she came to the office. After three long months, she finally started to acknowledge me – and my belongings. All the tokens that Harmon used to shower on me, from the videocassettes and clothes that came on our ships, to the perfume and trinkets that clients gave me as a thank you, now went to Olga. Her appearance had improved; she looked well rested. Unfortunately, her style had not – she was wearing a gold lamé top and no bra. And she watched me suspiciously, as though I hadn’t spent months avoiding Harmon, as though she expected me to steal him back. Of course, I tried to remain on pleasant terms with my boss. Did she really expect me to stop talking to him entirely?

Now all she talked about was money – the first word she’d learned from the English tutor Harmon had engaged for her. ‘Ooh, tee! How much this cost?’ she asked with her eye on my phone. Harmon had hired a nanny so that she could paint, but instead, she shopped. She showed me her new purse and matching gloves. I admired them. As always, I asked after her little ones. ‘How is little Sveta doing in school?’

‘Fine, fine,’ she replied, perusing my desk.

‘Has Ivan stopped teething?’

‘I think so.’

Her eyes darted from object to object. If she could have fit my computer into her new Escada clutch, she probably would have taken it.

‘He’s surely waiting for you in his office,’ I hinted. She certainly had him in her clutches, I thought sourly.

‘Ah! Just what I need,’ she said, and grabbed my stapler and stuck it in her purse.

‘That’s mine. Give that back!’ I whispered furiously in Russian. ‘What do you need a stapler for anyway?’

‘Jadna!’ she said, the word for cheap or stingy, then grabbed my tape. ‘What do you care? You can always get more.’

‘So can you. He’s your sugar daddy.’ I regretted the words as soon as they left my mouth.

‘Uptight bitch. You’re just jealous.’

She eyed my digital clock, so I put it on my lap.

Olga drove me crazy, always ignoring me in the office, always taking my things. The worst was that I hadn’t a leg to stand on – I’d chosen her. I realized that I should be patient with her, that this new life of hers was easier in some ways but more difficult in others. But my resolve snapped when Harmon came out of his office. Before he could greet her, I complained in English, ‘She stole my stapler and my tape. Yesterday, she took the bouquet and box of figs that Playtech sent me. The day before that, my favorite CD.’

Harmon used to take me seriously, but now he just smiled.

Olga’s brow wrinkled when she didn’t understand, which he seemed to think was adorable. She’d been trying to learn English so that they could communicate. But so far her vocabulary was limited. When I’d asked him about it, Harmon said he didn’t mind, sighing, ‘It’s like she graduated summa cum laude in massage.’

‘Please tell her to return my belongings,’ I said stiffly. ‘Don’t you think you should send her home so that we can go over the logistics report? The deadline is tomorrow. I need you . . . your help.’

Olga shot me a dirty look and moved to Harmon. ‘Hhhhello.’ Like a cat in heat, she rubbed her body against his. ‘Daria, be a dear and make us a coffee,’ Olga said condescendingly in Russian. ‘And go get me a pack of cigarettes.’ She reached into Harmon’s pocket and stroked his thigh before pulling out a money clip and throwing three one-dollar bills in my direction. I let them fall to the floor at my feet. I looked to Harmon, but he didn’t say anything. Perhaps he wasn’t used to women fighting over him. Not that we were fighting over him, exactly.

He was the most security she’d ever had.

He was the most security I’d ever had.

Neither of us would give it up without a fight.

‘What about the report?’ I asked. ‘We need to do it together.’

He looked at the stack of invoices on my desk. ‘You’re right. It has to go out tonight.’

Good. He’d sided with me. He turned to tell her, ‘I work. Bye, bye,’ but just as he opened his mouth, she kissed him and plastered herself to his body.

If English was my weapon, sex was hers. He went cross-eyed with lust and she pulled him into his office. Olga gave me a pointed look and laughed. Clearly, she’d won that battle. She continued to cackle and I left, taking my clock with me. Thankfully, the kitchen was empty and I could sit and let my temper cool. If only I could understand what exactly I was angry about. Was it just the office supplies? Or the loss of control? I watched the minutes pass. When I returned to my desk, I could still hear Olga, even though the door was closed. She was saying in her pathetic English, ‘She no work. Daria lazy. She go. I work.’

What was Olga up to? Could she be attempting a takeover?



I looked past my palm tree, past the bars on the windows and waited for five o’clock. I had to face the truth: I’d lost my friend, I’d wasted months applying for jobs I’d never get, I’d never find love in Odessa or anywhere else, and I’d probably lost the most security Boba and I had ever had.
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