
  
  
      
        
          Saving Sima

          
		      
          Susan Helene Gottfried

        

        
          
          West of Mars® , LLC

        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2024 by West of Mars®, LLC 
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law. For permission requests, contact Susan Helene Gottfried at West of Mars®, LLC
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.
Book Cover by Croco Designs
Proofreading done by April Bennett, the Editing Soprano

Print only author's photo by Rustbelt Mayberry Photography
       Shot on location at Tall Pines Farm, Darlington, PA
Print only author's makeup by the Rainbow Room, Ellwood City, PA

First Edition 2024






  
  Author's Note


Alarge part of the Tales from the Sheep Farm project is about racial justice. To that end, most of the characters you will encounter do not have their race identified. Only a few must be entirely white, and it should be evident who they are. Likewise, only a few must be other races or ethnicities. It should be evident who they are, as well. 
The rest? That is up to you.  
And if you feel inspired to tell a story of your own in this world, or if there’s a character you want to know more about, I am accepting proposals so that you can come play in this world and help advance the issues of racial and social justice. 
Your voices matter. Your stories matter. This story, hopefully, continues to lay the foundation for my firm belief in that. 
That also means that any mistakes are my own and if you gently point them out, I will own them.






  
  Preface


It happened so fast, Meter didn’t see it. One second, Delia was leaning over as she reached for an empty serving plate in the middle of the table, the next she’d whirled and pinned Vassily by the throat, three fingers digging in around his windpipe, the serving platter thudding on the tabletop. Vassily had gone rigid in his chair, his eyes darting back and forth in terror, his mouth a writhing, squiggling line, his face simultaneously pale and bright red. 
Meter had never seen his brother look like that. Ever.
Delia relaxed her fingers slightly and Meter watched Vass start to breathe again, his eyes still darting around as if he were appealing to anyone for help. He looked about to sag in relief when Delia tightened her grip and leaned forward. She held his gaze captive, locked onto hers for a long minute.
And then she let go and carried the empty serving platter into the kitchen.
Vassily rubbed his throat and adjusted his seat, blowing out a few breaths as if he knew he’d just escaped lightly and couldn’t believe his good luck. Then again, Vass wasn’t a total idiot. He probably did know he’d gotten off light.
Meter looked around the room, at the two tables crowded into the only space big enough to hold twelve. His family mostly looked scandalized, their heads bowed as if embarrassed to catch his eye. But Delia’s family? Her mother’s mouth was set in a line, her arms crossed across her chest, and she was shooting darts at Vassily with her eyes. Her dad was laughing, one hand to his mouth, his napkin clenched in his fist as if that would hide his reaction but really, all it did was hide part of his chin. Leon had both hands over his face like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing, but his shoulders were shaking.
“I told you not to touch her ass,” Meter said in a stage whisper, even though the room was silent enough that his voice carried to everyone. He was sure of it.
Vassily coughed once, reaching for his water glass. He took a sip and coughed again. Meter had no doubt his throat hurt. “I should maybe listen to you more often.”
In anticipation that Delia was about to come back to the table, Meter slid into the chair she’d been using, figuring he’d at least save Vassily—okay, and Delia—any further temptation. She’d been waiting to do that to Vass for a while now.
He hadn’t told her not to.
“Well,” his mother said into the silence, “I guess it’s time for dessert.” She picked up another empty serving platter and carried it into the kitchen.
Meter’s two sisters jumped to their feet to help clear the table, and Leon and Delia’s parents dissolved into laughter. Gedeyon and Natan looked scared, Vassily rubbed his throat, and Meter smiled too. Delia didn’t take any shit and he loved her for it.
It had been planned as a dinner for the two families, for Meter’s parents and Delia’s to reacquaint themselves with each other and for the kids to meet now that they were all linked. Sima had even risked the virus and flown in from New Orleans. But there had been tension between Vassily and Delia since the night they’d first met, and Meter had to admit he wasn’t surprised it had come to this.
That aside, he did like the way Delia fit in with the family, and the way her brother and Geddy had been having an animated discussion, Anna listening in avidly and giving them room instead of coming on like a freight train and dominating whatever they were talking about. Natan and Sima had been lost in some secret triplet communication, and that had largely left Vassily to chat with Delia, Meter, and all the parents. It had been a needed détente between Delia and Vass—until he’d gone and gotten stupid.
Typical Vassily.
Delia came back out, arms laden with desserts. Sima carried the coffee—decaf only—and Anna had the hot tea. Mama carried the plates and silverware.
Meter watched Delia, registering the moment she realized he’d switched chairs. She caught his eye and gave a slight head tip, which he returned with a sheepish smile even though she wasn’t the one he was worried about. She probably knew that, too.
After they’d finished and most everyone was lingering over coffee and tea, Meter nudged Vassily. “Let’s take a walk.”
Vass eyed Delia as he got up. Meter shook his head slightly, wondering why he was trying.
When they got outside and down the length of the driveway to the sidewalk, Vass took a hand out of his pocket and rubbed his throat again. “I’m going to have to go to work with bruises.” There was, Meter noticed, the faintest hint of a whine in his voice.
“You brought it on yourself,” Meter said and, on a sigh, added, “Again.”
“Oh, no. This is not going to be one of those talks where you get to sit on your high horse and tell me how bad I fucked up this time.”
That had been Meter’s intent, of course. Well, minus the high horse. “Then what is this going to be?”
Vassily shrugged.
“Vass, she’s my wife now. Even if she wasn’t, you ask first.”
“What do you want from me?”
Meter didn’t answer, looking at the houses as they strolled past. They’d grown up on this street; it was both familiar and full of changes—and not a few Halloween decorations and orange blinky lights even though they were still a month away.
“But c’mon. She’s got a great ass.” He eyed Meter, his eyes sparkling as the light from the Simons’ streetlight caught them. No Halloween decorations here. “I know you’re an ass man.”
“Don’t make me punch you.” Meter had buried both his hands in his front pockets in an attempt to keep from doing just that.
“You would.”
Meter agreed. He would, and they both knew it. It had been right around when the triplets had joined the family that Papa had pulled Meter aside and told him he was old enough and responsible enough that if Vassily needed to be forced back into line, Meter was free to dole out the punishment. It had created an odd dynamic between the brothers, Vassily at times pushing Meter’s boundaries more than he’d pushed their parents’.
Their parents had come up with worse punishments, though. Maybe that had something to do with it.
Vassily let out a deep breath and paused in front of what had been the D’Amadeus’ house. It clearly wasn’t anymore: Two little kids’ bikes had been dumped in the middle of the walkway to the door. “Meet, I didn’t mean to,” he said in that quiet, vulnerable voice that he’d never been able to fake. “It was just…” He shook his head and kicked at a pebble in the road. It skittered ahead of them, one of the only sounds in the otherwise still night. Two doors up, someone’s porch light turned on.
Meter waited three beats before he said, “Maybe you should see someone.” He started walking again.
“You’ve been telling me that for years.”
“That should tell you something right there.”
Vass made a soft noise, like he was blowing the world’s quietest raspberry. “Like you’ve ever done it.”
“I’ve done it.”
“Well, you’re older and better adjusted to it all.” He glanced at Meter, who wondered what exactly that meant. Vassily shook his head. “Everyone I’ve ever tried to talk to says that I just need to suck it up.”
It was possibly the most revealing thing he’d ever said.
“And are those people actual therapists?”
Vassily shrugged. “Like they’re going to say anything different?”
“They might, if you give them a chance. But—”
“I know. I need to give them a chance.”
“Just think about it.”
“I have,” Vassily said. His shoulders hunched and Meter bit back a smile. So Vass had been listening, had been thinking. Good. It was a first step. Long overdue, but a first step.
“Hey, who’s taking Sima to the airport on Monday? And are you and Delia going anywhere interesting tonight?”
“I don’t know answers to either of those. Are you volunteering for the airport run, and do you have anything safe in mind about tonight? We would both love to go out, but the options are pretty limited. It’s still a pandemic.” It was, Meter thought, a strange request. Vassily was usually glad to share very vocal and obnoxious comments about what he thought Meter did with his time. As a result, Meter never bothered to tell him what he actually did.
“If Papa doesn’t need me at the store, sure, I’ll take Sima.” Vassily eyed him, then stopped walking. “Meet. Does she seem okay to you?”
“I’m not certain,” Meter said slowly, surprised Vass had noticed it too. “I could argue this one either way. I want to know what Mama and Papa think.”
“Let me know.”
Vassily started back toward the house. Meter fell in step beside him and they walked in relatively companionable silence until they got to the driveway. “Vass,” Meter said, stopping him with a hand on his arm.
Vassily eyed him.
“Delia wasn’t playing.”
Vassily rubbed his throat again. “Do you walk around all bruised up?”
Meter snorted. He knew what Vassily was getting at, and that was one place he was not going with his brother. The details of his sex life were for him and Delia only. “Of course not,” he said. “I respect women.”
Vassily opened his mouth, then shut it again.
The front door opened before Meter reached it. Delia’s brother, Leon, was silhouetted in the light. “Hey, Deel was wondering if she needed to come be a witness that it was self-defense, not murder one.”
“Vass is fine,” Meter said, stepping onto the porch.
“Prove it. Produce the brother.” Leon braced himself, arms crossed over his chest, blocking the door.
“He’s right…” Meter looked over his shoulder. Vassily wasn’t right there, but a familiar black Honda was pulling away from the curb. He turned back to Leon. “Too bad it’s still a pandemic. I could use a night at Journey’s End.”
“Me too.” Leon uncrossed and gave Meter a companionable chuck to the arm. “Hey, want to see this woman I’ve been talking to? We’re at the swapping selfies stage—clothed selfies.”
“Why not?” Meter asked with a sigh, wondering why Leon often felt more like a brother than his own brother did.






  
  ONE

One Month Later


Vassily was actually still at the store, working on his side hustle, when Meter called him. “Where are you?” 
“Hello to you too,” Vass said, pressing the button for speaker, setting his tools down, and stretching. He’d ditched the suit for a pair of joggers and a tee a few hours ago; it had been a good choice. He hadn’t meant to stay so late.
“Vass, don’t fuck around.”
Vassily sat up and grabbed his phone, taking it off speaker. “What’s wrong?” Even if Meter hadn’t dropped an f-bomb, he had that edge to his voice. Last time, it had been Mama’s heart attack. That had been before the pandemic, though. He froze, afraid to think that someone in the family had tested positive. They’d all been so careful…
“Sima needs us. How soon can you get here?”
“Is she sick? Is this related to what was going on when she was here? Are we performing an extraction?” Vassily was already on his feet, leaving the pieces of the body chain on his desk, shutting off the light, closing and locking his office door behind him and crossing through the darkened store, the display cases empty for the night.
“Yes to the last one. I think,” Meter said heavily. “She just gave me an address and told me to get there as soon as I can.”
“Does she know how long it’s going to take us?” Setting the alarm was a familiar, soothing gesture. It took some of the edge off, but not much. 
“I think so. Anyway, I’m at Delia’s. How soon can you get here?”
“Gimme the address.” He was already at his car, unlocking it.
Meter did, and Vassily checked it against his maps app. “I’m at the store, so see you in fifteen.”
It took seven, thanks to pandemic closures, which meant most people had no reason to be out. Meter was out front when Vass pulled up, and as he turned off the ignition and got out of the car, Delia appeared. “I just loaded the back seat with energy drinks and snacks,” she said.
“Gimme your keys,” Meter said to Vass, who gestured to his car.
“She’s warmed up. And she gets better gas mileage. Means fewer stops.”
“I have more cargo space, in case we need it,” Meter countered. “Besides, we’re going to need to stop to make sure we’re awake. Gas is as good a reason to stop as any.”
“Then what do you need my keys for?”
“So you don’t get towed,” Delia said, holding her hand out. She flicked her head at a sign and, reading it, Vass had to admit that yes, he’d just parked in a loading zone.
Vassily handed her his keys, but he didn’t feel good about it.
“C’mon,” Meter said. He’d parked just over the line, right outside the loading zone. Of course. Meter was a goody-goody. How he’d wound up with a woman like Delia Ford, Vassily wasn’t sure.
The woman in question walked beside her husband—Vassily still couldn’t get his brain around the whole married thing, mostly because they hadn’t been together all that long, and then they’d gone and done the wedding part over video during the shutdown without telling anyone in either family—and kissed him goodbye.
It was the sort of kiss that made Vass hard. Yet when they broke apart, Meter just kissed the top of Delia’s head and told her he’d text her as much as he could—but she shouldn’t stay up.
“I know,” she sighed. “But I’m worried.”
“Me too,” he said and held her close for another minute, then got into the car. “Vass, you ready?”
“How long of a drive is this going to be?” Vass asked when they were both in, pulling wallets out of front pockets and tossing them in the console. Vass adjusted the seat.
“Should be about ten hours each way, so settle in,” Meter said, giving him a mild look, then watching something in the rearview. Vass checked the side mirror, but he couldn’t see much, given the way Meter had it angled. He looked over his shoulder in time to get an eyeful of his own headlights. Delia must have been moving his car out of the loading zone. Where she was going to put it, Vassily wasn’t sure.
“Does she even know how to drive?”
“Of course,” Meter said, heading down the street. “But when you’re a street photographer, a car’s a liability.”
Vassily could think of a million reasons to have a car. None involved photography.
“So then how did she get some of those pictures that’ve been all over the news? Delia Ford’s the unofficial photographer of Port Kenneth’s pandemic, after all.” He wanted to roll his eyes to match the resentment flowing off his tongue but figured Meter would hit him, and he’d rather postpone the violence.
But Meter kept his eyes on the road and his hands on the wheel. “Her friend Len took her out to the warehouse for some commando photography, including that picture of the women who were fighting over Lysol wipes, or whatever it was.”
Vassily snorted. Even at the time, just a few months ago, it had seemed excessive. Now, at the start of fall, they knew more about how the virus was transmitted. Wipes were never going to do much.
But, he had to admit, the picture had been golden.
“And the other stuff, the pandemic gardens and the chalk messages and all that stuff, some of that was in town, but a lot was in my neighborhood, too. Wherever she wandered.” He glanced at Vass. “And cut with the official photographer shit. You have no idea how hard she works for the other artists in town. Think about it, Vass. What’s the first thing that people stop buying when things are tight?”
“Jewelry,” Vassily said with a grimace.
“Any luxury item. Including art.”
“The side hustle’s been good.”
Meter chuckled. “Sex isn’t a luxury.”
“Says you.” Vass gave him a long look. He should have been different now that he was married, shouldn’t he have? Papa had said that marriage changed a man, yet Meter was exactly the same.
He was probably incapable of change. Too boring, too staid, too nerdy, too set in his ways.
And yet—
“Did Sima ask you to bring me?”
They had just reached the highway, but at a little before one, there wasn’t much traffic, especially with most bars closing at midnight because of the pandemic. Meter adjusted something on the car—probably the cruise control, Vass figured—before saying, “No. But I wanted company and figured having you along couldn’t hurt, just in case things get hairy. Hey, speaking of which”—he picked up his phone and handed it to Vassily—“why not plug the address into the nav system? Maybe see if you can learn anything about it.”
Vassily did, of course. This was how it went: Meter said something, Vassily did it. No questions, no complaints, no nothing. Just compliance and maybe a little bit of groveling gratitude that he’d been noticed for once.
“It’s a diner,” he said after he’d spent a few minutes fiddling with the app.
“Shit,” Meter said softly. “I hope she doesn’t get chased out.”
“She can tell us where she is.”
“Not necessarily. I don’t think she has her phone; I didn’t recognize the number she called from.”
“You sure this isn’t a scam of some sort?”
“She used the codes.”
Vassily rested his head against the headrest. That wasn’t good. The six of them had cooked up the codes when they were little—led by Meter, of course. It had been his idea to set up a coded language strictly for emergencies. Anna had once called for a ride home from a party that had gotten uncomfortable—she’d never said how and the rules were that no one was allowed to ask—and Gedeyon had needed them when he’d wound up in the ER when he’d been out biking and been hit by a skateboarder. He’d only used them because he hadn’t wanted Mama and Papa to know until after it was all over. If there were other times, Meter hadn’t talked.
“What do you do when you’re the one who needs to use the codes? Who do you call?” Vass asked. “Or are you too nerdy to have ever needed them?”
“I’d call Anna first, and then you.”
Vassily figured that sounded right. Tonight aside, he’d never be the first person Meter called—and for all he knew, Meter had tried Anna first tonight. “Does Delia know about them?”
Meter took a deep breath before saying, “They’re for the six of us, but thanks to Sima’s call tonight, she knows about them now.”
“I bet she had some choice words about them.”
“I bet one day, you’ll stop assuming things about her and shut up and listen. She thought they were a smart idea.”
Vass lifted his upper lip, intending to sneer-echo Meter’s reply.
“Vass,” Meter sighed before he could, even silently. “Give it a rest. We’re stuck in this car together for a good long while.”
“You gonna let me drive at all?”
“Yes.”
Vassily nodded. “Fine. Then I’m getting some sleep.” And he tucked his arm between his head and the window, shifting as much as he could in an attempt to get comfortable and put action to words.






  
  TWO


He slept for two hours, or did that car equivalent of sleeping where you think you’re awake and aware of everything going on around you, but when he fully woke and stretched, Meter said, “What’s this about me and Nate and fur coats?” 
Vass rummaged in the back seat for the energy drinks and snacks. Delia hadn’t left them on the seat; they were on the floor behind Meter, where it was relatively easy for the person in the passenger seat to get to them. If he’d known that, he thought, he could have crawled through the car and slept on the seat. It still would have been cramped but better than having his head rolling around and jerking him awake.
He grabbed a drink and a can of Pringles.
“Good idea. Grab me one too?” Meter said when Vassily had turned around and opened the Pringles, taking one before tilting the tall can toward Meter, who took a stack and set it on his thigh.
“Just reach around.”
“Just be kind for once.”
“I offered you chips. That was for once.”
“How ’bout if you go for two?”
Vassily figured that since Meter wasn’t threatening him with violence, he could do what his big brother asked. Then again, violence or no, he always did. Sometimes, it took longer than other times—for both the violence and the compliance.
With a sigh, he turned back around and grabbed another drink and even went so far as to pop the top and set the can in the cup holder.
Meter eyed him. “Sucking up for something?”
“Where are we?”
“No clue. I’m just following the nav system’s direction and trying not to think about how we’re doing eighty and not making enough progress.”
“Speed up.” Vassily dug out a few more Pringles, wondering why that hadn’t been the obvious thing to do.
“You paying any tickets?”
“Sure,” Vass said. “Besides, I don’t think you have it in you to do ninety in the dead of night when we’re the only ones on the road.”
Meter snorted softly but took the bait. When Vass glanced over, he was doing ninety-five.
“That’s better,” Vass said.
“Still not going to get us there fast enough.”
“So tell me, big brother, why do you always have to toe the line?”
“Like I am right now?” He lifted his hand just enough to make it clear he was indicating how fast he was driving.
“Other than right now.”
Meter tipped his ear to his shoulder, first one way, then the other. “Blame Mama and Papa, I guess.” He glanced at Vassily. “Mama was sick a lot before you were born, and when you finally showed up, they told me I had to be a good big brother to you.” He paused, lifting his chin for what Vass figured would be a better look in the rearview mirror. “All I’ve ever heard was how I’m the oldest and that makes me responsible for all five of you.”
“But the triplets—”
“You realize you’re the only one of us who draws that line?”
Vassily pulled back. How could Meter not? The triplets had been adopted. Everyone knew it. Vassily couldn’t forget it. “No I’m not.”
“Yeah, you are. Gimme that can of Pringles again.” Vassily tilted it, open end toward Meter, who took the can and propped it between his legs. “I figure I’ve got another hour in me, then you can take over for a bit.”
“When do you need to check in with Mama and Papa?”
Meter eyed him. “Vass. Code words. So far as I know, they’re blissfully unaware.” Oddly, he smiled, a smile so soft and unlike anything Vassily had ever seen from Meter that he turned and stared. “What?”
“Anyone ever tell you that when you think of Delia, your eyes sort of glaze over?”
Meter laughed and ate another Pringle. “We were talking about Mama and Papa knowing,” he said and cut his gaze at Vassily. “Which means no texting them. Or anyone. Including Anna. And especially Geddy and Nate.”
“I get it. Codes.” Vass shook his head, surprised to hear that Anna knew nothing of this road trip. Maybe Meter really hadn’t called her first. “Guess I’m tired and not thinking.”
“That’s only going to get worse, and we have to be on our game when we get there.”
“But,” Vassily went on, eyeing Meter, strangely resentful that he hadn’t been able to finish what he needed to say, “what do I do about Papa when I’m not at work in a few hours?”
Meter frowned. “Guess I’ll handle that.”
“Or I can be a big boy,” Vassily said, his voice fakely bright, “and do it myself.”
“Except if you call, he’ll ask questions. If I call and say you’re with me today and tomorrow, he’ll just tell me to be safe and that’ll be it.”
Vass grumbled but couldn’t deny Meter was right—again. Always. “You make it sound like he’s used to this from you.”
“I know what you’re thinking,” Meter said and fiddled with the knob on the radio. Vass watched him, absorbed by the action—Meter wasn’t big into nervous ticks. “And you’re wrong,” Meter went on. “Papa knows he can trust me.” He raised his eyebrows and adjusted his grip on the wheel. “Boring, toe-the-line Dimitry. The dependable oldest son.” He made a sound that was half snort and half guttural grunt and Vass wondered, for the first time ever, if that actually bothered Meter.
“Does it matter?” Meter said when Vass asked. “It’s who they need me to be.”
“Does Delia?”
Meter pulled out to pass a truck. “Why do you keep coming back to her every five minutes?”
“You’re dodging the question.”
“Mine’s every bit as valid as yours. And as for Delia, I don’t know. Ask her yourself.” He reached for the energy drink in the cup holder and took a long swig.
Vassily watched him, thinking. Meter was his big brother, although physically, Vassily was an inch taller and about six inches broader. Compared to Meter, his hair was darker, curly, longer, not as fine. He thought he was the better-looking brother, but clearly Delia saw something in Meter that she liked. Maybe it was that he was steady and dependable, but that didn’t fit with what Vass knew of her. Delia took no prisoners and suffered no fools—he knew that one firsthand and touched his throat in remembrance.
“We need gas,” Meter said after another five minutes had passed without either of them talking. The music he’d pulled up on his phone and pumped through the car was interesting, some mix that sounded like it belonged in a club and wasn’t something Vassily would have ever thought Meter would like. Meter was a nerd; this music wasn’t nerdy in the least.
“Then slow down,” Vassily said, waiting for Meter to cuff the back of his head, but Meter just took his foot off the gas.
They took the next exit, following the signs to a twenty-four-hour gas station and market. Vassily grabbed his wallet and unfolded from the car, surprised he was so stiff. Pulling a mask out of his pocket, he headed inside to the bathroom while Meter pumped the gas, both of them blinking at how bright the fluorescent lights seemed after the dark of the highway. They hummed slightly, making his head buzz, and the air had grown more humid but softer, not as aggressive as home. Before he masked up, he caught faint whiffs of gasoline. Fitting, he thought, noting a dropped, trampled, dirty blue disposable surgical mask just outside the glass door.
He glanced around. They were the only car around, and Vass wondered where the employees parked. Or even where they lived; it was so quiet beyond the buzz of the lights that it seemed they were in the middle of nowhere. Like an oasis in the desert, like they’d learned about in fourth grade, except instead of a watering hole, this place had gasoline. And food.
And hopefully a relatively clean bathroom.
Meter had moved the car closer to the shop by the time Vassily came out. He was leaning against the driver’s side door, absorbed in his phone. “Want anything inside?” he asked, pushing off with a grace that made Vass pause. Maybe there was more to Meter than he’d ever realized, he thought and immediately wondered how much there was of himself that Meter had never realized. Probably everything.
Vass held up the bag he carried. More energy drinks and Pringles, along with some jerky and a can of cashews. And three Hershey’s bars, two Twix, and six Snickers. He held it open so Meter could look.
“Nothing like the quick energy of straight sugar,” Meter said, shaking his head and heading inside, looping his own mask over his ears.
Vass pulled out his phone, not expecting anything that would demand his attention. It was, after all, the dead of night. He glanced up and looked around, completely clueless as to where they were. They could have been in Ohio or Mississippi or Florida or Arizona for all he knew. Maybe Montana. This was just some nondescript gas station off a pretty quiet highway headed south and west.
An email was waiting. Someone wanting a custom body chain. That could wait. Except the mailing address was New Orleans.
When Meter came back, swinging a bag of his own and stuffing his mask inside it, Vassily showed it to him. “Too much coincidence?”
“Maybe,” Meter said slowly, frowning at it. “Don’t answer it for now.”
“You really think I was going to?”
“Vass, with you, I never know what to think,” Meter said heavily and held out his hand, the car key on his palm. “Now, are you going to drive for a bit?”






  
  THREE


Meter was good at many things, Vass thought. Being a nerd. Being dependable. Being the big brother. 
Sleeping in the car was not one of the things Meter was good at. He spent half an hour grumbling and trying to get comfortable before giving up. “Just give me more to drink.”
“I can pull over and let you crawl in back.”
He wasn’t surprised that Meter looked skeptical. “Don’t you mean leave me on the side of the road?”
“Any other time, that’d be pretty funny, but we don’t have time to dick around like that.”
Meter frowned. “Feel okay?”
It was a fair question, given that ordinarily, Vassily would leave Meter by the side of the road. He straightened his fingers on the wheel and then wrapped them around it again. “I just don’t have a good feeling about any of this.”
Meter stared out the front window for a long minute, then rummaged in his bag from the gas station. “Me either.” He pulled out a granola bar.
“A fucking granola bar? What’s she done to you?”
“No, blame this one on work. The staff room’s full of them. They do make good quick snacks when you’ve only got a few minutes between sessions.” He opened the plastic wrap like he did it daily. He probably did.
“You like this team building racket?”
“It’s not a racket, Vass.”
“Those were your words when they first started trying to recruit you.”
“Well, I was wrong,” Meter said around a mouthful of crunchy, healthy garbage. “And yes, I like it.” His smile, Vass thought, was smug. “I also like that I’ve gotten promoted twice already and it’s not even been a year yet.”
“Must be nice,” Vass grumbled, but the truth was that working for Papa was a pretty sweet gig, with a solid base salary, profit sharing twice a year, and the freedom to work with customers and create jewelry for them if they didn’t like what was in stock. The store covered the costs of any new certifications, too. Plus, before the pandemic when they’d had a bigger staff, Papa would let him play loose and easy with his schedule. He still did, just not quite as much.
“You didn’t have to work for Papa,” Meter was saying.
“I still can’t believe you left it for me.”
Meter smiled and shoved the end of the granola bar in his mouth. “I’m lousy with jewels. You know that. The only part of the job I’d be good at is the selling.”
“And the talking to people,” Vassily said, warning himself not to feel too much in harmony with Meter. It was fake. It always was. This trip wasn’t going to be one of those brotherly bonding things.
That ship had sailed.
“Same thing,” Meter said and put his bag of healthy garbage on the floor between his feet and rummaged behind the driver’s seat, coming up with a refillable water bottle. Of course.
“We’re going to be stopping in another hour if you’re not careful.”
“So we stop. I think we’re going fast enough to make up for it.”
Vassily chuckled. That was an understatement. Also, he wasn’t thrilled with how Meter’s car handled the century mark and that he’d had to back it off. Maybe that was why Meter had kept it at ninety-five.
His phone pinged and Vass motioned to Meter to tell him what it was.
“Email from what looks like a customer. Wanting to know if he can pick up the chain he ordered earlier in person,” Meter said, reading the preview. His head snapped up. “Whoa.”
“We might have a problem,” Vass said, his gut churning. He adjusted himself in the seat, but it didn’t help much.
“Yeah, I’m thinking we do.” Meter set Vass’ phone down and picked his up, frowning at the blank, dark screen. “Let me think.”
He leaned his head back against the headrest and fell asleep for real this time.
Vassily shook his head, flexed his hands on the steering wheel, and wished for an easy trip, an easier time getting Sima out of there and dealing with whatever was going on, and a fast return home. He was already tired, and they were barely into this adventure. Plus, those emails weren’t giving him the right vibe.
What could Sima have gotten herself into? When they’d all been together the month before, she’d seemed off. A little withdrawn, like she was making an effort to be her usual self. Like something was bothering her. But surely she’d have talked to one of them about it. If not Geddy or Nate, then surely Anna. That whole sister thing always took over when the triplet thing failed. After that, there was always Big Brother Dimitry.
What there never was, though, was Vassily.
He glanced at Meter, whose mouth had fallen open slightly. He’d taken Sima to the airport after all, by Sima’s own request, and now Vass had to wonder what they’d talked about. He hadn’t seemed surprised by the request to drive to New Orleans in the middle of the night to rescue her.
But then, Meter rarely seemed surprised by anything.
Half an hour later, he opened his eyes and bowed his head over his phone. “This might be the best we can do,” he said, staring at the still-dark screen.
“You mean nothing might be the best we can do?”
“We’re not doing nothing,” Meter said mildly and set his phone down on his thigh, then reached to fiddle with the radio. “We’re going to get her.”
“And there’s nothing else we can do, or nothing you can tell me because you don’t trust me?” Vassily wasn’t even sure what exactly they were talking about.
“I trusted you to sit beside Delia last month and you know how that ended.”
Vass glanced at him. “This is a little more important. Besides, it’s not my fault she’s got a great ass and was wiggling it at me.”
“She was wiggling it at me if she was wiggling it anyone, and let me tell you, that was not Delia wiggling her ass.”
Vass raised his eyebrows and gave Meter a grin. “I knew you were an ass man.”
“Watch the road,” Meter grumbled.
“There’s nobody on it,” Vass protested, trying to remember the last time he’d seen another car around. Fucking pandemic. No one was out much anymore.
“Does she want a body chain?” he asked Meter. “I’ve got an idea for one if she’d wear it. My wedding gift, since you didn’t get your rings from the store.”
Meter snorted and looked out the side window.
“Meet?” Okay, the shot about not getting wedding bands from the store was low, but did it deserve this? “I mean, you’ve hit me up for three chains already, so I know you dig them…” He trailed off as it all connected. Meter had had him make three: leg, arm, and Vassily’s personal favorite, the torso. “Just how long have you known her?” he demanded. “This wasn’t you meeting her a year ago and it being some big whirlwind, was it?”
“No,” Meter said, his voice thick. Vassily had the feeling Meter was laughing. At him.
Of course. Why should anything ever change between them?
Vassily considered swerving, just to make Meter do something other than laugh at him. If they weren’t going so fast and needing to get to Sima, he might have. Instead, he narrowed his eyes, swallowed his emotions, and kept driving.
“Try five years,” Meter said at length, and any hint of laughter was gone. Vass wasn’t sure why. “It only got serious right around the time the art thief appeared.”
“So what’d you do for four years? Fuck each other and say goodnight?” That didn’t seem like something Meter would do, but then again, neither did getting married.
Okay, that was a bad example. Meter was totally the marrying type.
“She spent plenty of nights over,” Meter said, faking being indignant.
“Did she have her own drawer in your dresser?” He was being an arch asshole, he knew, but he didn’t care. Meter had kept this a secret? Had hit him up for three different chains and let him think they were for different women even when they hadn’t been? Delia Ford had enough of his work to model for him. She could single-handedly put him on easy street. But of course, Hell would freeze over before she would.
“Cosmetics,” Meter said. “Makeup remover and facial cleanser, toothbrush, hairbrush. Anything else she wanted.”
“Makeup remover and cleanser?” Vass paused. “I may have to remember that.”
“Definitely. Nothing worse than waking up to makeup all over your pillows.”
“Not all of us use white sheets.”
“That’s what she says,” Meter said with a chuckle. “And blame Mama for those white sheets. You know how she is.”
“Yeah. She tries to give them to Anna, who says she’s only going to tie-dye them, then me, and I won’t take them, so you’re next. What’s the deal, Meet? You’re usually not the type to just take whatever she buys.”
“You haven’t heard the litany. She was in the store, they were a great price, having nice, clean, white sheets makes a bed look crisp and inviting…” Meter took another drink from the reusable water bottle and capped it. “And then she starts in on how you and Anna refused her gift and the triplets don’t have queen-sized beds yet and she can’t return them so maybe she’ll donate them even though she can’t take the write-off.”
“Do you ever tell her to just stop buying them?”
“Every single time, but you know her. She sees white sheets, she has to buy them.” He shook his head and set the water bottle on the floor with the bag of healthy garbage. “Every baby picture of us was on white sheets. You ever notice?”
“I think it just sank into my consciousness to the point that I rebel and refuse to let anything white near my bed.”
“Unless your date’s wearing it?”
Vass shook his head, grinning. “Nope. It comes off before it gets near the bed.”
Meter chuckled and for a second, Vassily wondered if his big brother knew a thing or two about women and sex. He had to. He’d married Delia Ford.
The big question was why she had married Meter.
“So…” Vass said, hoping he didn’t sound like he was fishing. Which he was, but that didn’t mean he wanted to sound like it. “Has Delia taken on Mama about this yet?”
“Yep,” Meter said, ducking his chin toward his chest. “She thanked her, said we have a king at her place, and she’ll handle the bedroom.” Meter paused. “And then she winked.”
Vass caught his breath. That wasn’t necessarily a good thing to joke about. Not with Mama, who wanted to believe all six of her kids were virginal and sleeping on sheets as pure as they were. “What did Mama do?”
“Laughed and hugged Delia,” Meter said, sounding so satisfied, Vassily wanted to smack him. “She welcomed Dee to the family and told her she was sorry she can’t have nice fat babies.”
Vass glanced at Meter. Anna had told him that Delia couldn’t have kids, but of course it wasn’t something he and Meter had talked about. He wasn’t sure if this was even an okay thing to talk about, but Meter went on.
“Dee told her she’d heard Mama and I know a thing or two about adoption.” There was something new in his big brother’s voice. Something Vassily couldn’t quite pinpoint. “Mama told her not to do it the way we did and Delia promised we won’t. Like, she grabbed Mama’s hands and everything.” He shook his head and for a second, Vass wondered if Meter was appreciating Delia’s touch.
Mama had made it clear that she expected grandchildren. Lots of them. She easily could have given Meter a hard time about the grandchildren issue, and she could have refused to accept Delia as his partner. Wife. Whatever.
Except, from what he’d seen at dinner, she had absolutely accepted Delia. Loved her, even.
Everyone liked Delia. Except him, it seemed.
“How are we on gas?” Meter asked, craning his head as if to look at the gas gauge.
Vassily checked. “About a quarter tank.”
“We should think about stopping again soon.” He was fiddling with his phone again. “And then I’ll take over. We’re almost there.”
“So soon?”
“We’ve been going ninety-five for most of the trip. Pay attention; the sky’s starting to lighten.”
Vassily glanced at the sky. Meter wasn’t kidding. Also, there were finally other cars on the road. He’d already slowed, not willing to be that asshole with out-of-state plates. “This might be the longest we’ve ever spent together without you trying to kill me.”
“There were a few times when we were kids,” Meter said and yawned, then stretched. His bag of healthy garbage rustled as he moved his legs. “Until those nights when we’d be on vacation and Mama and Papa would make us share a bed and you’d kick me and I couldn’t retaliate.”
“Did not.”
“Did too.”
Vass gave Meter a side-eye, surprised to see his brother grinning like it was a fond memory. Maybe to him, it was. But Vass had no proof it had ever happened, and until someone coughed up some proof, he wasn’t taking responsibility. “You’re making that up.”
“Right,” Meter chuckled. “Don’t feel bad. Dee kicks me every now and then too.”
“Maybe it’s not us. Maybe it’s you.”
“Doubt it. Gas at the next exit.”
Vassily glanced at Meter again. He was still staring resolutely out the window, his face somber.
“What do you think we’re about to walk into?”
“I have no idea,” Meter said and pointed at the sign for the next exit. Vassily had already slowed to seventy and moved into the right-hand lane to be ready for it.
“Do you think she’s even still there?”
“Hopefully and no, I don’t know what we’ll do if she’s not there. I have no idea how we’d even start to try to find her.” He took a deep breath and said, “Okay. About a week after Sima left, Papa called. All five of us and Mama had come to him, worried about her.”
“All of us?” Vassily whistled.
“All of us,” Meter said with a nod. “And even if we hadn’t, Papa himself had noticed what we all did: She was withdrawn, secretive. So he told me to be ready. In the trunk, I’ve got a change of clothes for all three of us, thanks to Mama, and some other stuff that seems random but maybe isn’t. I don’t know; Papa just loaded the car and told me to be prepared for anything.”
“He told you to bring me?” Vass shook his head. He should have known. Meter never would have invited him of his own volition—
“No,” Meter said. “I asked him to get the clothes for you, just in case you agreed to come along.”
Vass swerved onto the shoulder in surprise, correcting almost immediately and thinking it was a good thing he’d slowed down.
“I planned on you from the start,” Meter said.
Vassily told himself to take it as the biggest win of his life. And it was: One of his siblings actually wanted him around. “So what else did Papa tell you?”
“That was it.” Meter let out a heavy breath. “And it’s making me crazy. Right now, all I know is that she’s sitting in a diner at that address, and she called me from a phone that wasn’t hers. That’s it.”
Vassily shook his head. “Who’d be willing to let some strange woman sit in a diner all night by herself?”
“Maybe she has a friend.”
That also made sense. That was another of Meter’s problems. He always made sense.
They stopped for another bathroom break and to gas up the car yet again, and Meter took the wheel. Vassily was glad. Traffic had been picking up, the sun was coming up and he’d forgotten his sunglasses, and the vibrations from the car were getting to him. Plus, the nearer they got to this diner, the more nervous he was getting about Sima. Was there any chance this was some sort of setup or ambush? But why?
“Whatever this is,” Meter said when Vass couldn’t keep his leg from bouncing with his nerves, “we’ll deal with it.”
“You think and I act?”
“Hopefully in that order,” Meter said and, for the first time the entire trip, reached over and gave Vass a shove.
There was, surprisingly, something friendly about it.
But still, Vassily told himself, it didn’t mean anything.






  
  FOUR


New Orleans was about as unlike Port Kenneth as it could get, Vassily thought. The diner, however, was pretty standard as far as diners went. Booths along the windows, a counter at which a couple of cops sat, worn linoleum, fluorescent lights, pie in domed cake stands, piped-in musical versions of twenty-year-old pop hits. It smelled of bacon and coffee—and something else. Something unpleasant. Vassily had expected about as much. This was the sort of place where you could sit all night and no one would care.
Sima sat in the booth on the left, third from the door. Vassily barely recognized her; she was huddled into herself, her head bowed. Her hair looked matted and greasy, her shoulders too thin and narrow, her shirt filthy.
He almost dismissed the woman who sat at the booth behind Sima’s, facing Sima and the door. She was round, with a round face, round eyes, and a bob that was a lovely shade of reddish brown. A disposable blue surgical mask sat on the table by her right hand. She was well put together, and when she nodded at him and Meter, he knew what she was doing there, if he didn’t know who she was.
“C’mon,” Meter said and led the way to Sima’s booth, insultingly signaling to Vass to stay at his shoulder. He stopped at the end of Sima’s table. The unpleasant stench had grown as they’d gotten closer to her.
Her head jerked up, her eyes huge.
Vassily expected her to slide across the booth seat and get close to Meter, but instead, she slid farther away, closer to the window.
The woman was still watching them. Her eyes slid to the two cops at the counter, then back to Sima. Vassily wanted to ask questions but Meter simply sat down beside Sima and gave the woman a small nod.
Vass sat across from them, sliding in to face Sima almost as if he were expecting the woman to join them, but she gathered her things, pushed her coffee cup to the far side of the table, put her mask on, and left.
Meter turned to Sima, so Vassily took the moment to study her, too. Up close, she looked worse than he’d imagined, her face possibly bruised but definitely as dirty as her clothes, and she had to have been the source of the stink. If she realized it, he didn’t know, but she moved closer to Meter, her body taut.
“Meter?” she said in a voice just above a whisper and Vassily could see the expression on his brother’s face despite the mask as he forced himself to put an arm around her. She snuggled against him and Vassily wanted to kick himself for his first thought, which was that he was glad Meter had brought clothes for all of them. His second thought, wondering how long before they could get Sima clean and in fresh clothes, wasn’t much better.
“Vass and I are here now,” Meter told her. “Let’s get you out of here,” he said. “Do I have to settle a bill?”
She shook her head. “Rose took care of it.”
“If Vass puts a twenty on the table, will Rose get it?”
Vassily wasn’t sure who Rose was or why he was the one who had to cough up the cash, but even though Sima shrugged, he pulled out his wallet, produced a twenty, and stuck it under the sugar container.
The woman from inside was waiting outside. “You need to get her out of town now,” she said, the edges of her voice muffled by her mask. “Those cops? They were watching her and waiting to see who was coming for her and what you do next. I suggest you leave town; they’ll probably follow you for a ways.”
“We need to get her cleaned up,” Meter said and slipped Vass the car keys.
“Drive at least an hour out of the city limits,” the woman said. “Wherever you stay, don’t be there long.”
“Define long.”
Vassily was exhausted and hoped she’d say they had a few hours to grab some sleep.
“An hour or two at most.”
Meter, who had taken his mask off when they came outside, gave her a strained smile. “Know any places out that way that rent by the hour?”
She gave him a name. “Don’t push your luck, though,” she added. “They want her gone if they can’t have her dead.” She looked at Sima. “Don’t you be comin’ back here, you hear me? Ever. Don’t ever think you’re safe. You’re not.”
Vass tried not to gasp, but Meter stayed calm, like he was used to hearing this sort of thing.
“Why?” Meter asked, but the woman turned and walked away as if she hadn’t heard. Vassily had more than a feeling that Meter had, for once, actually overstepped.
“I didn’t think you were allowed to make such a quick trip to New Orleans,” Vass said when Meter had gotten Sima into the back seat of the car and had, without a word, gotten in the passenger seat up front. Sima was already stinking up the car and Vassily debated putting his mask back on. “We didn’t get any of the food, the booze, the jazz, the women…” He didn’t mean any of it, but lightening the moment seemed like the thing to do.
“I’ll bring you and Delia once the pandemic’s truly over. Or just you. Papa will foot the bill.” Meter got busy with the nav system and vented the moon roof. “Follow the directions and let’s assume the cops want us to fuck up.”
Sima cowered into the corner of the back seat.
Vassily drove and tried not to think, tried not to wonder what the hell Sima had gotten herself into.
“Oh, hell no
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