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And to Sasha, my soul mate and life adventurer.  







  
  Prologue


Being an adventurous person was not in the plan. I always had my head in a book almost as soon as I could read. The adventures went on inside those pages but not with me. Most of my childhood was typical. I am from the suburban town of Westfield, New Jersey (NJ). 
My parents: Mom and Dad, Mom's sister Tina and brother-in-law Joe (Aunt Tina and Uncle Joe), and Mom's parents (Grandma and Grandpa F) bought a summer home together in Avon-by-the-Sea, NJ. We went there every summer. That might be unusual.
The traveling spirit came early. From when I was four years old until college, we would go "down to the shore." My sister, Karen, is two years younger than me. My first cousin, Denise, is four months younger. And Stephen, Denise's brother, is seven years older than me. 
Growing up, the Jersey shore was the best. Avon-by-the-Sea was the perfect place for families. Belmar was for college kids, and Ocean Grove was for seniors. 
I went to college knowing my field of study: Environmental Science. University of Rhode Island (URI) did not have that field, but geology was close. So I got a science degree and found enjoyable jobs. 
The college was near the beach too, and I considered studying oceanography. But that would need a Master's degree, and I was sick of school. 
When I graduated in May 1990, the US Geological Society laid off half its geologists. What that meant was the geology graduates were going to have to do something else. While I contemplated my future, I got an offer from a professor at URI to work in the field in Montana. The Milwaukee Public Museum would hire me. I worked as a field geologist for a program called Dig for Dinosaurs. My work included driving people to onsite within Makoshika State Park, Glendive, Montana. I studied the type of ancient environment each bone or fossil found. 
It was an easy job and one I loved. It allowed me to travel west. I saw some beautiful places, some of which I would only visit almost 30 years later. 
Sasha was born for adventure. He and his parents lived in Serbia, Yugoslavia, for his first four years. Then, on vacation, they traveled west to Detroit, Michigan, to escape communist rule. His Mom's family moved to Detroit after World War II. His grandfather moved there after being in a prisoner of war camp. The American soldiers freed him and got him set up in Detroit. His parents moved again after his brother Bo and sister Yvonne was born. Finally, they settled in Bethesda, MD. His Dad was a urologist, and the dinner conversations were quite interesting. 
The year 1968 was a lucky year for us both. I was born in October. Sasha became a naturalized citizen in the spring at 11 years old. He visited his Dad's parents living in Valjevo, Yugoslavia (Serbia) that summer and had a grand time. He was traveling alone, with family throughout the stay, but no parents. So when the Soviets invaded Czechoslovakia on August 21, 1968, his parents freaked out. And his parents ensured he was on the next plane ride out. 
Sasha always tells of this harrowing taxi ride to the airport. The taxi driver drove fast, and no beast had time to move out of the way. He arrived at the airport and hustled onto the plane in record-breaking time. 
Sasha's family routine became skiing, traveling, and making friends in their new country. They had huge parties every December for Saint Nickolas, called Slava. The celebration happened on December 19. It was the perfect time for the family's friends to celebrate. 
Sasha studied at the University of Maryland for a year. Then, he headed west to Colorado State University in Fort Collins, Colorado. While getting a degree in Speech Communications, he was more interested in filming others. I do not think he started using the degree until after Colorado. Instead, he was a ski bum, staying in the state to ski in the winter and work in restaurants throughout the year. 
It was not until he fought with a tree that he returned to the District of Columbia (DC). 
He and his friend, Todd, were skiing in the remote backside of a mountain. It was the last run of the day when Sasha lost control and slammed into a ponderosa pine tree. His femur bone broke, and he was in terrible pain. Todd skied down the mountain as fast as he dared and got help. He saved Sasha's life. 
With a broken bone and six months of recovery, Sasha returned to DC in 1984. He found work as an audiovisual (AV) specialist and started working "real" jobs. 
In the early 1990s, Sasha started working for AVWashington (Avitecture). He designed systems for the federal government's ABC of organizations, such as the CIA, FBI, and their ilk. When I met him, he was Senior AV Designer with a cool red Jeep and a healthy tan from going to the beach each weekend. 
My work was in the environmental geology business, looking for oil in all the wrong places. I cleaned the soil and groundwater of contaminants in New Jersey and surrounding states.  
Going to Oregon to try for a master's degree in hydrology, I never achieved more than a B minus. Yet, I excelled at cross-country skiing, mountain biking, and making beer. 
Coming home to New Jersey, back to my parents, I was twenty thousand dollars in student loan debt. With another job cleaning oil spills in groundwater, I was outside. It was one of the dirtiest jobs I had ever worked, but it allowed me to pay off my debt. 
My sister Karen, moved from Westfield to Bethesda to teach in the county school system. I would go south to visit her. She invited me for one summer weekend in July of 1995. I brought my mountain bike, hiking shoes, and a bathing suit. She thought riding the biking trails on the C&O Canal would be fun sometime that weekend. 
Little did I know how much riding I would do. 









  
  Chapter 1
We Meet for the First Time


I left work in New Jersey as I had packed my car that morning with everything I needed for a fun weekend. I headed south with commuters from New Jersey and New York going to the beach. Getting to Bethesda took four hours, where I met Karen and her roommates. We had a late dinner and talked briefly before bed on Friday night.  
The following day, we went over to a friend of Karen’s, Mark W., who was having a little pool party. It was July in the hot summer with high humidity, and pools were the thing. We might have swam. Karen introduced me to Mark’s friends. Most of them were older than Karen and me, and her boyfriend James was also there. Everyone seemed nice and friendly. I found them to be interesting people with various jobs and interests. My traveling adventures of being out west and in Europe kept them entertained. My job as a female geologist who was lithe and athletic seemed to intrigue them. 
Once we got home from the afternoon pool party, Karen, James, and I went to dinner. They suggested two options for the evening: either we go to a bar, or there was a pool party in Arlington, Virginia (VA) that we could attend. Of course, we needed to bring something to the party. 
As I said before, I had $20,000 in debt and was trying to be frugal. If I go to a bar, the drinks are expensive, and I could do that in New Jersey. Or I could experience something different, a rooftop pool party in Virginia. Which one would you choose?
James drove to Virginia, where I bought a four-pack of hard lemonade, and James got a six-pack of beer. The pool party was on the rooftop and decked out for serious partying, although I doubt anyone was swimming. 
I came into the party carrying the four-pack of hard lemonade, and the first thing I heard was this booming, joyful laughter. Realizing some of Karen and James’ friends were in a small cluster around the laughing man, I beelined it over there. I wanted to know who it was who had that laugh. 
Sasha says that when we were introduced, he took notice right away. 
He thought, “Who is this girl who walked over to a bunch of guys carrying hard lemonade?” So he decided then and there to get to know me better. 
The party was a whirl after our meeting. His booming laughter rang over and over as we talked. He told me of his adventures, and I told him of mine. At some point, his friends became bored with the party and wanted to go to a jazz club down the street. So Karen, James, and I went to the club with them. The music was loud, but we did not care. 
Sasha and I kept talking to each other. He was the easiest person to talk to that I had ever met. He had a wealth of knowledge about everything. 
Karen and James decided to leave the jazz club a few hours later and return to Bethesda. I did not want to go, no, not yet! 
Karen said, “Ask Sasha if he could drive you to James’ house. He is a dependable guy.” 
And when I asked, he said, “Sure, of course!” While he lived in Alexandria, VA, most of his friends lived in Bethesda, MD, across the Potomac River. 
Karen and James left, and Sasha, his friends, and I stayed at the club until it closed at 2 am. 
As we returned to the rooftop party to get Sasha’s car, we saw the fire department breaking up the party. Sasha said, “You know it is a great party when the hook and ladder break it up!”
But the night was just getting started. His friends insisted that they were hungry and needed nourishment. I knew exactly how that felt when my friends and I went clubbing. We would hit a diner before heading home. While Northern Virginia does not have diners, they have IHOPs, and we went there. 
As breakfast is my favorite meal, I bought eggs and bacon with a side of pancakes. Sasha and I kept talking. I cannot remember what we discussed, but everyone soon realized we liked each other. 
He asked me for a date for tomorrow and said he would call me in the morning to firm up where we would go. 
Ultimately, he drove his friends home, as the breakfast had not soaked enough alcohol for them to go over the river. 
Once we got on the road, I realized Sasha had this fantastic music collection; I had not heard a commercial once. While I considered myself a radio gal, switching stations as I went through states, he had a mixed tape of his favorite music. By the time he dropped me off, we had listened to some great tunes. Similar taste in music was a definite plus for him.
The following day, I woke up, and Karen asked, “What happened last night? You got in late!” 
I told her about Sasha, the jazz club, the fire truck, and IHOP. I said that I might have gotten in around 3 am. She asked me skeptically, “Do you still want to go for a bike ride?” and I said, “Sure, why not?” 
Karen and I took that ride for an hour or two. When I returned, Sasha called and said he would pick me up, and we could bike along the C&O Canal. Thankfully, that area is very flat and easy to ride, and it is a popular place to go. From there, we went along the Billy Goat Trail, a hiking trail over large boulders. I was having a great time, but it was humid and warm. I know I was sweating profusely. I remember drinking Gatorade and water. I remember the rocks. Lots of rocks. 
I do not remember what we talked about while we were hiking. I remembered he smoked. He was not a chain smoker, but he had a cigarette every time we took a break. Still, it was an enjoyable, fun hike for the both of us, and we biked back to his Jeep. 
As we returned to my sister’s house, I gave him my email address (softrock@hotmail) and phone number, and he gave me his email too. Finally, I said goodbye to my sister and headed out. I had a four-hour drive back to my parent’s house and had to work the next day. 
As he kissed me goodbye, I thought, when will I see him again? Even though he saw me at my “sweatiest,” I had the most excellent date and needed to see him again soon. 






  
  Chapter 2
Second Date - Hurricane!


Life seemed to go back to normal for me after that weekend. I went back to work and back to seeing my friends. I told my parents and friends about this great guy I met in Virginia.  
All of my friends from high school had started pairing up. I felt left out. Finding someone when you least expect it was fantastic and fun. He was completely different from anyone I had ever met. 
We started with emails back and forth. His email had his picture, and I told my Mom, “umm, he did not have a mustache when I met him!”
When I asked him about it, he said that he and his friends had mustaches and decided collectively to shave them off for the summer. Good, I thought, as I liked him without the mustache. He looked much younger without one. As he was twelve years older than me, looking that much older would scare my parents more. 
We were trying to figure out how to connect again. Sasha suggested going white water rafting down the Gauley River in West Virginia. For me, that was an eight-hour ride each way. While I was up for making road trips, it seemed a little much. Mom kept saying, “What about the sleeping arrangements?” 
“MOM!” I said, “I have a tent from Oregon days.” I did not think she was amused.
Instead, Karen and James decided to rent a beach house in Corolla, North Carolina (NC). It would happen in August, giving everyone time to make arrangements for extra days off from work. 
I asked Sasha, “Would you like to go?”
He said, “Yes!” 
He did not ask about the sleeping arrangements. This date would be four days. I had never done anything like this. I am unsure if he encouraged me to take risks or if I decided to break out of my “good girl” mentality, but it felt like bliss to take a chance. 
I would drive down to his place in Alexandria, and from there, we would take his Jeep to North Carolina. He was prepared for the beach and even brought his white-water kayak. We had beach chairs, coolers, and water, and I got this beer I had made in a Styrofoam cooler. He obtained his music, snacks, and everything you could think of for a fun time. I was pleasantly surprised by his preparedness. 
He had enough music tapes for the ride down and back without having to hear the same song twice. I was amazed by that. I only ever had two tapes in my collection, a Queen’s album called Highlander and a RUSH mixed tape. 
Imagine my surprise when Bohemian Rhapsody came on, and we both started singing. And then the actual moment came – we both started head-bopping simultaneously! WOW! I loved that moment. I KNEW I liked him. 
Before the trip, I told Sasha that he would be surrounded by my sister and her friends to ensure no shenanigans would happen. It was only our second date. So instead, he slept on the pull-out couch for the first two nights. 
On the first full day, we went to the beach. In North Carolina, you can drive on the beach. Unheard of in New Jersey, where every square inch of the beach has a person on it. But North Carolina beaches also do not always have lifeguards nor sections designated where to surf or swim. 
Sasha planted an umbrella firmly in the sand where we had shade. The ocean was beautiful and was at low tide. Perfect for swimming, surfing, and talking. I remember only us swimming and playing in the waves at the beach. 
The next day we took a bike ride. There are boardwalks perfect for riding bikes. Sasha knew the best places to go, and I happily followed his lead. 
At one point, we got off our bicycles and walked to a pier. It was beautiful being surrounded by the water reeds, the hum of the insects, and the chirping of some small birds nearby. We were talking about something when he turned and looked at me. 
I looked into those blue eyes, the color of the sky above, and he kissed me. It was the most beautiful kiss and embrace. 
He later would tell everyone that he decided to kiss me then and there or else fall into the bay. I am glad he made the right decision. 
As I said, Sasha slept on a pullout couch while I shared a twin bedroom with Karen’s friend Christine. That night after such a beautiful day and kiss, we asked her to switch with Sasha. 
He and I pushed the twin beds together. While we enjoyed each other’s company, I was not ready to head down that path entirely. You see, I was still a virgin. Yes, I had made it through high school, college, and graduate school, but I had never found someone I fully trusted enough to give my heart, soul, and body. I was closer to Sasha than I had ever been with anyone, but I could not do it yet. 
However, I liked him even more, the next morning. We had an excellent breakfast, and on this day, we would go out to the bay with his kayak. He would show me how to use it, and I knew I would love it. 
When I was younger, I was a surfer gal.  I liked to have the ocean around me, feel the wave movement, and understand the surf. Even though I was tall, my center of gravity and balance were fluid and low. So when it was my turn to take the kayak, I took it as quickly as the board. 
When I returned the kayak to him, he took it out. Again, his powerful strokes helped him glide through the water. It was poetry in motion, almost like a ballet on water. 
But then I heard a honk. I looked around, and there were Karen and James. They came out to warn us that a hurricane was coming and the visitors had to leave the island! Oh NO! We had to return to the house, as our stuff was there. I waved my hands to get Sasha’s attention, and he dug into the water. 
He said, “What’s up?” 
I said, “We had to go back for our things as a hurricane was coming up the coast and would hit North Carolina!” 
We gathered everything from kayaking and headed back to the beach house. Karen had left it unlocked and told me to lock it up afterward. As we were headed back to the beach house, we noticed a LONG line of cars going in the opposite direction. They probably thought us nuts! 
We packed our stuff quickly and got our bikes, chairs, and kayak onto the Jeep. We decided that while Karen and James might go inland for a day and return, we went to Virginia. 
Off we went into the traffic where everyone else was trying to get off the island. And Sasha’s Jeep was a stick shift—something I did not know how to drive. 
My Dad had tried to teach me how to drive a stick shift in high school. We had an Omni back then, which was Dad’s commuter car. It got excellent mileage. 
While I could get it to move at a slow speed, when I tried to shift gears, the car would jump forward and then stall. I got a jump, a stall, and an angrier Dad each time I tried. I think he was bumping his head trying to help me. Finally, the lessons stopped when the muffler fell off. And that was the end of the lessons in stick shifting for me. 
But this ride with Sasha was taking a toll. It took four hours to get off the island. We still had to go through Virginia. It was between Richmond and the beltway that Sasha asked me to drive. 
We changed seats, he popped the clutch, and I was driving a stick shift on Interstate I-95. 
I managed to drive for a few hours while Sasha slept. In time though, the DC and Northern Virginia traffic started to creep in. I could slow down a little and still be in the same gear, but I was getting worried. What if I had to switch gears? 
I finally woke Sasha up for him to take over. I pushed in the clutch as he switched gears down until we made it stop at a pull-off. 
Later that day, we got to Sasha’s house. We got our gear out of the Jeep and fell into a deep snooze. We were worn out from the journey. 
Trouble was around the corner when we woke up. His toilet was being repaired. His only toilet. It was completely unusable. His plumber must have figured we would not return so early and took off.  
Since we could not use the toilet and because Sasha’s sister Yvonne lived so close, we went to her house to use the bathroom. She invited us to stay the night. 
The following day Yvonne and her husband John invited Sasha’s parents and us to enjoy a crab BBQ. So on our second date and I met his parents. 
A welcoming, happy couple who took me in and realized we were meant for each other. Sasha’s Dad, Milorad, told me early on that he could see we were soul mates, even if we did not realize it ourselves. 
Who else would I have been with who liked the outdoors as much as I, who enjoys the beach, swimming, reading, talking, and does the head bopping in time to the music? And who introduced me to his parents so quickly and easily, as though it was no big deal? Sasha did. 
And after a fabulous crab dinner with my new friends and boyfriend(!), I headed back up to New Jersey. We would figure out when we could meet again. 






  
  Chapter 3
Tent Camping & Expressing Myself


Once I got home, I found another time to be together. His family was as fun as he was and so welcoming. At the time, Grandma C, Dad’s mom, lived with my parents and me. My parents had built a room next to the kitchen with a bathroom for her space. Unfortunately, she had broken her hip and could not walk well.  
Dad, Mom, and I were used to a multi-generational living arrangement during the summers. But this was a long-term solution. It made for a much more complex and stressful living environment. 
I needed to stay with my parents, as the schooling caused my debt. They graciously allowed me to stay and did not charge me rent. Instead, my “rent” went towards paying the student loan immediately. 
Both of my parents had stressful jobs. Mom was a Realtor, and Dad worked as a professional Mechanical Engineer for a large elevator company. They hired someone to help come in and take care of Grandma C during the day and to cook and clean. 
The three of us worked in offices, and the caregiver came in her car. This meant we had to jockey around where to place the cars. Mom had the prime spot, the garage, because her car would take clients to see houses. Dad and I were constantly switching positions in the circular driveway. I learned to back up my vehicle but often went over the cobblestones because my backup skills left something to be desired. 
I may have driven across the country twice and down to Mexico, but I had a devil of a time backing out of a circular driveway. 
Backing over the cobblestones, which was not good, was preferred over driving on the grass. Dad lovingly spent the weekends working on the lawn. They had almost an acre of green grass, and there was not a single patch of brown. While everyone else around us got groundskeepers, Dad did his lawn. The lawn is his lifelong way of entertainment, his exercise, and his enjoyment of being outside. 
This sort of frugality, while not mentioned or talked about, was established in me early on. While I had tried to keep expenses down when I went to graduate school, I did not come back with an extra degree. As a result, that year of work went down the money drain, and I also lost some savings. Plus, I lost a full year of working and saving in my 401K investments. 
Sasha instinctively knew how to keep the costs down. As we both enjoyed using the kayak, hiking, and bicycling, he found a place that was almost in the middle for the both of us. Ohio Pyle State Park is closer to Maryland and West Virginia than New Jersey, but I had a more accessible drive than him because I had friends living in Pennsylvania. 
I brought my tent, sleeping bag, snacks, and mountain bike. There were trails, and we might get onto the Youghiogheny River too. 
I had never been to this state park. There were quite a few firsts with Sasha. He was my first and only. It feels incredible to say that, especially as I was twenty-six when I met him. He was and is my one true love. Back then, there had been disappointments with most of the men I met, who were my age and just starting their careers. They wanted to settle down, have 2.1 children, a house, and a summer place. 
I didn’t want that. I had already been to more states, countries, and national parks than most friends. I wanted someone as adventurous as me, maybe even more. Sasha turned out to be that person. 
I fell in love with him in the Outer Banks. He made me feel like the most important and the most desirous person. He reminded me of the Italians in Venice who sang love songs on the canals to the newly-married couples. His eyes expressed their fascination and enjoyment. They reached into my soul and held me close. 
When we went to Ohio Pyle, I was ready. I wanted him as much as he wanted me. We might have hiked and biked before the evening happened. We might have even had something to eat. 
What I do remember, though, is utter bliss, happiness, and fulfillment that night. I realized waiting this long was worth it with someone you care about and almost loved. 






  
  Chapter 4
I Love You


After that weekend, the weeks blurred together until we could meet again. While the tent camping happened in August 1995, the next time we got together was when I went south for Labor Day weekend. Fall truly is the best time for the Mid-Atlantic area, as you still have the warmth of summer, but the fall colors are making their appearances.  
Sasha’s friends decided to meet up at the Washington Harbor in Georgetown. There was an open-air restaurant and bar where you could go and watch the boats go by. As we walked over to his friends, this man called out to Sasha, whom we did not know, and said, “Hey, you two look very happy together!” 
Sasha says, “Yes, I am!”
“Do you love her?” he asks.
And Sasha looked at me, looked into my eyes, and said, “Yes, I do believe I do. Yes, I LOVE Her! I love you, Laura.” 
That moment was incredible for both of us. It was the first time he had said that to me. 
We were giddy with laughter and love, and this man, who saw us together, filled with happiness, said, “Congratulations!” and handed us a bottle of champagne! 
We said, “Are you sure?”
“As sure as you are about your love,” he said. 
That experience, friendliness, and togetherness made the extra weekend special. 
From then on, the weekend was non-stop fun with new friends and family. We were a new couple who loved each other. 
It seemed only fitting that after I met his parents on our second date, ultimately, he would meet mine. At the time, my parents had Abby, our tabby cat. 
Before he came to visit, I told Sasha about Abby. He decided to stay in a motel as he was allergic to cats. Mom and I worked together to clean the house of cat hairs. It did not matter. 
Cats sense when you do not want to be touched. Abby instinctively knew Sasha was allergic. She walked right up to him and started rubbing and walking around his legs. So here is Sasha, trying not to be around the cat but to be polite as well. 
My parents and Grandma C got to meet him. This was the first man I had brought home since high school. And I knew they liked him. 
Not long after that first auspicious meeting of my parents, Sasha invited them to his house, along with Karen and James. Sasha had a townhouse in “Arlandria,” although the address says Alexandria. 
It was not in the prettiest neighborhood. But, Sasha was in the community he could afford, even with the high-interest rates of seven or eight percent. Most of his friends rented rather than bought, but he liked that he was close to his sister and his parents, and it was in the opposite direction for work traffic. 
He decided to make a traditional backyard favorite dinner of lobster and corn on the cob. This impressed my parents and my sister. While it was not the prettiest neighborhood, and the cockroaches were in the street eating leftovers from someone else’s bins, my parents understood my love for this man. They enjoyed being with him and knew this dinner’s importance to us. 
At this point, we started seeing each other every weekend and emailing each day. Then, as the holidays began, I had to decide what to do. 
Sasha and his family are Serbian Orthodox. This is an Eastern Orthodox Christian religion. It is a Christian religion similar to Roman Catholicism, except that the Eastern Orthodox religion separated from the Catholic Church in 535 AD. They have priests who can marry, and they do the religious ceremony in the Serbian language. The Serbian Orthodox religion uses the Julian calendar rather than the Gregorian calendar. 
My parents raised Karen and me as Catholics. This first year together was easier to plan because Sasha’s family celebrates Christmas and Easter on different dates. 
This difference made it easy to decide where we would be for each holiday and which family we would be with for the holidays. From the beginning, we celebrated Thanksgiving with Sasha’s family and Christmas with my family. 
That first Thanksgiving, I had beautiful thoughts of two different traditions. But it turned out not to be the case. 
Instead, Sasha got sick and could not keep food down. It wasn’t good, and he had to go to the hospital. When I brought him home, the doctors told me he needed a suppository as he could not take anything via the mouth. I think that event hit home for us. Through health or sickness, we would stay together. 
By Christmas, I told my parents I would move in with him. Catholic parents with their eldest child, no matter how religious or not they appeared to be, seem to find the living together idea appalling. Yet I did not want to get a place, and I had almost paid off the debt I had incurred. Finally, Sasha said I would not have to help with the mortgage to get rid of my debt. 
By January 2, 1996, I had moved in with Sasha, found a new job, and became a Virginia resident. Also, a person in love and actively enjoying my new surroundings. Two weeks later, I brought out the wedding magazines, a diamond-buying guide, and a due date for him to propose. I was my Dad’s daughter, and I would not wait to get married or “live in sin,” as my parents said, for too long. 






  
  Chapter 5
A Whirlwind Courtship with Long Talks


Sasha was a skier. He went to Colorado State University to ski every chance he got. After he moved back, he skied when he could and was still very good. But not like his ski bum days.  
I was never good at skiing, instead loving the summer sun and sand. I was on a swim team and water ballet during the summer and swam as much as possible in the ocean. When I lived in Oregon, though, I learned how to cross-country ski. I loved doing that sport. I was not fast, yet the swoosh-swoosh of the skis in the snow made for a peaceful and thoughtful experience and exercise. It also was not as expensive as downhill skiing. 
Winter of 1996, we did both types of skiing, going to West Virginia. The outdoors was constantly beckoning us, and away we would go. 
During the week, we fell into a routine. While I tried to cook, Sasha was the chef. I had a longish commute working in Bethesda, and his commute was shorter, working in Merrifield, Virginia. He would get home from work and prepare dinner, and in the evenings, we would watch movies from his massive collection and talk. He was as voracious a reader as I was, and the library often saw us picking up or bringing back several books each week. 
One of the major decisions for our life together came when we discussed money and children—two critical decisions to make before getting married. We wanted to get our thoughts, ideas, and long life together figured out before we had rings on our fingers. 
While Sasha was the oldest child in the family, the name Jevtich was created when his parents came to the US. It was Jevtić without the h, but to most Americans, if they correctly pronounce the word, put an h on the end when they spoke his last name. To fit in, the h was added. There was massive pressure on Sasha to continue the family name. 
But Sasha did not want to have children. He bought into the hype that raising a child, from before birth through college, costs at least a million dollars. I believed there still had to be a strong family presence to have children. They had grandparents close by for free babysitting and advice. It would cost much more if your new family were in one state while the family network was in another. 
I was selfish. I did not want to share the attention, space, or money with the possible future children. I was not a great babysitter, only choosing to care for children who were well out of diapers and had cohesive conversations. 
I always imagined myself as the kind aunt who would take my nieces and nephews on adventures, not as a parent, but as a friend. 
But what I feared the most was that I would not be a good parent. I was afraid I would be standoffish, arguing or yelling at them. So that was how I communicated with my parents and Sasha when things got stressful. And I got anxious. 
I did not realize it was anxiety at the time. In college and graduate school, I would get these intense side pains. Only a warm hand or heating pad would make them go away. I always associated these pains with my menstrual cycle, even though they happened off-cycle times. I would brush it off. Grandma F thought it was an ulcer, but I was never diagnosed. Others thought it was irritable bowel syndrome, but that was vague too. 
I thought I would rather be on birth control pills to regulate my hormones, stress, and pain levels more than without them. But, if I got off those pills, those increased hormones would bring me back to the college days of stress and pain, and I did not want that again. 
I also felt, at the time, the only reason…and it is a sad one to say, but the only reason to have children was who could take care of you when you are old. My parents were doing this for Grandma C.  Aunt Tina and Uncle Joe were taking care of Grandma F. Neither one of the grandmas would die in a nursing home as they were cared for by their children. 
My family was going through this at the time, and Sasha’s grandparents were cared for by his Aunt Mica and Uncle Fay in Boston. These examples of our families caring for their parents were the only reason I thought about having children. 
Horrible thought, you might be thinking, and I felt guilty about it. And vowed to save money instead, just in case I had to go into assisted living. 
As I write this, I don’t know what people might think, yet I remember the guilt of saying the words aloud and remembering my thought processes. I remember Mom’s responsibility of caring for Grandma C and not her own. And I remember feeling I did not want to put someone else through those feelings. 
We decided that having a child was not for us. We would let our sisters, brothers, and cousins have the kids, and we would be the benevolent Uncle and Aunt who did crazy stuff and adventures instead. 
The other hard decision was not that hard to make. If we were together, there would be no credit card or loan debt. The only debt that we allowed ourselves to have would be a mortgage. Our credit cards would be paid off each month. We would buy cars that were used or could be paid off quickly. But, most importantly, we would not have knick-knacks that needed weekly dusting. 
We both grew up in homes where there was dusting involved. As much as I hated cleaning, I loathed dusting. Why? Well, after the dusting is the vacuuming, and I don’t like the loud noise of the vacuum. I could sympathize with the dogs and cats. 
If I had to dust, Sasha would vacuum, and I would leave the room. I thought, well, do not bring anything into the home that needs to be dusted. I also was not a collector of anything except books. I did not collect the little kitschy pop culture items. I had my mountain bike, and we got a kayak for me, but the other stuff, homemaking, and household decorating were not me. 
Although, as I write, the stuffed animals were different. I had a few, including my panda from when I was a child. The stuffed animals would scare away my bad dreams, especially when stress was high. 
Sasha had an extensive collection of compact discs (CDs), Beta, VHS, cassettes, and laser discs. It made sense as he enjoyed music and movies. Everything had a proper place. His furniture had storage, and the kitchen had space for everything we needed. 
When I moved in, I still had a little more to pay with the student loan debt. I figured I could pay it off in six months to a year if I was frugal and did not spend it on extraneous stuff. Sasha was able to help in that regard. 
Most of the weekends away were still inexpensive. We stayed in lodges or motels that were off the beaten path. We went to West Virginia rather than the Poconos or Seven Springs in Pennsylvania. The gear we got for those adventures was secondhand or built for extended use. 
I was doing these types of savings to be debt-free. Sasha was doing it because that is what he did anyway. He was saving, too, for a more significant purchase later that year. 






  
  Chapter 6
Surprise! Sasha’s 40th and My Surprise


Like I said before, once I moved in with Sasha, Dad asked, “When will the wedding be?”  
Of course, we had to make sure we could live together. My family has always said that I hated cleaning, and they were right. I wouldn’t say I liked the pungent smells of the cleaners used. Companies would add lemon or other aromas to mask the harsh chemicals. Those chemicals made me sneeze and cough. 
It was no surprise then that the main thing Sasha and I would argue about was cleaning. Most of the time, we did not discuss, but when we did, it was probably because I had not put something away or cleaned up. I get about halfway to three-quarters the way finished, and then I get distracted. Finishing was not my strong point. 
However, 1996 was a tumultuous year for my family and me. Grandma C went into the hospital in July, complaining of being unable to breathe well. They found out in the hospital that she had pneumonia. Mom, Dad, Karen, and James visited her before attending a baseball game. I did not, as Sasha and I were not in New Jersey or interested in watching sports. 
She died the next day. Afterward, Karen told me that Grandma had asked, “Do you hear the singing?”
“No, Grandma, what singing?” Karen asked.
“The singing is going on right now. The angelic voices are beautiful and calming. You don’t hear them?” Grandma asked. Karen just shook her head no. 
Karen thought she might be hallucinating because she was on pain medication. Or maybe she became religious at the end. 
I felt incredibly guilty that I had not been up there to see her one last time. Sasha and I had gone on a friend’s boat to watch the fireworks at the Washington Harbor.  
Grandma C passed away on July 6, 1996. My Grandpa C had passed away over ten years before. They had a ceremonial plot in Newton, New Jersey, and my parents had the service at a funeral home. Sasha went with me to the funeral. He was uncomfortable about death and talking about it. While death is an awkward subject, bringing it up and discussing it should be done well before you are at death’s door. Thankfully, Grandma had planned well in advance. 
She had a will made when she sold her house to move in with my parents. She made specific plans for her death, including paying for the burial. This was done at least two years before she passed away. It was easy to follow, making my parents’ lives and grief much easier. 
Her death was in the middle of my planning for Sasha’s birthday. He would turn 40 on July 22, 1996, and I wanted to have a big party for him. I coordinated with Yvonne, and we invited everyone, including Karen and James. His parents, Yvonne and John, their children, Sasha’s brother Bo, and about forty other friends said they would be there. We decided to have the party on a Saturday, after his birthday. 
I told everyone it would be a surprise party and they needed to park further up the block from Yvonne’s home. They had to be there early. His friends and family are not punctual, so I used to suggest they come half an hour earlier than us. 
One of his friends, Richard, did not remember the notification to park far away from the house. So when Sasha and I drove up, supposedly to go out for his birthday, he saw Richard’s distinctive red sports car nearby. So he said, “Wait, is Richard going to go out to dinner too?”
I said, “That’s not Richard’s car. It has to be someone else.” 
He did not believe me and started looking around a little more. I ushered him quickly towards Yvonne’s front door before he guessed my intentions. 
“SURPRISE!!!!” 
Everyone yelled as soon as the door opened. Everyone was excited and happy to see us. While he had guessed the deal, I did not think many people would show up, even if it were only two seconds before. But it turned out to be a great surprise. 
Yvonne and Mom J outdid themselves with decorating and preparing food. And the happiness flowed freely. But the bigger surprise came later. 
My sister was going to leave, and Sasha told her, “Please stay just a little longer.” His brother and family had not shown up yet, and he wanted to wait until they did. He had a surprise for me too. Bo showed up running late because of work. Once Bo got there, Sasha had his friend Leo take pictures with his work digital camera. 
He went through this speech thanking everyone there and, especially to me, his love. Then, when he started to get down on one knee, I moved toward him, overjoyed that he was proposing. 
He asked, “Will you….” And I said, “Yes, I do!” before he got the words out! 
While I surprised him, he surpassed that surprise by proposing to me! After the champagne was poured and passed around, I said, “You know, we need to tell my parents.”
We used Yvonne’s home phone to call them. Sasha called and asked to speak to Dad. Dad got on the phone, and Sasha asked permission to marry me. 
Dad said, “Yes.” 
Sasha said, “That is good to know, as I’ve already asked her, and she said YES!” They laughed and offered us congratulations. 






  
  Chapter 7
Planning A Marriage in a Different State


I started planning almost immediately for the wedding. It was funny; we had met in July 1995, got engaged in July 1996, and married in October 1997. So we were engaged longer than we had dated.  
While Sasha’s Uncle Slobo was visiting from France to show his artwork at the French embassy in DC, he said, “Why don’t you get married in November 1996? Then we could be at your wedding.” 
I was scared and said, “ACK, I don’t think I could plan that early or that quickly!” 
And indeed, I could not. After Grandma C passed away, Grandma F came to live with my parents. The caregiver helped my parents again. However, Grandma F was bedridden and needed more care. 
Plus, soon after Sasha proposed to me, James proposed to Karen. They had been going out longer than us but were younger too. As Karen was a teacher, she decided they needed to get married in August, while I decided on an October wedding. 
In a sense, we both got married in 1997, the year our parents would celebrate 30 years of marriage. Mom had a heaping amount of things to do to get ready. Karen and I relied on her for most of our wedding plans. 
My parents were able to offer both couples equal amounts of a wedding budget. Suppose you spent more than those extras you paid for them. If you spent less, you got the leftover money. 
Sasha said that he would be happy with my choices. However, at the time, I was going through a conflict with my feelings about the Catholic Church. 
I wanted to get married on a Sunday and have brunch, my favorite meal. It was also less expensive to do breakfast than dinner. However, being married on a Sunday meant not being married in a church. I had no affinity for the church in Westfield. I had not gone to church in a long time. 
Instead, my Mom and I found this beautiful conservatory, a glass building with greenery that looked like the outdoors under glass. It would be perfect for a couple who enjoyed the outdoors without the bugs, my favorite saying. 
If I was to be married on a Sunday, I wanted to make the weekend longer. First, everyone would travel back either later that day or the next. Second, if we had a paid day off from work, we could spend less vacation time after our wedding. Third, getting married on Columbus Day weekend would be a nod to my Italian heritage. I thought of it as a win-win-win situation.
The issue of no children arose when looking for a priest. I did not want to be hypocritical or lie to a church about children we did not plan to raise. Plus, the teachings of no birth control did not sit right with me. 
A friend of Sasha’s family, a Serbian priest from Boston, agreed to conduct the ceremony. I asked for the word obey to be taken out and put in husband and wife rather than man and wife. Liberal and feminism by both of us meant equal footing. While the priest was hesitant, ultimately, we prevailed, and that part was taken out of the ceremony. 
These different thoughts were going through my brain as we were trying to plan the wedding. I was going up to New Jersey every other weekend. However, two critical events stand out the most. 
First, when Sasha proposed to me, he still smoked daily. He always went outside to smoke, as he did not want the smell inside the house. I could smell it and did not like it. Soon after he proposed, he got a massive ear infection. Whichever way it happened, he decided that smoking was the root of the problem and quit. I felt it was the best engagement gift ever. 
He never returned to smoking cigarettes again.
Second, I paid off my student loans in 1996, only two years after incurring them. It had come with hard work, caring parents, and Sasha. With just a car loan left to pay off, Sasha gifted me the remaining balance on the car loan. I bought a Saturn four-door in 1990, which would last me for over twelve years. Most importantly, I was going into the marriage debt-free. 
We decided during our talks that I would take his name. I did not want to hyphenate Laura Capuano - Jevtich. However, in a quirk of fate, I messed up on my social security form
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