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IT WAS DECEMBER 31, 2016, and most of my friends had become so woke they were intolerable to be around. I was starting to wonder who my people were, if I even had any people, what I had done to deserve this, and whether I was doomed to die friendless and alone in a grossly overpopulated world.

My questioning of friendship, belonging, and reality itself was exacerbated by social media, which was the only method I had for interacting with almost everyone in my life these days. It was great for keeping up with that friend from grad school who was now doing a poorly paid postdoc on the opposite coast, or teaching English as a Second Language in Turkey. Without it I would have been much lonelier and more isolated.

But it meant that when my so-called friends started calling out other people (people like me, for example), they were just disembodied text pumping out hateful, hurtful words from the other side of the world. Social media might be making me less lonely, but it was certainly making me more angry.

These unkind thoughts were filling my head—again—because I had made the fundamental strategic error of responding to a political post on Facebook this morning, and was now reaping the rewards of my own stupidity. Somehow an innocuous comment about pigeons had been taken as proof that I was, in fact, the Devil incarnate, or worse, a Karen. Not the actual Karen who was my department chair, who was, I freely admitted, pretty bad, but a “Karen” as an abstract concept. Apparently this was the worst thing you could be. 

“All these super-woke liberals who’ve just discovered racism and sexism are like teenagers who’ve just discovered sex, only less charming,” I complained to Mel. 

Mel was currently the only friend whose company I could tolerate. We were hiding out from the world together by spending New Year’s Eve sitting in my low-rent one-bedroom apartment and drinking non-alcoholic festive drinks. 

They had to be non-alcoholic because Mel was currently on an aggressive regimen of antibiotics that did not, she had been told, mix well with alcohol. Also, she probably shouldn’t drink alcohol in general if she wanted to get better. Or coffee. Or tea. The less said about sugar, gluten, and dairy, the better. And she should probably avoid lectins and salicylates as well. It was unclear what she was supposed to eat. Possibly just filtered water, although even that was questionable.

“Preach,” she said. She took a sip of the mocktail she was holding, made a face, and set it down. “And let’s not even talk about their sudden horror of homophobia that somefuckinhow is the most homophobic thing I’ve ever seen. Did I tell you about my first and fuckin’ last meeting with Queer Crimson?”

“No,” I said. “I didn’t know there was such a thing.”

Crimson College, named in honor of its rather tenuous association with Harvard, was a private college in Greenfields, Georgia, a small town about an hour and a half outside of Atlanta. Mel and I had the dubious honor of being Visiting Assistant Professors (VAPs) there. I taught Russian. Mel taught Arabic. Mel was an ex-Air Force veteran with a strong South Carolina accent and some bad experiences in Iraq to her credit. She was also one of the few openly gay members of the Crimson faculty. 

“Yeah, someone sent out an email during finals week, saying why don’t we try to put something together, you know, support each other during these trying times. So half a dozen of us who were desperate to escape our families got together a couple of days ago to talk about making something official.”

“That’s nice,” I said.

“It started off nice, but then somehow, and I’m still not entirely sure how, I got expelled for being a trans-exclusionary radical feminist,” said Mel. “Pretty much all the lesbians did. But only after getting lectured by a bunch of men about how we were bigoted and exclusionary for not liking dick.”

“Well,” I said. “I can’t say I’m surprised, but I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

Mel shrugged. “It ain’t nothing I haven’t been through before. It just sucked extra-bad to get it from my so-called ‘allies.’ Seems like no one can be friends anymore. I’m just a little worried that I might get fired over it. If I’m not fired for being sick, that is.”

“I want to say that’s not going to happen,” I said. “But I know it’s all too possible. I’ve got your back, though.”

“Thanks,” said Mel. “We can be outcasts together.”

“Fabulous,” I said. “Do you want anything to eat? Should we actually cook this feast we’ve planned?”

She made a face. “I’ve got to eat something, ‘cause I’ve got to take my next dose of doxycycline, and if I don’t chase it with something high-fat, I’ll barf like...well, you get the picture. But I don’t want to eat anything.”

“How much longer do you have to take it?” Mel had—finally—been diagnosed with Lyme disease at the end of last semester, after a year of increasingly bizarre symptoms that ranged from sudden bouts of what seemed like the flu to half her face going paralyzed. She had started taking antibiotics over winter break. Since the treatment itself could be pretty debilitating, the hope was to get through the worst of it before the start of the next semester.

“I’ve got one more week of this round. Some people get better after one round. Some people have to take antibiotics for years, and still never get better.”

“Oh,” I said. “So, um...how do you feel?”

She shrugged. “My joint pain’s almost gone, and I’m not twitching as much as I used to. My face looks better, too, don’t you think?”

I leaned across my small table that served as both a working desk and a dining room table for entertaining, and peered at her face through my right eye, and then my left. From up close, I could see that her dark blonde hair in its boyish pixie cut was developing gray streaks around the temple, her wide, expressive mouth had fine lines all around it from too much smiling and too much sun, and there were dark blotches from permanent sun damage across her cheekbones and the bridge of her nose. Her eyes, I noticed for the first time, were blue-gray with flecks of green and gold. We were so close, our breathing had synchronized.

I jerked back. “It looks perfectly symmetrical.”

“It wasn’t perfectly symmetrical before the Bell’s palsy, but thanks. It feels like it all works fine again, so that’s great. Some things are great.”

“But?”

“But I’m tired as shit, and every time I eat something, it feels like a poison bomb’s going off inside of me. It was like that before, but the doxy ain’t fuckin’ helping, I tell you what.”

“Maybe that will go away when you go off it, and you’ll just feel better,” I said. “Maybe a week from now, you’ll be done with this and you’ll be completely cured.”

She gave me a smile. It said, You think you know what I’m going through, but you don’t. I’m just too nice to point that out.

Well, at least she didn’t say it out loud, I told myself. 

“Let’s make supper,” I said. “Even if it doesn’t taste good, it’ll keep you from upchucking the pills that are going to cure you.”

“Yeah...is that your phone?”

Two loud pings had filled the apartment. 

“I think it’s both our phones,” I said. We pulled out our phones. Indeed, mine had a message notification.

Darling Inna. Happy New Year! Wishing you joy and happiness. If all goes well, in 24 hours mama and I will be with you in Atlanta!

The warmth from that message insulated me from the chill coming from the other side of the table. It was only Mel’s muttered “Fuck, fuck, fuck” that brought me back to myself.

“What is it?”

She looked up from her phone. “Apparently I’ve just stolen a hundred grand.”
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MEL HAD BEEN A BUSY girl. Or rather, the person who’d been using her identity to commit fraud had been very busy indeed.

“Is it weird I feel guilty?” Mel asked. “Like, I know I didn’t fuckin’ do any of it, but other people think I did, and I feel like I owe ‘em an apology or something. Like I should’ve been more careful about guarding my info and then they wouldn’t be in this mess. Fuck! What if I get into trouble over this?”

“What, exactly, did ‘you’ do?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Fuck knows. I’m sure this is just the tip of the iceberg of fraud Criminal Me has committed. Maybe the black helicopters are circling over my folks’ place even as we speak.”

“Because that’s where the packages are being sent,” I stated.

The scam had been discovered because a whole slew of packages for Mel had arrived at her parents’ house over the past few weeks. She had been avoiding going there for the holidays since, in her words, “We have a very fuckin’ complex relationship, and it isn’t improved by all the drinking my dad does during the winter.”

But the volume of packages and letters had built up to the point that her parents had insisted she do something about it. She told them to open the packages and see what they were and who they were from.

The packages had been from all over the country, and had contained, bizarrely, ashes. Mel had tracked down one of the senders and demanded to know what kind of sick joke they were playing. The sender had demanded the same thing in reply. After a couple of rounds of this, it turned out that the sender had sent the ashes of her recently deceased cat, believing that Mel was going to transform them into a one-of-a-kind work of commemorative sculpture. The sender said she had already paid $1,000 for the work, plus another $500 for supplies.

“Turns out scams involving cremated remains aren’t that unusual,” said Mel. “They say they’re going to turn them into a work of art, and then they take the money and run, or hold the ashes for ransom, or say they’re caught up in customs...”

“That’s scummy,” I said. “But a hundred grand? That’s a lot of ashes.”

“It wasn’t just the pet ashes thing,” said Mel. “Looks like my identity’s also been used for fake unemployment claims, and Evil Mel has also been catphishing people on dating sites. My parents got a notification of unemployment benefits, and several love letters from people who’d forked over a bunch of money to Evil Mel. When we started adding everything up, it turned into the better part of a hundred grand. That’s what they were just texting me about. And who knows what else is out there. It makes you fuckin’ wonder, doesn’t it? Like, who out there is real, and how many scammers and fakers we’re surrounded by every day. What do we really know about the people we think we have in our lives, anyway?”

“Yeah,” I said. “So what are you going to do about it? Have you told the police?”

“I guess I’d better, huh? I just doubt they’ll do much about it. I mean, what can they do? It’s not a violent crime. The cynical part of me says they’re not even going to try.”

“You should still report it,” I said. “At least that way they’re less likely to come after you if something happens.”

“Yeah. And maybe then I should track this motherfucker down and...I don’t know. I can barely even eat dinner these days. What am I going to do if I find a master cyber criminal? ‘Sides, I don’t think this is a master cyber criminal. It’s probably some kid in his dad’s basement, or some desperately poor dude somewhere in Nigeria, trying to scrape together enough cash to claw their way out of poverty. If you look at it that way, I’m the bad guy here.”

“Sounds like they caused a lot of people a lot of pain with this ashes scam thing,” I said. “And catphishing is scummy in general. It can really hurt people, even if you don’t steal from them.”

“So you’re saying I should go all vigilante on their asses?”

“I’m saying you should report them,” I said. “With extreme prejudice.”

Mel grinned. “Report with extreme prejudice. I guess I’ll start with that and see how it goes.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said.
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MEL SAID SHE DIDN’T want to think about the fraud her alter ego was committing anymore, and she needed to take her doxy, so we should go ahead and heat up supper, unappetizing as it sounded. While she was warming up the selection of Middle Eastern dishes she had brought over, I opened up the text that had been burning a hole in my brain ever since it had pinged onto my screen.

It still read exactly the same: 

Darling Inna. Happy New Year! Wishing you joy and happiness. If all goes well, in 24 hours mama and I will be with you in Atlanta!

I checked the time. 23 1/2 hours from now, to be exact, Dima Kuznetsov, my former fiancé and current...what? I didn’t know. Not my fiancé anymore. Not even my boyfriend. But more than “just a friend.” Someone with whom I shared a long and painful history, and a love that just wouldn’t die no matter how much we both tried to smother it. 

Anyway. 23 1/2 hours from now, he and his mother would be landing in Atlanta. 23 1/2 hours from now, I would be seeing Dima in the flesh for the first time in three years. 23 1/2 hours from now, my entire life would be decided...

Stop it, stop it, stop it! That’s not helpful. Just answer the damn text.

I checked the time. After midnight in Moscow. It was officially the New Year there.

Happy New Year! I wrote. Wishing you health, happiness, and that all your dreams come true! I can’t wait to see you! Hugs and kisses to Galina Ivanovna.

Galina Ivanovna was Dima’s mother. The actual reason for their visit to Atlanta was not to see me. The actual reason for their visit to the US was that Galina Ivanovna’s kidney disease had progressed to the point that her only hope was either a transplant, or a new treatment being offered at a clinical trial in Atlanta. Given the average wait times for a transplant, plus the extreme disfavor in which Dima was held by many Very Important People in Moscow, the clinical trial was, realistically, her only hope. So really, they were coming to Atlanta because the alternative was death. I just happened to live nearby, and had volunteered my services as a guide and translator. They certainly weren’t coming out of love for me. I should probably not send that lovey-dovey text. It was inappropriate and would only cause more hurt feelings.

I hit “Send.” There had already been so many hurt feelings between me and Dima that worrying about a few more seemed pointless. Sometime in the past three weeks, since Dima had told me they’d gotten their visas and were coming to America, I’d decided to throw my hat in the ring and see if I could...what? Get him back? 

“That’s not a happy face,” said Mel. “You had your identity stolen too?”

I looked up from my phone. My neck and shoulders had cramped up from hunching over it like Gollum over the One Ring. If I wasn’t careful, I’d give myself a migraine before Dima even crossed into US airspace.

“Sorry,” I said. “I should probably work on my posture. God knows what I’m doing to my neck with all this screen time.”

“No fuckin’ kidding,” said Mel. “And with your book contract, this semester’s going to be extra-brutal, too.”

“Yeah.” I had signed a contract at the end of the last semester with an academic publisher for a revised version of my dissertation. The contract had come with a multipage document full of confusing, contradictory, and frequently mean-spirited suggestions for improvement from my peer reviewers. 

I had tried to get a jump on the revisions over winter break. So far I had made little progress. Every time I looked at the reader comments or talked to the editor, I felt more confused about what I wanted to say and how to say it, and less motivated to work on the book. 

Like being on social media, the experience was making me question who my people were, what I was doing with my life, and whether I should just give it all up and go live in a box under the freeway. I was tough. Physically tough, that is. I could handle winter in a cardboard box, right? It wasn’t even like it would be a Russian winter. Georgia winters hardly counted as “winter” at all.

I reminded myself—again—that living in a cardboard box, even in Georgia, would probably be a lot worse than I was thinking it was, and that I was in fact one of the lucky elect who not only had a roof over her head, but an actual book contract. Getting the book published was not supposed to be fun. It was supposed to be an excruciating rite of passage to prove my commitment to the cause and willingness to suffer in its name. 

“Do you like to write?” I asked Mel.

“I fuckin’ hate it. Which maybe goes to show that I’m in the wrong fuckin’ profession. Maybe we should all go join a commune or something.”

“Yeah. Although the commune we lived in when I was a kid fell apart after a while. They’re not as idyllic as you’d like to think.”

“Yeah,” said Mel. “‘Cause they’re full of people. Come on. Let’s eat this fuckin’ festive dinner so we can call it a night. I gotta go lie down soon.”

“Just one more week, and you’ll be done with this,” I said.

“If I’m lucky,” said Mel.
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MEL WENT BACK TO HER apartment by 8:00pm, saying the doxy wasn’t agreeing with her—“as per fuckin’ usual”—and she just wanted to go lie down.

“How you meet the New Year is how you’ll spend it,” I said.

“Well, maybe spending it lying down wouldn’t be such a bad thing,” said Mel. 

“Fair enough.”

“And if I feel inspired, I’ll get back up and look into Evil Mel some more. Maybe this is a sign.”

“A sign of what?” I asked.

“A sign that I need to give up academia and become a vigilante. Whaddya think?”

“I think being a vigilante probably pays even less than being a contingent faculty member,” I said.

“What about being a private detective?”

I laughed. Then I did a double take. “Are you serious?”

She shrugged. “You know as well as I do that our contracts run out in May. We’ve got the chance of getting those tenure-track jobs they keep dangling in front of us, but I’m giving us even odds of getting tossed out on our asses as soon as we turn in our final grades. Well, even odds for you. In my case, I’d say they’re at least two to one. I’m a pain in the ass and I’m sick. They probably can’t wait to get rid of me.”

“Yeah, but who else are they going to get to come live in Greenfields, Georgia?”

“I know at least three PhDs who’d give their right hands for this job.”

“Well...okay. Same here, actually.”

“Besides,” said Mel, “I’m starting to think I’d give my right hand to not have this job. So I’ve started looking into alternative careers. Being a PI might be fun.”

“Do you have any qualifications?” I asked.

“Besides being nosy and brash? No. But maybe I could get them. I mean, it’s all research, right? What we’re doing here and what we’d do if we were investigating stuff out in the ‘real world,’ right? Whaddya say? I can see the office door now. ‘Wilson & Halley: Here to help.’ Or some shit like that. We could specialize in female clientele.”

“It sounds great,” I said. “Except that neither of us have any relevant training and experience. I mean, yeah, it’s all research in the end, but don’t you have to, I don’t know, know people and stuff? I mean, Dima’s job is kind of similar, and it’s all about contacts and knowing the right people. As well as being nosy and brash, of course. And I’m not even that nosy and brash.”

“But you like to find stuff out,” said Mel. “And you were thinking of joining the FBI, right?”

“Yeah, but that looks like a dead end.” I had indeed applied for a job at the FBI last year as a backup in case academia failed me. I’d gone through a couple of rounds of interviews, but appeared to have stalled out at the background check phase. It seemed that Dima was still having a major effect on my life, even when he wasn’t in it. 

“Damn it.”

“I’m kind of over that idea, anyway.” Joining the FBI had been part of my California life plan with Alex and, weirdly, Frank McAvoy. Alex was now out of my life, and I hoped that Frank wasn’t going to feature too much in it, either. So I had gone sour on the whole FBI thing, and it looked like they had gone sour on me, too. I just didn’t have a backup plan for my backup plan.

“Yeah,” said Mel. “Well, keep the PI thing in mind. And if you come up with any better ideas, let me know. I want to have something on the back burner if our interviews go badly. When’s yours?”

“The tenth,” I said. “Tuesday. Of course they did it during the first week of class. I guess I should be grateful they didn’t decide to do it on Monday.”

Mel made a face. “Fuck, yeah. Mine’s on Thursday, and I thought that was harsh. Did you get the lecture about how everything had to be scrupulously fair, and how they wanted to move forward with this as quickly as possible?”

“I certainly did.” Mel and I were both finishing out our second year as VAPs here at Crimson. To our surprise, the tenure-track jobs that had been used as bait for our current jobs had, in fact, materialized, and we had been welcome—in the words of our department chair—to apply. We had duly applied, and had been invited to first-round interviews. Which were, out of some peculiar sense of sadomasochism, being held during the first week of class.

And then, if that went well, we would be invited for a second, multi-day round of interviews. And if that went well, we would be offered the job. Which would mean we could stay here for a few more years, or—if we actually got tenure, which was by no means certain—the rest of our working lives. Both of us had very mixed feelings about that.

“Maybe Brian Michaels will hire us,” I said. Brian Michaels was the chief of the campus police department. “Or at least you, since you’re ex-military. That could get you started on the PI thing.”

“It is crazy that I’m actually considering that?” asked Mel.

“No,” I said. “Not crazy at all. You can join John there.” My brother John was going to retire from the Marines soon, and was casting about for things to do. Brian Michaels had offered to help him get into law enforcement. Last I’d heard, though, John was contemplating law school at the suggestion of Camila, his girlfriend. Shocking a development as this was, maybe it meant that Mel could get that law enforcement mentorship from Brian Michaels instead.

“Maybe you’d like being a cop,” I said.

“Maybe,” said Mel. “But I think you have to be healthy to do that. So I’d better go rest up and try not to puke my fuckin’ guts out.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said. “And happy New Year.”

“Happy fuckin’ New Year,” said Mel. “Maybe this year’ll be the one where everything finally turns out right.”

“Maybe,” I said.
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I WOKE UP EXTRA-EARLY on Sunday morning. Sunday, January 1. A new week, a new year, a new...urgh. I registered what had woken me up. It was not happy dreams of my new life. It was Fevronia, my beautiful tannish-orange longhaired rescue cat, barfing on the pillow next to mine.

A forensic examination of the barf showed no signs of anything sinister. I got up as much as I could with a paper towel, put the pillow case in the laundry, and decided we were up already anyway, so we might as well start our day.

Fevronia chowed down happily on the food I poured into her bowl. She must not be that sick, then. And she seemed to be enjoying the new, cheaper brand of cat food I’d started her on. I’d been feeding her the second-cheapest brand I could find, but in preparation for the extra expenses I knew would be coming my way with Dima and Galina Ivanovna’s visit, I’d switched to the cheapest brand. I’d been afraid she would turn her nose up at it, but so far she’d been tucking into it with the same enthusiasm she’d shown for every other kind of food I’d ever given her. She didn’t like much in life that I could tell, but she did like food.

I made myself a small amount of coffee and added an even smaller amount of cream. I needed to cut back on my own food expenses as well. Telling myself this was a perfectly adequate breakfast, I checked the time. Six in the morning. Dima and Galina Ivanovna wouldn’t be arriving until almost six in the evening. That meant I didn’t need to leave until four at the earliest. That meant I had the whole day to kill.

I texted Mel and asked if she felt up for a run. She did not. I tried going for one by myself, but my left knee, which I had injured repeatedly over the past year, let me know it was not in running shape, so I managed more of a slow and unsteady walk.

Afterwards, I remembered that I hadn’t checked my mail for a couple of days, and I should see what fate had brought me. I went to the big metal cluster mailbox between my building and the next one over, and tried to open my own box. This was harder than it should have been. We’d had a bit of a freeze the week before, and ever since, the lock had tended to jam. I’d mentioned it to the complex office, and they’d sent someone out to spray it with WD-40. Now all my mail smelled like a DIY project, and the lock still jammed. This time was no exception, and as usual, once I’d finally wrestled it open, the box was empty.

When I got back, it was only 8:00am. I cleaned the apartment. Again. I’d already cleaned it twice in the past two days. Dima and his mother were going to be subletting an apartment in the same building as Mel, so it wasn’t like they were going to be living here. But they would certainly be eating here, so I wanted to make it spick and span. Plus, it helped me burn off nervous energy.

After that, it was only 9:00am. I spent a little while prepping for my interview, but that left me in such a state of nerves that I could hardly sit still, so I gave up and started on my book revisions instead. 

By 11:00am I was confused, demoralized, and my face and hands had gone numb from extreme nervous tension. I did some stretches and tried to crank out another couple of paragraphs, but my fingers kept striking the keys in the wrong order, creating sentences like whlie mArnia tsVeatev’as aerly wrok wsa mrakde by...I closed down the document and pulled out a book that one of the reviewers had recommended I include in my bibliography.

The book achieved what running, meditation, housecleaning, and yoga hadn’t, and put me into a somnolent stupor that resulted in a brief but refreshing nap. When I woke up, it was already legitimately the afternoon. I gave up on scholarly endeavors for the day and called my various family members. 

John was on a brisk ten-mile run with Camila, who was training for her next triathlon. I said hi to both of them, and we made vague plans to get together at some point. I’d talked to Camila over Skype, but never met her in person, and curiosity was consuming me. To the extreme astonishment of the rest of the family, Camila appeared to be a serious, intelligent woman looking for a real relationship. Since John’s tastes had hitherto always run to trashy blondes looking to cheat on their husbands, we were cautiously optimistic that this new development heralded a positive change in his life.

John, meanwhile, was obviously making Herculean efforts not to say what he thought about Dima’s imminent arrival. John had never met Dima, but he considered him to be a car crash who would take me out as well. The historical precedent tended to support that point of view. 

“Well...let’s try and do something together when...when you’re free,” was John’s only reference to Dima’s visit.

“Sounds great,” I said, with all the cheeriness I could muster. “Looking forward to it!”

I tried calling my maternal grandparents, the ones who lived in Macon, and the ones I normally meant when I talked about “my grandparents,” but the call went straight to voicemail. They had taken a spur-of-the-moment cruise over the holidays, and were apparently partying hard somewhere between Fort Lauderdale and the Bahamas. I wasn’t sure I could summon up the strength to go on a cruise right now even if someone had offered it to me for free, so I respected their energy and their commitment to living their best lives. 

My parents were taking a few days off their current project, building a tiny house on the property they’d recently purchased outside of Macon, to go spend the holidays with my father’s parents. I also had a full set of paternal grandparents. We just rarely spoke to or of them. They had heartily disapproved of my father’s decision to throw over regular society and live on the margins in his wild youth, and they’d never gotten over it, even decades after he’d gotten a graduate degree and a real job. In their minds, social work wasn’t a real job, anyway. 

And they blamed my mother for my father’s alternative lifestyle, even though he’d been the one to convince her to join a commune and—and this was something we never spoke of these days at all—have a child out of wedlock. Technically as well as by temperament, John was a bastard. My parents had spurned oppressive social constructs such as marriage, and had been literally shacking it up in one of the commune’s old outbuildings when John came along. 

They had gotten married once they’d discovered the myriad inconveniences of having a child from an unofficial relationship. This had retroactively legitimated John and made my birth free of any stain of illegitimacy. My mother’s parents had thought the whole thing a bit of a lark, but my father’s parents had never forgiven or forgotten. 

The first time I had ever met them was at John’s graduation and commissioning ceremony. They had also come to my college graduation and my doctoral hooding ceremony. They had indicated they might be willing to attend weddings (at least first weddings) and christenings, should John or I provide them with the opportunity, but for the most part, they showed no interest in our existence. 

It was therefore a shock when they had invited my parents to come spend the holidays with them in Christiansburg, Virginia. John and I had not been invited. My parents were offended on our behalf, but we were relieved to be left out of it.

All that was a long backstory to why I hit “Call” on my mother’s number with a fair amount of trepidation. I needn’t have bothered. That call went straight to voicemail too.

By then it was almost 3:00. I texted Mel again. She was feeling okay, she said, although not well enough to go for a run or even for a walk. She had reported Evil Mel’s misdeeds to the police with as much prejudice as she was capable of, but had been left with the distinct impression that there wasn’t a lot the authorities would or could do. So she’d started digging into Evil Mel in the hopes of nailing her ass herself, and did I want to help?

Sure, I texted. Be right over.
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“YOU WON’T FUCKIN’ BELIEVE the shit I’ve found.” Mel jerked her head at me to come in, and then led me to the dining/living room/breakfast nook that was the mirror image of mine, except that it was even barer of furniture. Mel didn’t bother with a table and chairs. She had an extremely ratty loveseat that she’d picked up off the curb while living in LA, and a kind of coffee table she’d made out of plastic fruit crates. I’d asked her once how she managed to get any work done on that setup. She said she preferred to work lying in bed. My neck screamed in protest at the very thought, but tastes differ.

“What did you find?” I sat down gingerly on the loveseat. It creaked, shifted, and then settled into a new, slightly lower configuration. Mel moved as if to sit down next to me, thought better of it, sat down crosslegged on the floor, grimaced, muttered, “My fuckin’ knees,” and lay down on her back, her head propped against the leg of the loveseat.

“Um...are you...do you want, like, a pillow or something?” I asked. “That doesn’t, uh, look very comfortable.”

“Nothing’s very comfortable,” said Mel. “I’ll just wriggle around and try to spread the pain from body part to body part. Pay no mind to it. Here. Take a look at this. Can you fuckin’ believe this shit?”

Holding my breath in an attempt not to collapse the loveseat or knock over the teetery tower of fruit crates that was holding up Mel’s laptop, I leaned forward and peered at the screen.

“What am I looking at?” I asked.

“Me! Or rather, Evil Me. This is Evil Mel’s dating profile. One of ‘em. I’ll bet she’s got half a dozen. This is just the first one I’ve found. I did a reverse image search, started poking around on sketchy dating sites...et voila! Goddamn this motherfucker!”

I peered closer at the screen. I now recognized the slightly blurry picture as being of a much younger Mel, smiling fixedly into the camera in her dress blues. 

“And look!” She clicked over to the next picture. “Look what else that motherfucker has!” The next picture was equally blurry, but also showed a much younger Mel, now posing on a sand dune in her combat fatigues.

“Not only is that the worst fuckin’ thing I ever fuckin’ did, but now some fucker’s plastering my shame all over the internet to catphish poor desperate suckers. I fuckin’ hate this. I fuckin’ hate her! Evil Mel needs to go the fuck down.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Have you reported it?”

“Like I said, I told the police, but I don’t know there’s much they can do. I thought about reporting it to the dating site. But then I thought I’d try to catch her instead.”

“Catch Evil Mel?” I asked.

“Yeah. I created a profile and sent her a like and a message. Now I’m just waiting to hear back from her.”

“Do you think that’ll work?” I asked. “‘She’ is probably a ‘he’ somewhere on the other side of the world. And even if she’s somewhere nearby, catphishers don’t normally let you interact with them in the real world. They won’t even talk to you on the phone.”

“I can be real persuasive,” said Mel. 

“Yeah, but...”

“Look, I gotta try, okay?” Mel was often angry with the world, but this was the first time I’d ever heard that tone directed at me. 

It must have shown on my face, because she stopped, took a deep breath, and then said, speaking with forced calm, “I hate what I did in Iraq. It wasn’t that bad compared with what a lot of other people did, but I hate that I was there at all. Every day I wake up with that guilt, and every night it goes to bed with me.” 

One side of her wide, mobile mouth twisted. “A toxic lover I can’t fuckin’ get rid of, I guess. Anyway. It’s inside of me like poison, like this fuckin’ disease I can’t beat. And now some shithead is using pictures of it she’s stolen somewhere to lure poor shlubs into giving her their love, and maybe their money too. She’s hurting people. She’s using the worst thing I ever did to make this fucked-up world an even worse place than it already is, and the poor fuckers she’s doing this to think it’s me doing it to them. I can’t...Ro...I don’t know how to make you understand...you don’t have anything this fucked up to atone for...but the world’s a worse place because of what I did. Now...it feels like this is my big chance to make it right. I can’t go back and change what’s already been done. But maybe I can stop this.”

“I understand,” I said. “I just...well, be careful, okay? Evil Mel is probably some low-down, lowlife loser, but lowlife losers can be dangerous. And so can an obsessive chase after something you can’t catch.”

My hand had instinctively slipped down onto Mel’s shoulder. She reached up and caught it. For a moment we sat like that, unmoving, not even breathing. Then she let go and, shaking her neck like it had gone stiff, pulled herself up to sitting.

“Thanks.” Her voice was rough. Her shoulder was touching my leg.

“You know I’ve got your back,” I said. “As much as I can. But right now”—I pulled out my phone—“I should probably get to the airport.” It was only 3:30, but I was starting to have anxious visions of New Year’s Day traffic jams. And there was something in the air between us that I didn’t want to encourage. 

“Yeah.” Mel cleared her throat. “Yeah, you’re right. And you’re right about the not finding her thing, too. Evil Mel is probably some dude in Bangladesh or something. I just...I might as well try, right?”

“Right,” I said. “No harm in trying.”
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I LEFT MEL’S APARTMENT feeling disturbed on multiple levels. I was worried about this plan of hers to go after her imposter. I was afraid that she would get caught up in a wild goose chase that would destroy her emotionally at a time when she was already at the end of her tether physically, mentally, and financially. I was also afraid she might actually catch Evil Mel, and either get hurt, or do something stupid. 

And I was afraid of this...thing that was growing between us. That way led to madness and heartbreak. Every now and then I asked myself if maybe all this mooning over men had been a mistake, and Mel was actually the woman for me, and I just needed to take that leap and find out. Thus far I’d always rejected the thought. Both my reasoning and my feelings for doing so seemed sound. But right now, with the sensation of her shoulder still alive on my leg, and facing the prospect of another round of rejection and misery with Dima, I found myself asking if maybe I was making a giant, giant mistake.

You’re not. And you need to get to the airport. With that bracing thought, I checked on Fevronia—napping on my pillow—got my keys, purse, jacket, and everything else someone might need for a expedition to Hartsfield-Jackson airport, and set off.
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MY FEARS OF MASSIVE New Year’s Day wrecks outside of the airport failed to materialize. That meant I had to hang around the arrivals lobby for the better part of an hour, wondering if I shouldn’t have just parked in the cell phone lot and told Dima to call me when they landed. But that had seemed like an extra layer of stress on top of an already stressful and difficult situation. Galina Ivanovna would be exhausted, and probably terrified as well. Anything we could do to make things more comfortable for her should be done. And it had also somehow seemed just plain wrong to wait in the cell phone lot. After a broken engagement and three-year separation, our first meeting shouldn’t be at the curbside pickup zone, getting honked at by everyone waiting to take our spot. 

As I hung around at the waiting area at the top of the escalators, though, trying harder and harder not to chew my nails or my hair from nerves, I doubted the wisdom of this. The short-term parking fees were pretty steep for someone as strapped for cash as me. If Galina Ivanovna was too tired to walk far, I was still going to have to go get the car and bring it around to the curbside pickup zone, and that would take longer than just driving over from the cell phone lot. 

And...my first meeting with Dima after a broken engagement and three-year separation was going to be in front of hundreds of random strangers. In my fondest fantasies, it could take the form of a romantic sweeping-off-my-feet and ecstatic embrace. In my more realistic moments, I knew that it was probably going to be a cold nod, followed quite possibly by an argument. And/or me bursting into tears.

There...over there...was that...goodness, I’d forgotten how tall he was. 190cm, or 6’3”, which was only an inch taller than John, but somehow it seemed like a lot more. Or maybe Dima just loomed large in my eyes and my mind and my life. 

He was looking down and saying something to Galina Ivanovna, who was leaning on his arm, appearing on the verge of collapse. I’d always thought of her as a vigorous woman, still young despite being over 60, but now her face was ashen, with dark gray lines of pain and exhaustion cutting through it. Her hair had gone from the dark brown shot with steel I remembered, to almost white. It had come loose from the severe braid she normally kept it in and was floating around her face. She must have lost thirty pounds since I’d last seen her. I’d heard old women called “God’s dandelions” in Russia, and right now, she looked like a dandelion that was about to be blown away in the first puff of wind.

She looked up. Saw me. Stopped dead, clutching at Dima’s arm and dragging him to a stop too. He looked up. His eyes met mine.

This is it. There’s no walking away from this. 

A kid bumped into me from behind, so hard I staggered and almost went down. 

“Oh, I’m so sorry! Noah, tell the lady you’re sorry!”

Noah’s parents crowded around me, offering apologies and trying to get Noah to apologize, too. Noah, who looked to be about eight, fidgeted and squirmed and refused to speak to me or look me in the eye, mumbling and then shrieking to himself instead. Eventually his father picked him up and carried him off, while his mother said something about how he was “on the spectrum” and “struggled with appropriate social behavior” and “wasn’t entirely verbal.”

“No worries,” I said.

“Anyway, I’m so sorry...are you sure you’re okay? If you’re sure...I’d better go meet my mother-in-law...” She made an involuntary face of distaste.

“Go,” I said. “I’m fine. It’s no problem, really. And I’d better go meet my...”

“Oh, are you picking up your mother-in-law too?” Now the woman made a face of sisterly solidarity.

“Something like that,” I said.

She patted my arm. “Good luck, hun. And sorry again...they say he’ll probably get better as he gets older, but not to...anyway, not your problem...good luck, hun. Oh! Is this...is this your husband?”

“Something like that. Good luck.”

The woman rushed off. I looked up. Dima was standing right next to me, so close I could feel the heat coming off his body.

“Inna,” he said.

I hadn’t known what I was going to say when I saw him. Nothing, it turned out. I couldn’t think of anything to say, especially in Russian. Almost twenty years of intensive language training were blanked out by his presence. Oh my God! This was mortifying! I had to say something, both for my own self-respect as a language instructor, and to keep from bursting into tears just like I’d feared I would.

“Welcome to America,” I said. “Finally.”

Dammmmmmmmnnnnnn. I’d meant that to sound jaunty and cheerful. It came out more waspish and passive-aggressive. Also, I’d failed to differentiate my hard and soft consonants adequately. That was going to eat at me all evening. 

“Finally.” Dima smiled. Maybe it hadn’t been as waspish and passive-aggressive as I’d feared. “You look good, Inna.”

“You too.” Had I used the correct case? Was I even speaking Russian? I wasn’t sure. 

Dima did look good, though. Tired and like he’d been through a particularly rough mill a few times since I’d last seen him, but still good. He had one of those Russian faces that was pale but had sharply defined cheekbones, and gray eyes whose shape hinted at Central Asia. His brown hair had grown out and was falling in his eyes in a way I knew drove him crazy. He brushed it back, and the airport lights caught a glint of gray that hadn’t been there three years ago. He had shaved off the stubble he’d been sporting for a while. If he’d smiled, it would have shown off the dimple on his left cheek that only came out when he was really happy. Since right now he had on his “don’t fuck with me” face, it just showed off the new scar on his jaw from the altercation that had ultimately led to our breakup. It went well with his other scars, some from war, some from torture, and some from pickup hockey games.

“Innochka! Darling! At last!” Galina Ivanovna pushed forward and threw her arms around me. She stepped back and examined me. “You look...wonderful! So healthy!”

I knew this was her way of saying that I’d gained weight. With my knee problems stopping me from running, I’d put on weight the previous year, to the point that all my clothes had become uncomfortably tight. She, as a Russian, was no doubt absolutely sincere when she said it made me look healthy, but as an American, I couldn’t help but feel self-conscious about it.

“It’s been so long,” I said.

“It has been so long...and I’m absolutely spent...take us home, Innochka.”

“Sure,” I said. “This way.”
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GALINA IVANOVNA’S CLINICAL trial was being run out of Grady Memorial in downtown Atlanta. It would start on Tuesday, with a three-day inpatient stay followed by weekly visits, and was expected to go for at least a month, or possibly three or four months. Dima and Galina Ivanovna had gotten return tickets to Moscow for the end of May. Originally they had planned to spend the entire time staying near the hospital. Then they had looked at hotel and short-term rental prices there, and realized they couldn’t afford them without selling a kidney, possibly several kidneys. 

Since Galina Ivanovna was here precisely because her kidneys were failing, that seemed like a bad plan. I had offered to let them stay with me for free. That offer had been met with a long pause, followed by the argument that it wouldn’t be comfortable enough for Galina Ivanovna, who would certainly need her rest.

We had finally compromised on a cheap sublet in my apartment complex. I had offered to drive them around, including taking Galina Ivanovna back and forth to her hospital appointments. If they didn’t have to rent a car, they could—just barely—make the rent on the sublet.

“Are you hungry?” I asked them. “It’s an hour and a half back to Greenfields. We could have supper in the airport.”

They both made a face. “Expensive,” said Galina Ivanovna. “Can’t we pick up some groceries on the way, and I’ll make you supper when we get home?” Her voice, always so strong before, sounded weak, almost plaintive.

“I told you, mama: no more cooking! I’ll be doing all the cooking,” Dima told her.

She made a face. “Then I’ll die of hunger for sure.”

Dima opened his mouth to make some sharp retort.

“Let me treat you to dinner at a restaurant here, if you’re hungry now,” I said. “Or if you prefer, let me make supper for you when we get to Greenfields. I’ve got plenty of groceries for supper and breakfast, and I’ll take you shopping tomorrow morning.” My Russian, I noted with relief, was returning. I could even pronounce soft consonants correctly again.

Dima opened his mouth to argue some more. Galina Ivanovna elbowed him in the side and patted my arm. 

“Thank you, Innochka,” she said. “Supper in Greenfields sounds lovely. But we should get Dima something right now. He refused to get a wink of sleep or to eat or drink anything the cabin crew brought him. He’s...well, he thinks he can’t be too careful. But we should be safe now. And I can’t wait to try your American food! You used to cook the most delicious dishes for us. Do you remember the pasta and tomato sauce she used to make, Dima?”

“Pasta and tomato sauce is Italian.” Dima’s face had taken on an argumentative cast. He tended to pick fights when he was tired or stressed out. He looked more tired and stressed out than I’d ever seen him before. He must be about to explode from the strain of not shouting at someone.

“I’ve got plenty of pasta and tomato sauce at home,” I said. “And salad. Everything we need for a light, healthful supper. And I’ve some crackers and a bottle of water in the car. Let’s go.”

Dima opened his mouth a third time, and I knew, as if the thoughts were my own, that he was about to start a fight about my vegetarianism. Where, I asked myself, was the certainty I’d had just a few minutes ago that this was the man for me, the one and only? How had I forgotten what a pain in the ass he could be, and so often was?

Dima closed his mouth. Whoa. This was a level of self-restraint I’d never seen in him before. He’d told me in one of our conversations over the past few weeks that he’d changed, that things had happened to make him reconsider his past actions and future behavior, that he’d gained in humility and wisdom, that he was ready to be the man his mother needed him to be.

Since Dima always spoke with white-hot conviction, I’d believed him at the time, or at least believed that he believed it. But Dima said all kinds of things with white-hot conviction that didn’t always turn out to be for the long haul. 

It wasn’t that he was fickle. About the things that really mattered to him, he was steady as a rock. But he was passionate and intense about everything he did, ranging from taking on warlords and oligarchs, to deciding what to eat for lunch. The passion and intensity for warlords and oligarchs had yet to fade. The passion and intensity for, for example, sushi, which had taken Moscow by storm a few years back, had faded within a couple of days. So it was hard to know where this new passion for self-restraint, wisdom, and humility lay in the general scheme of things. It was more than a passing fad, though. A reason for hope? And if so, hope for what?

“Let’s go,” I repeated. “Or you can sit here and wait and I’ll come pick you up.”

“I’ve been sitting so long my ass has gone numb,” Galina Ivanovna said. “I need to walk. If you don’t mind an old lady’s slow shuffle, let’s all go together. That way we can have a good chat, catch up. We have so much to talk about, Innochka. You’ll have to tell me all about your life here in America.”

“Sure,” I said. “I can’t wait.”
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GALINA IVANOVNA DID in fact perk up by the time we got to the car. She looked around with fascination at everyone and everything we met, as if even an airport parking garage might offer her fabulous sights of America, the country she’d heard about her entire life but had never been to. 

Dima offered her the front passenger seat so she could get a good view of Atlanta, but she said she’d take the back, since she was the shortest. How such a small woman had produced such a large son was a source of frequent amazement, but Galina Ivanovna always said Dima took after her father as well as his, and there were a lot of fine, strapping boys on both sides of the family. She, she claimed, was the shrimpy anomaly. 

When we got to the car, she asked me if I wanted Dima to drive. It was dark in the far corner of the garage where I’d tucked my little Honda Civic into a compact car spot, but I thought I caught a glimpse of a tightened jaw muscle, as if, just for an instant, he was nervous about driving a strange car through a strange city in a strange country with a strange alphabet he could barely read, and all after a transatlantic flight that he’d spent without food, water, or sleep. Then he held out his hand for the keys.

“Why don’t I drive,” I said. “I know the way, and I know the car. It’s a bit...finicky. I’ll show Dima how to drive it tomorrow.”

Galina Ivanovna chewed her lip a little, but agreed that made sense, and that I should drive. 

“Let me just check it,” said Dima. He had me and Galina Ivanovna stand back while he opened the hood so he could check the engine, and then got down on his back and peered at the undercarriage with his phone flashlight.

“I think it’s clear,” he said, getting up and dusting himself off. “I know it’s unlikely anyone will be targeting me here, but...”

“Is there anyone in particular I should be worrying about?” I asked.

“I’ll fill you in later. Let’s go.”

We all got in and set off. I had a moment of terror when I turned the key, but the car started up with no hint of a fireball. 

The price of the ticket to get out of the lot filled the car with a horrified chill, especially when I translated it, at Galina Ivanovna’s strangled request, into rubles. Galina Ivanovna told Dima to pay me back, but I told them they were my guests and under no circumstances would I accept money from them. Instead, I tried to get Dima to take the water and crackers. We argued about this until we got on the freeway, and then Galina Ivanovna stared out the window with rapt fascination.

Dima, who had finally broken down and accepted the water and crackers, was also gazing out the window between bites with a curiosity he couldn’t quite conceal. He had an inward look, as if he were already composing an article, finding just the right words to convey his first impression of America to his Russian readers.

Once we were out of the city limits, both of them turned away from the windows. “How much longer, Innochka?” Galina Ivanovna asked. 

“About an hour.”

“So, it will be three hours of driving each week to take me back and forth to the clinic,” she said.

“More or less.”

“And you’ll be busy with work. When do classes start?”

“January 10th.” 

“Only a week and a half from now, then. What will you be teaching?”

“Introductory and intermediate Russian language, and Russian literature,” I told her.

“Literature! That’s good. At least they’ve got you teaching something important, something in your specialization. And you have your book. That’s good. How’s that going?”

I gave her an upbeat assessment of the book and my progress on it. Then we discussed my upcoming interview. Galina Ivanovna did all the questioning. Dima alternated between staring out the window, and looking at me as if he desperately wanted to say something, but couldn’t get the words past some obstruction in his throat.

“It sounds like you’ve been having a hard time, Innochka, but things are looking up for you,” Galina Ivanovna concluded. “And it sounds like you’ve got friends who’ve been helping you out, which is always good.”

At the word “friends,” Dima snorted and muttered something about “One friend in particular.”

“Well...yes...” I said. 

Dima made a pained kind of gagging sound and muttered something about “Special friends.”

“Be quiet, Dima,” Galina Ivanovna ordered. “Tell me about this friend of yours, Innochka. We haven’t had a chance to talk in, well, years. I want to hear everything about your life. I consider you to be a daughter to me. I know you had an American man. Tell me about him.”

“Um, well...he helped me move. And, he, well, he helped me. But, uh...as you know, we broke up.”

“It’s good you had someone to help you, Innochka,” said Galina Ivanovna. 

“Um...yes...”

“And we know how he helped you,” Dima said.

Galina Ivanovna made an exasperated tsking sound from the back of the car. A prudent man would have stopped. Dima, as usual, was not prudent.

“I know you like...love, Innochka, but did you have to go chasing after an American? An American! How could you be that desperate?!?”

Surprisingly, I couldn’t hear the steering wheel cracking under the grip of my fingers. Maybe because the sound was drowned out by Galina Ivanovna’s inhale as she prepared to ream Dima out.

“You told me to go get fucked,” I said. “So I did.”

Dima growled. Galina Ivanovna smacked him on the back of the head.

“Dimulya, aren’t you ashamed of yourself?” A torrent of words that sounded as if it had been building up inside her for days, perhaps weeks, maybe months or years, came bursting out. “You go asking stupid questions, begging to be told things you don’t want to hear, and what happens? You get told things you don’t want to hear. And you heard our Innochka: you have no one to blame but yourself. You sent a pretty girl like her away, and what happened? Some other man came along. He sounds very nice, Innochka. You say you broke up, but these things happen on the way to true love. Do you think you’ll marry him?”

“No,” I said. “I don’t think he’s going to marry anyone.”

Galina Ivanovna tsked again. “Moron! You hear that, Dimochka? Still a chance for you, not that you deserve it. Lucky for you that other men are even stupider when it comes to women than you are! Maybe you can get in around this American who’s been courting your girl while you’ve been running off playing at soldiers after all.”

Dima inhaled sharply, just like his mother, and turned to look out the window, a muscle in his jaw jumping. We passed the rest of the ride in silence.
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