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PROLOGUE
 
Tsaritsa lingered in every breath. Sweet, aristocratic, it was Mara's favorite incense. She closed the church door behind her. Her left arm tingled, aching, warning her of death that day. She ignored it. She did not need that arm to cross herself as she kissed the icon of Saint Sergius. She would not need it for the dusting, or the polishing, or the sweeping. It was a little sore, that was all, and these old bones had known soreness before.
It took time to find where the Matushka had hidden the supplies. The woman was not very organized. Not that it is easy to be organized with four young children. Easy, no; necessary, yes. Mara offered to do this Monday's cleaning instead of watching those children for the Matushka. It was the least she could do—the very least. The very least she could get away with after seeing the unruly crowd of small bodies in the Matushka's living room.
Mara stood among the saints with a duster in her hand. They gathered around her, smiling at her from their windows to the Kingdom of God. She turned slowly and smiled back at them, at their places on the iconostasis before the altar and on the walls and stands around her.
What a life I have had, thought Mara. I would just as soon start over as to finish it. Is that possible, God? She shuffled to the Icon of Christ the Pantocrator, crossed herself in the prescribed manner, and kissed it before dusting it. All things are possible with God, but I doubt He will let me start over. And because I doubt, He certainly will not.
Mara did not often think deep thoughts. They were dangerous and useless and she had given up all attempts to understand such things long ago, on the death of her third child. Faith was her support and her only weapon, faith in God, distant and unknowable, faith in the Church, a haven, a comfort, a system of salvation, and faith in every mystical possibility ever presented to her. Superstition ruled her reason. It was rare for her to doubt. It was more rare to understand.
Her faith gave her great comfort through the years. It brought her through the purges. It brought her through the Great Patriotic War. It brought her through the searing pain of great loss, year after empty year. It did not, though, improve her discernment of either the finite or the infinite. She had seen enough of the finite to know she was not particularly interested in seeing it more clearly. But something nagged at the back of her awareness, telling her she was missing the mark in her search for the Almighty.
Missing Him or not, she continued her lifelong struggle to approach. She was as much a part of the Church of Saint Sergius as the icons and candles. She could be seen, at Vespers, during Royal Hours, throughout the Sunday Liturgy, lighting candles or crossing herself quickly, three times to everybody else's one. Straight, coarse streaks of grey hair escaped in thin tufts from under her black shawl and fluttered in the breeze created by her mobile right arm. Her thin lips moved soundlessly with the droning Slavonic chant of the choir—whether it was present or not. Today it was absent. It was Monday and she was alone with the saints.
As she reverently dusted the icons on the north wall, she stopped before the Trinity Icon, where another old woman, Sarah, laughed at the message three angels were giving her husband. She dusted Sarah while pondering the second coming.
I am becoming quite a thinker. I wonder if my children will be all grown up. If they are, they will be perfect, won't they? Then how will I know them? And how can it be heaven if I have missed them growing up? If they are little, how can I raise them as old as I am, or will I be young again? And Kolya, will he be young or old? How would he have looked in his old age?
She remembered a game they played before the children came. They had only an hour or so every day before his parents came home from work. The apartment was so small and crowded, it was difficult to get around obstacles. But after making love, they would arm themselves with two perfume aerators left to Mara by an ancient babushka who had known an easier time. There was no perfume in their corner of Stalin's Russia, even if they could have afforded it. Instead, they filled the fragile relics with icy water, and, naked and giggling, chased each other around that small space, hiding, seeking the advantage, spraying, and shrieking as the cold mist found its mark. When they had exhausted themselves and their bottles, they would collapse, damp and panting on their narrow bed for a last cuddle before polite tapping at the door announced that his parents were home.
Mara smiled at the memory. She replayed it in her mind, substituting her own now-aged body, and imagining Nickolai as he might have been in his old age: balding like his father, somewhat potbellied, but still vital, still laughing. The revised memory widened her smile. As her memory extended in time, she succeeded in misting her husband's narrow, hairy behind, and she broke a fifty-year silence.
Her cracked, cackling laugh sounded strange in her ears. Stranger still was the answering chuckle from just above her right shoulder.
 
 
 

ONE
 
Vasily's Carpet
3 September 1990
 
My Darling Daughter,
I know the recruiters have contacted you, and that you are considering entering the game. I know because of the questions you asked me this holiday. 'How did you meet Daddy?' was artless and cute when you were five. At eighteen, it takes on new meaning.
Of course, they want you for your education and your facility with languages, but there is also the matter of your pedigree. I don't think, in all these years of your training, that anybody has explained this to you. I will do so now, with more detail than my usual "I met Daddy in Chicago."
I tried to teach you what I know about the next world and the things that have been proved necessary for getting there. I have also given you basic skills for living in this world, in the civilized, sunlit world, where you have, for now, the privilege of going to school.
The others have taught you, and taught you well, all the necessary family survival skills for the black world, where secrets are both weapons and currency. Of course, these skills do not merely protect you in our world; they also draw you into it.
Heredity counts for nothing in the face of free will. Your inheritance is only another gift to be used or rejected. But the recruiters think they want you for it. Even if whatever genetic combination you are were immaterial to them, they would want you for your family connections. These remain, no matter what or who you are. There are people who love you, and, the recruiters believe, will do anything for you. I hope to give you some idea of what 'anything' can be—another subject where your training has been vague.
In writing this, I had to step back in time within myself. Memories tend to be two-dimensional—black and white newsreels without emotion—but what I have to tell you is about an event in my life that involved all of me. I've tried to tell it so that you will not only understand but also feel a little of what I felt then, which I think is the principal intent of any writing. I have the advantage of distance in time so I can be more objective than I could have been twenty years ago, but your father was my beloved, remember, and I miss him still.
No document can fully reveal the living man, despite the faith bureaucrats place in their reports. Still, your recruiters don't have any of this in their files, nor should they.
I did try not to, but I know I've allowed a few words of advice to creep in here and there—and one or two lectures. I am a mother. I cannot resist giving advice. Here's the first piece of it, no doubt unnecessary: Do destroy this when you've finished reading, won't you, dear?
 
Your loving mother,
Alexandra
 
 

TWO
 
I was born and brought up in Chicago, a first-generation American born to Russian immigrant parents. My father was a salesman or something and was gone most of the time until I was fifteen, when he had an accident that hurt his leg and forcing him to retire. His early retirement put us in a poor financial position, and I struggled to go to college.
We lived on the south side, near 87th Street and Cicero Avenue, in a plain brick box of a house built in the 1960s. It was different from the others on the block only because it had a chimney; my father insisted on having a fireplace in the living room. The neighborhood was on the very edge of the city; the south suburbs began across 87th Street. It was an urban residential place, missing both the dynamism of downtown Chicago and the serenity of rural Illinois.
For three years after high school, I lived at home and commuted to school. I majored in Chemistry at the Illinois Institute of Technology on 31st Street near the Dan Ryan Expressway. I earned a few small scholarships and worked every third semester to make up the gaps in tuition. Everything worked out until I began to concentrate on my major.
It seemed that as my coursework became more demanding, so did my mother. I finally came to a difficult decision, financially and otherwise, and left home on a Wednesday during the first semester of my third undergraduate year. I had to leave. Life in my parents' house was intolerable and I could not study. My mother, God rest her soul, was impossible to live with and we were having a blow-up on average once a day.
I remember my father standing in the doorway of my basement room, surveying the open suitcase and two cardboard boxes that held all my belongings.
"Anything I can carry up for you?" he asked.
I nodded, checked the closet again, and closed the suitcase. Papa left with a box, reappeared, and silently lifted the other box. The stairs creaked beneath him on the landing, echoing in the empty room, disturbing the silence of the house—a void silence, caused by the absence of noise, not the presence of peace. I took the suitcase off the bed and followed my father upstairs.
Outside, our goodbyes were sparse. "How about coming for dinner on Sunday," he said. "For your mother's sake."
"I thought she never wanted to see me again." I read the desperate warning look he gave me. "Okay, Papa, I'll be here."
He closed my car door, ignoring the rust chip that fell on his shoe. Stooping to look through the window, he said, "By the way, Father Paul wants to see you. He called while you were packing."
"Why?"
"He didn't say. Just stop by before you go… home."
Home. It lifted the tension a little to know that my father, at least, accepted my leaving as a natural progression, not a betrayal.
I drove an old Volkswagen Beetle at the time—very old. It ran well (when it ran), but it was not aesthetically pleasing to look at. People had a hard time deciding what color it was, and it had several nasty habits, like occasionally—make that frequently—refusing to start. I drove it out of love and poverty.
That day, the Volkswagen started on the third try. I ground it into an uncertain forward gear and lurched ahead, too busy trying to see the road through a scratched and dirty windshield to acknowledge Papa's melancholy wave.
 
 
 
 

THREE
 
 
My old bug tick-ticked up the steep driveway of the priest's house, shuddered, coughed, and died ten feet from where I wanted it to stop. I left it in gear, set the parking brake, and waited for it to finish rolling backward another five feet before stepping out.
Father Paul's wife, Erin, answered the door looking a little less harried than usual. She was a first-generation American like me but from a large Irish family. That she was now the Matushka of a Russian Orthodox Church was a testimony to love and the American melting pot.
"Hello," I said.
"Hello."
We stood at the front door looking at each other, locked in the kind of mutual unseeing stares that afflict people who are absorbed by their own affairs.
I forced myself to speak. "Papa said Father Paul wants to see me."
"Oh." Erin gave a rare smile and moved back from the door. "Come in."
Two red-headed bodies, three feet high and moving fast, hurtled past me as I stepped over an assortment of trucks and toy dishes.
Erin did not seem to notice them, nor did she make any attempt to stop them as they dashed screaming down a hallway to the left. She pointed toward the right, "He's in the dining room," she said. "Go on in."
The 'dining room' was the window end of a long, narrow kitchen. It doubled as Father Paul's office and was partitioned from the kitchen and open-plan living room by two patterned curtains. On the near curtain, rectangles in graduated sizes and shades of purple drew the eye toward the floor where an old green carpet in the living room met the yellow tile of the kitchen. The other curtain was either uncertain brown or faded purple, with only a hint of a former pattern. The arrangement did nothing for the room but proclaimed, rather loudly, a lack of taste and money.
The room would look much better without those awful curtains, I thought. I was more convinced of this when I stepped behind them and had to raise my voice over the din of the children to get Father Paul's attention. If this ugly partition was meant to offer privacy, it failed.
The priest looked up from a blank pad of lined paper. Several wadded balls of the same paper were strewn across the table. His expression, in contrast to his wife's, was more haggard and worried than usual.
"Alex! Thank you for coming so quickly. I need to talk to you."
"Good morning, Father." After kissing his hand, I sat down in an uncomfortable chair next to him. "She's called you then," I said.
"Who?"
"My mother."
We exchanged puzzled looks.
"Has she?" The priest seemed startled with sudden understanding. "Oh, yes, she has. But that's not why I asked to see you."
His expression turned inward again, and I was struck by the toll the struggle was taking. Paul Strukov was only in his thirties, but dark circles under his eyes and a permanently worried expression added ten years to his appearance. His struggle was not only financial, though money problems were real enough. I suspected that if this were the only problem, Father Paul would bear his poverty gladly, rejoicing in his weakness as did his eponym, the Apostle. But the gnawing sorrow came from the sad state of his congregation, not his bank balance. On the previous Sunday, I had realized suddenly that I was the only person between the ages of ten and forty who regularly attended the Divine Liturgy. Old women brought their grandchildren to church. No one else had time.
The priest picked his words carefully. "I want to ask your help. It's a little delicate. I mean, I don't want to accuse. It's…."
I said nothing, giving him time to think. With a sigh, he continued.
"The Trinity Icon has been stolen. It's gone, and I think I know who took it. I'm asking you to help me get it back."
"The what? Which one? Do you mean the one with Sarah and the three angels?" I briefly wondered if he was accusing me.
"That's the one," he said. "It's very valuable. Yesterday, someone offered me twenty thousand for it. It was written for Tsar Michael, you know."
"No, I didn't know. Did you sell it?"
"Oh no! I could never sell that icon."
"But it would solve a lot of problems. You could get the church roof repaired, fix up the house a bit…." I stopped for fear of implying I thought his house needed fixing, though it did.
"Yes, I know, but that's not important now. What's important is that when I walked the man to his car…."
"Which man?"
"The man who offered to buy it." Father Paul paused a moment as if he were finding his place in a rehearsed narrative. "Yesterday, when I walked him to his car, four or five boys suddenly scattered from the south wall of the church. They were spray painting it. With obscenities."
"And when you went back it was gone?"
"No, it disappeared later, sometime last night. But I've thought about it, and those boys must have been near the window when we were discussing it. I had opened it for some air, and well, they could have heard his offer. And when I turned him down, they may have thought…"
I waited, but when he didn't continue, I said, "What did the police say?"
"I haven't called them." He hurried to explain: "I don't want… I recognized one of the boys and I don't want to take a step that may damage him forever."
"Who?"
"Boris Nikitin."
"He's no boy."
"Well, he's young. He can change. He can't be twenty-one yet. A lot can happen to a man…." An inward look suggested the priest was speaking from experience.
"He's older than I am and I'm twenty. What do you want me to do, Father?"
"Talk to him."
"What?"
"Talk to him. Mention that I haven't called the police yet and that if it's returned, you know. No questions asked. That sort of thing."
"Why are you asking me?"
"You know him. You went to school with him."
"We went to the same high school, but I certainly don't know him."
"You're the only person I know who can approach him without it looking strange."
I did not tell him how mistaken he was. I looked at his anxious face, sighed, and said, "Okay, Father, I'll try."
"Great! I knew you would." Relief brightened his features for a moment.
The cloud returned, though, when I said, "So, what did my mother say?"
"When?"
"When she called."
"Oh, the usual. She asked me to tell you to go back home."
"Are you telling me to go home?"
"No. Do what you have to do. But be kind to her, won't you?"
"Of course." My voice rose in bewilderment. "Why do some women get that way, Father? I don't remember my mother being so bitter when I was a child."
The priest shrugged and changed to a more comfortable subject; he had had his fill of difficult topics that day. "How's school by the way?"
"It's fine." But I was not so easily put off. "I had to move out, Father. Finals are in three weeks and I can't study at home. You do understand, don't you?"
"I do, but your mother doesn't." He sighed and stood up, stretching his arms from the shoulders in the half-hearted manner of a weary man. "Are you sure Sizzle Burger will hire you again next term?"
"They always do. Two terms on, one term off. It's worked for three years now."
"Yes, but can you afford an apartment as well?" He pulled back a curtain. "It seems to be taking you long enough to finish school without adding this expense."
"I know what I'm doing." I immediately regretted my unthinking reply to the good man, especially because he was right and I knew it. In three years, I had barely completed two years of college.
We walked to the front door, picking our way around and over trucks, balls, books, and dolls. Erin was playing patta cake with her youngest. She did not notice that I was leaving.
The beetle started the first time. I let it roll backward down the drive, then began the struggle to find first gear. I noticed Father Paul saying something to me from the doorway. I shook my head. He repeated it, but I could not hear him. I cut the engine at the same moment he ran up to the car.
"Just wanted to say thank you again," he said.
"Oh. No problem, Father. I'll do my best."
The priest walked back up to the house, stooping to collect a toddler that had escaped through the open door. I sat, blocking two lanes of traffic until the bug started again on the fourth try. As it lurched into first gear
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