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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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Joel Greenberg’s lasagna was getting cold when he scraped the congealed cheese from the edges of the aluminum tray. He watched the evening news on a television that was too small for the living room. A reporter stood in front of a burning building in Queens. Something about a gas leak. Something about three people dead. The reporter’s face was earnest. The camera zoomed in on the flames. Joel chewed his lasagna and felt nothing.

He was forty-two years old. He lived alone in a ranch house on Long Island that had too many rooms and not enough furniture. He drove a sensible sedan to a job he didn’t hate and didn’t love. He ate dinner at six, watched the news, and went to bed at ten. His life had become a routine so ingrained that he sometimes forgot he was living it.

He set down his fork. The lasagna was dry. The news was depressing. The house was too quiet.

Joel picked up his phone.

He didn’t know why he downloaded the app. Russian dating sites had a reputation—everyone knew that. Lonely men, desperate men, men who thought a woman from the old country would be more traditional, more grateful, more willing to overlook the thinning hair and the soft belly and the sense that life had passed them by. Joel knew all of this. He wasn’t stupid.

But he was lonely.

The app was called “Slavic Hearts.” The logo was a cartoon matryoshka doll winking suggestively. Joel scrolled through the profiles. The women were young. Too young. The photos were airbrushed. The bios were written in stilted English that promised “good wife” and “loyal partner” and “happy family.” He almost closed the app. He almost went to bed.

Then he saw her.

Her profile photo was different. No airbrushing. No filters. Just a woman in her late twenties with blonde hair and blue eyes and a face that was striking in its sadness. She wasn’t smiling. She looked like someone who had forgotten how. Her bio was simple: “Mila. Looking for real connection. Honesty. Kindness. No games.”

Joel stared at the photo for a long time. There was something in her eyes that he recognized. Something broken. Something that was trying to hide how broken it was.

He swiped right.

The app said: “You have matched with Mila!”

Joel set down his phone. He should go to bed. He had work tomorrow. He had a mortgage. He had a life that was small and safe and utterly unremarkable. He didn’t need complications. He didn’t need a Russian woman with sad eyes who was probably too young and too beautiful and too good to be true.

His phone buzzed.

“Hello. You are Joel?”

He stared at the screen. Two in the morning. But he knew one thing: he wasn’t going to sleep. Not with that message waiting..

“Yes. I’m Joel.”

Her reply came seconds later.

“You have kind eyes. I like kind eyes.”

Joel laughed. It was a quiet sound, almost rusty. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed. He typed back:

“You have sad eyes. I like sad eyes. They tell a story.”

The three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

“You are not like other men.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“It means you asked about my eyes. Not my body. That is kind.”

Joel didn’t know what to say. He typed and deleted, typed and deleted. Finally, he wrote:

“Are you safe?”

The three dots were gone for a long time. He thought he’d overstepped. He thought she’d disappear, the way they always did. He was about to close the app when her message appeared.

“No one has asked me that in a long time.”

“Are you?”

“I am safe. For now. I am working. I have a place to sleep. That is enough.”

“What do you do?”

“I am a seamstress. I sew. Many hours. Not much money. But I am free.”

Joel read the word “free” and felt something twist in his chest. It was a small word, but she’d put a weight on it. A meaning that went beyond the words themselves.

“How long have you been in America?”

“Two years. I came with a work visa. I thought it would be better. It is harder than I thought.”

“But you’re safe?”

“Yes. I am safe.”

Joel didn’t believe her. He didn’t know why, but he didn’t believe her. There was something in her words that didn’t match. Something she was hiding.

He didn’t push. He didn’t know her. He didn’t have the right.

“Would you like to meet?”

She didn’t respond for a full minute. He watched the three dots appear and disappear, and he thought about all the ways this could go wrong. He wasn’t a young man. He wasn’t handsome. He was a loan officer from Long Island with a small house and a small life. What could he possibly offer a woman like her?

Then her message appeared.

“Yes. I would like to meet. But you must understand something, Joel.”

“What?”

“I am not looking for a savior. I am not looking for a man who will fix me. I am looking for kindness. That is all. Can you give me that?”

Joel stared at the screen. He thought about the years he’d spent alone. The dinners he’d eaten by himself. The nights he’d stared at the ceiling and wondered if this was all there was. He thought about the man he used to be, and the man he’d become, and the distance between them that felt like a canyon.

“Yes,” he wrote. “I can give you that.”

“Then we will meet. There is a Russian restaurant in Brighton Beach. It is not fancy. But the food is real. You will like it.”

“When?”

“Saturday. Seven o’clock. Do not be late.”

“I won’t.”

“Goodnight, Joel.”

“Goodnight, Mila.”

She didn’t respond. 

Joel set down his phone and sat in the dark. The news had ended. The television was playing a late-night talk show. The host was laughing at something. Joel didn’t hear it.

He was thinking about her eyes. The way they looked in the photo. The way she’d written the word “free” like it was a question, not a statement.

He was thinking about the man he used to be.

In his basement, in a locked case he hadn’t opened in seventeen years, there was a set of lock picks, a dismantled pistol, and a photo of a younger man in an Israeli Defense Forces uniform. That man was dead. Joel had buried him so deep he’d almost forgotten he existed.

Almost.

He walked to the basement door. He opened it. He looked down the stairs at the darkness below.

He closed the door.

He went to bed.

He didn’t sleep.

—-
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IN THE GARMENT DISTRICT of Manhattan, in a sweatshop that didn’t have a name, Mila Ivanova sat on a cot in a room she shared with twelve other women. The lights were off. The others were sleeping. But Mila was awake, her phone hidden under her thin blanket, the screen dim so the night guard wouldn’t see.

She read Joel’s messages again. Then she read them a third time.

“Are you safe?”

No one had asked her that in years.

She thought about the last man who’d asked her anything. Dmitri. She thought about his face when she’d cut his throat. The surprise in his eyes. The betrayal. He’d thought she was weak. He’d thought she was his.

He’d been wrong.

Mila closed her eyes. She thought about the man on the app—the kind man, the ordinary man, the man who’d asked about her eyes instead of her body. She was using him. She knew that. She was using him to escape this place, to find a way out, to disappear into a life where no one would find her.

But she was also starting to believe that maybe, just maybe, he was real.

She hid the phone under her mattress. She listened to the breathing of the other women. She thought about her mother, who’d cried when she left. She thought about her father, who’d been dead for a decade, a drunk who’d given up on life before she was born. She thought about all the men who’d touched her, who’d used her, who’d promised her things they never intended to deliver.

Then she thought about Joel.

“You have kind eyes.”

She’d meant it.

She fell asleep with her hand on the shiv she’d hidden under her pillow, the same shiv she’d used to kill a man in Russia, the same shiv she’d carried
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