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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      January 1, 1992

      Flicking on the lamp, Zoya sat up, clutching at the blanket for warmth. She was gulping down the sobs to stay quiet. Her fingers gripped the blanket so tightly, as if it would shield her from the nightmare. The dream had come again. She dreamt that she was about to move to America and that she and André were never going to see each other again.

      They hug near the entrance to her apartment building on Second Brestskaya Street, and Zoya feels wonderful in André’s arms. Her body melts into his and she feels completely safe and secure. She does not want to let him go, but he pulls back and hands her an envelope. He asks Zoya to remember to write to him. His Paris address is written on the front. She can feel a folded letter inside. Zoya carefully tucks the envelope in her jacket pocket.

      Her legs feel heavy, as she forces herself to walk into her apartment building, knowing his eyes are on her back. The scene around her suddenly changes and she is sitting at her desk. She is unfolding the envelope with André’s address, and is about to write to him, but the address is impossible to decipher. Zoya peered at it, and realizes that her tears have blurred the address to a point that it is no longer legible. The paper is destroyed, just as it had been two years ago by Yegor Vlasov.More tears stream from her eyes, and Zoya tries to stop herself crying, but they keep coming. They fall on the envelope, and instead of the address, only ugly blots remain. Zoya twists the envelope in her hands, but tears flow like water, and the paper turns into a spitball ...

      

      The same dream. Except, this time she can still feel the tears which are very real. Even after two years, she was still not used to living in America. Zoya wished that she was at home, on Second Brestskaya Street, in their warm, cozy apartment on the fifth floor, with thick walls, high ceilings, and stucco. That she was still sleeping on an old sofa in the corner near the wall, with the familiar tapestry depicting the deer grazing on brown grass. But instead of the apartment where she had spent her entire childhood, Zoya and her parents now lived in a cold flat on Denniston Avenue in Pittsburgh.

      She stared up at the completely bare, white walls surrounding her. There was no tapestry with the deer on the wall. It remained in Moscow and was most likely thrown in the trash by the new owners of their apartment. Their Pittsburgh landlord strictly forbade hanging anything on the walls. And if they violated this rule, they would lose their security deposit – something they couldn’t afford to do.

      Beside Zoya’s bed, which was a spartan frame with a bare-bones mattress, now stood an armchair upholstered in yellow-brown checkered drape. This armchair was unusually ugly and uncomfortable, and her parents carefully avoided sitting in it.

      “Beggars can’t be choosers,” Zoya’s father said every time he saw the hideous piece of furniture, only to be shushed by her mother, who would respond: “Peter, we are not beggars, it’s just temporary.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      During a field trip to the Kremlin Armory in March 1989, Zoya met the French guy André de Vigny, who accompanied his stepfather, an eminent French psychiatrist, Jean-Marie de Vigny, on a trip to Moscow.

      She and André struck up a conversation and then exchanged addresses. She had been taking French with an enthusiastic teacher, Natalia Anatolievna, for several months, and made good progress so was able to converse quite well with him.

      Yegor Vlasov, the biggest bully at her school, tore Zoya’s paper with André’s address right after their encounter. Upon returning home, Zoya carefully placed the torn piece of paper with the address in her diary, regretting the fact that because of Vlasov she had missed a chance to have a French penpal.

      And yet, only a few weeks after meeting André at the Armory, Zoya was delighted to receive a letter from the boy – at least he had saved her address. It was written in a very neat, almost calligraphy handwriting, and Zoya remembered that Natalia Anatolievna had told them that in France people pay a lot of attention to a person’s handwriting, and always judge someone’s character based on how neatly they could write.

      In order to respond to André, Zoya used up two notebooks, writing and re-writing her letter, crossing out words and editing. No matter how much she tried, she could not get her writing to come out beautifully and evenly enough. She checked each verb conjugation five times, consulted the dictionary, and was terribly tired. Her first letter to André took almost a week, and Zoya felt desperate, but then she forced herself to mail it anyway. In the envelope, she included a festive postcard on the occasion of May 1st, International Labor Day. Zoya knew that this holiday was celebrated in France, and decided that the postcard would help to distract André from her sloppy handwriting.

      She did not have to wait long to receive his reply. This time, André sent Zoya not only a letter, but also his photo. Zoya greedily fixed her eyes on the photo and stared at André’s face for a long time. He looked even more handsome than she remembered from their one and only encounter at the Armory.

      Everything about him was perfect. His straight nose; his beautiful lips that were not too thin, but not too think; his chiseled chin that looked like it was carved out of marble; his curly hair; and the slightly slanted, dark-grey eyes that seemed to peer at Zoya. She rushed to the mirror to see if she was worthy of such an attractive guy, worrying about her appearance. Despite the fact that she had grown taller and leaner over the past year, she found her hair to be too thin, and not as thick and luxurious as her mother’s.

      Zoya stared at her image, thinking that her eyebrows were too thick and her lips too full. And if André’s eyes were a magnificent shade of dark gray, hers were a boring brown! Zoya remembered her childhood dream of being a blonde with blue eyes and almost cried out of resentment. Why couldn’t she look different? Why was she stuck with brown hair and brown eyes? Why wasn’t she like Nekrasova? Not only did her classmate, Katia Nekrasova have the coveted blonde hair and blue eyes, she also had several pairs acid-washed jeans. If André ever laid his eyes on Nekrasova, he will definitely fall in love with her. He only writes to me because he hasn’t yet met her, Zoya thought.

      Zoya spent that whole evening agonizing over André. And right before bedtime she re-read André’s letter and realized that he was coming to Moscow for a whole week in early June, right after the end of the school year. Usually at this time, Zoya’s parents left for the dacha near Leningrad, but their departure was delayed until mid-June due to her father’s work. Zoya thought how to best prepare for André’s arrival. Since it was impossible to change the color of her eyes and the texture of her hair, Zoya decided to go on a diet.

      Although she had never been on a diet before, she knew what to do – stop eating pasta, bread and potatoes, because those were the foods that she heard were the main culprits for gaining weight.

      For breakfast, the very next morning, she cheerfully fried an egg and was proud of herself for staying on target. An egg without bread tasted a bit bland, but it was for a good cause. For lunch there were mashed potatoes, but those were no longer allowed, which left her mom’s eggplant caviar – a dark brown gruel that turned her stomach. So, Zoya decided to make herself a bowl of buckwheat.

      She got out the jar where her mother kept buckwheat groats. Buckwheat was difficult to buy, and her mother got it from a friend, who received an extra ration because she had diabetes. The jar with buckwheat groats was covered in sticky muck and looked unpleasant. Despite being disgusted by it, Zoya persevered.

      As soon as she opened the jar, a moth flew right at her and landed on her face, causing her to scream. The jar fell out of her hands, and the buckwheat groats spilled all over the floor. She cried angry tears, sweeping the groats back. She was really hungry, but there was nothing that she could make that would meet her ‘dietary needs’.

      Choking on tears, Zoya heated up the black eggplant gruel, which was her most hated food in the world. Too hungry to think, she forced herself to swallow a few spoonfuls of the disgusting food. The eggplant did not satisfy the feeling of hunger. Her stomach growled. She went to her room, sat on the sofa and attempted to read, trying her best to avoid thinking about food, as her stomach rumbled and her head felt dizzy.

      Is it from hunger? Zoya thought with horror. She rushed into the kitchen to make herself a sandwich, spreading it thickly with butter.

      After the snack, she ran to the mirror. There just isn’t enough time to lose any weight before his arrival, since it’s only two weeks. She sighed and sat down on the sofa to finish reading her book. I’ll have to stay the way I am now, she thought. Maybe that will do.

      When André arrived two weeks later, they met near the main entrance to the zoo. Zoya arranged for them to meet there, thinking it a convenient location from her home. Zoya noticed André from afar. He was looking around, searching for her. Noticing her, he smiled, waved his hand, and Zoya found this gesture to be very touching.

      As soon as she approached him, he immediately leaned in and kissed her three times – as was customary in France. The sudden closeness made Zoya feel dizzy. She felt a sense of elation next to André. He was much taller than her and, as it seemed to Zoya, had grown taller since their last meeting at the Armory two months prior.

      She had worried that she would not understand him or that she would say something incorrectly in French. But after a few minutes, it became clear that they would have no problems communicating. Zoya could speak freely in French. The main thing was not to overthink it, and let the words flow like a river. She did not understand how exactly she found the right word at the right moment, but it was just like magic. Although, she realized it was much easier to speak French than to write.

      “Did you just start learning French last fall?” André was surprised when Zoya told him about her teacher, Natalia Anatolievna.

      “Yes, in the fall, we have it as an elective at school.”

      “You must be very smart. You have a gift for languages!” André looked at Zoya in admiration.

      She felt her head spin, so attractive he was. Zoya blushed. She was unaccustomed to being praised. ‘They could jinx you!’ her mother warned her if Zoya was ever given a compliment. Her advice was, ‘knock on wood three times if anyone gives you a compliment!’ But there was no piece of wood nearby – she and André were walking down a busy street in the direction of the Garden Ring.

      “No, I’ve just been learning English for a long time. It probably helped.” Zoya opened her eyes wide. She thought of her magical trip to Paris, but did not dare mention it to André.

      “So you also know English also? That’s incredible!” André looked at her with such amazement that Zoya felt ashamed. She clearly did not deserve such high regard.

      “My parents sent me to a special school. We’ve been learning English since the second grade, that’s all.” Zoya shrugged.

      “This is amazing. But of course, these days, everyone needs to speak English. My stepfather always says that. He loves America very much and makes me read Shakespeare in the original.”

      “In the original?” Now it was Zoya’s turn to be impressed. “But Shakespeare wrote…in Old English. It’s so hard to understand!”

      “Yes, can you imagine? He makes me read Shakespeare in the original and then summarize the content to him. And even memorize pieces. Says it will help my overall development.” He sighed.

      Zoya remembered the terrible de Vigny, who terrified her, and turned pale. The evil doctor was the very same stepfather who had brought André to Moscow. Wanting to enjoy her time with André, she had somehow managed to focus only on the good parts of her travels to Paris and had nearly erased de Vigny from her memory, despite regularly corresponding with André. But now she clearly pictured the doctor’s long face, remembered how he had mocked Zoé at St Anne’s mental hospital, and went cold with horror. Zoya managed to hide her true feelings only through a Herculean effort of will.

      “Amazing! I tried reading Shakespeare, but I didn’t like it very much,” Zoya shared.

      “What about his sonnets? Don’t you like to read about love?” André asked.

      Zoya’s cheeks flushed from awkwardness. “I don’t know,” she mumbled, trying to pretend that she wasn’t one bit embarrassed by a conversation about love.

      They wandered around until André announced he had to go meet his stepfather soon. It was hard to say goodbye but he promised they would meet in a couple of days before he went home to Paris.

      After their meeting in June 1989, Zoya and André saw each other regularly. During his second visit to Moscow, Zoya and André noticed that they would often finish each other’s sentences. Zoya would think of something, and André would all of a sudden start talking about this topic. Their opinions on a variety of issues matched. And André was unusually good-looking. Zoya could not stop thinking about his amazing eyes – dark gray, alluring, since the first time she saw them. André was tall, broad-shouldered, and when he smiled, it was as if his smile illuminated everything around with its light.

      André often came to Moscow with his stepfather, who conducted research in the field of psychiatry together with his Soviet colleagues. Zoya suspected that André was coming to Moscow for her sake, but she kept her hopes to herself.

      When André came to Moscow, he and Zoya walked around the city and visited the ‘Cosmos’ café, where Zoya always ordered brand-name ice cream, served doused with chocolate syrup and nuts. And their favorite place was ‘Vernissage’ in the Izmailovo district of the city. On weekends, there was a fair that sold a wide variety of souvenirs and ‘folk art’, as Zoya’s mother called it.

      Right on the sidewalk at the exit from the Izmailovsky Park metro station, sellers laid out paintings, wooden crafts, nesting dolls, and samovars. Zoya brought André there on one of his visits to Moscow. It was in late autumn of 1989, and André was looking to buy Christmas gifts for his family in France.

      They took the blue metro line to Izmailovsky Park metro station from Arbatskaya, near the tourist attraction street Arbat, and a half an hour later they were already at ‘Vernissage’. André bought gifts for all his relatives, and Zoya helped him bargain for a Pavlovo Posad shawl, which André planned to give to his mother.

      After a long day shopping for gifts when they, feeling exhausted, were walking back in the direction of the metro, André handed Zoya a small package. Zoya unwrapped it and pulled out a figurine of a tiger, made in white and blue traditional Gzhel. The tiger had tiny, neat paws with miniature claws and beautiful, bright eyes that appeared to be winking at Zoya.

      “C’est un cadeau pour toi⁠1,” said André.

      “A present? For me? Thank you!” Zoya jumped up and kissed André on the cheek, and then blushed from embarrassment.

      “Do you like it?” André asked, his cheeks also turning crimson.

      Zoya nodded. “Why did you get me a tiger?” she asked after a brief pause, turning the tiger in her hands and admiring it.

      “Because the tiger is me. I was born in the year of the Tiger, this is for you to remember me. Now, I will always be with you.”

      Zoya’s whole face burned from pleasure. The idea of always being with André was her very strong, but secret, desire. Does he really want to always be together? Zoya wondered, clutching the tiny figurine in her hand.

      Thoughts about their relationship began to spin in her head. She really liked André. She fantasized about their future together, but was afraid to admit it to herself. She was only twelve years old, and she lived in the USSR. She could see André only when he accompanied his stepfather on business trips, and André himself was – here Zoya quickly counted that, since he was born in the year of the Tiger, in 1974, fifteen years old.

      “You don’t like the tiger?” André interrupted Zoya’s thoughts.

      “I like it, I like it very much.”

      “Why are you so quiet?” He scanned her face, looking nervous.

      “Sorry, I just wasn’t expecting this so I haven’t got anything for you. No present.”

      “That’s not a big deal,” André said and took her hand.

      Zoya was wearing gloves, but even through the fabric she felt the warmth of his hand. Her heart started to beat so fast, she felt like she would faint.

      As she walked home after saying goodbye again, she panicked: Oh, what do I do now? Her relationship with André just jumped to another level. It was no longer just a friendship, but something deeper. She couldn’t figure out what was going to happen between them.

      She had to finish school, then college, then work. But André lived in France. Zoya’s parents didn’t know about André. She had carefully concealed their relationship so far, unwilling to share it with them or to show André her apartment, which was always a mess. She was embarrassed by the tattered furniture, the piles of papers, the books scattered all over the place, and the dirty dishes in the kitchen. She was also afraid of being judged by her mother. They never talked about love and relationships.

      Zoya did not know the story of her parents’ romance and courtship. She did not know how and why they fell in love with each other. Several times, her mother told Zoya that she and her father met ‘at work’, but Zoya did not know how their relationship developed, whether her mother had other suitors or why her parents chose each other. She felt that her mother did not want to go into these details either, and never questioned her.

      Zoya fell onto her bed, staring at the ceiling. She wondered whether she might … love André. She was afraid to say the word, even to herself. Is it possible to fall in love at twelve? It’s too early. But she was drawn to the boy. It was easy for them to be together. Next to André, Zoya breathed differently, easier, and even her laughter was more open and genuine than normal.

      Instead of her parents, Zoya introduced André to Inna Lvovna, her wise next-door neighbor, who then received them several times more, right up until February 1991. Every time Zoya took André to see Inna Lvovna, she was a little worried that they would bump into her parents. But this did not happen, and she and André had a great time with the elderly woman. Zoya focused her attention on spending time with the boy, and during those visits never brought up the trips to Paris.

      It was calm and comfortable visiting the neighbor, there was leisurely conversation, Inna Lvovna served homemade Khourabia shortbread cookies, and Zoya felt good and peaceful. André was invariably gallant during those visits, always arrived with chocolates and flowers for the hostess, and carried the cups back to the kitchen, while Inna Lvovna nodded in approval.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 It’s a present for you. (Fr.)

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Fall 1990

      Zoya was standing in the kitchen of her apartment on Second Brestskaya Street in Moscow. She was tossing an orange up to the ceiling. Once. Twice. Thrice. Four times! If I manage to catch it, then we will go to America. If it falls on the ground, we won’t go, she repeated.

      Zoya did not know if she wanted to move to America, but despite her hesitation she tossed the orange up very carefully, trying not to let it fall to the floor.

      On the one hand, the move to America meant that she would change schools, and could, once and for all, forget about her classmates at the Moscow school – Nekrasova and Nagorskaya, together with Gavrilova, the three girls who had bullied her so much over the years. Plus, she would finally be able to buy beautiful clothes. Those were all great reasons to go to America. Life there also meant acid-washed jeans and lovely sweaters, like the ones she saw in her trips to Paris, that were available there on every corner. Zoya held up her only pair of acid-washed jeans that she received from Inna Lvovna as a gift the year before. She sighed, as she stuffed them back in the closet. She had just outgrown them and was very worried that she would not be able to get her hands on another pair any time soon. Despite her efforts to pull them on, and no matter how much she sucked in her stomach, the zipper refused to close on her hips that had grown wider, but Zoya continued wearing them, covering the half-open zipper with loose-fitting, long sweaters.

      On the other hand, the move to America meant leaving the wonderful Moscow apartment, which Zoya adored. Despite the clutter and constant mess, it was her childhood home, a place where she had grown up and where she spent her entire conscious life. All thirteen years of it. Zoya did not want to part with the cozy entrance, with the familiar view from the kitchen window, with the wise Inna Lvovna.

      Ever since her neighbor explained to her the temporal branches and the magical travels to Paris in March 1989, Zoya had grown closer with the woman. Upon Inna Lvovna’s recommendation to write things down, Zoya started keeping a diary. At first the entries were sparse, and Zoya put only the main thoughts of what her neighbor shared with her into her diary. But soon Zoya began to write down even the mundane events of her day in the diary, and wrote entire pages of observations and reflections. By the fall of 1990, Zoya had filled out three full notebooks.

      Another reason not to leave was … Moscow. Zoya reasoned: If I move to America, then I will no longer be a fourth-generation Muscovite. She was very proud of being born in Moscow and the fact that her mother and grandmother were also born in Moscow. Her great-grandmother was born in a village nearby, but then moved to the capital in her youth, so the great-grandmother’s generation had been added to Zoya’s Moscow dynasty.

      And although Zoya did not share her thoughts with anyone, she worried about something else – her family was not planning to move to a large city, like New York or Chicago, but to a small and boring town called Pittsburgh. It was in the middle of nowhere, in the state of Pennsylvania, and she could hardly find it on the map. Zoya, who was used to living in the capital, in the best city of the USSR, and indeed in the best city on the whole planet, as she learned in school, would live in some provincial town? Just the thought of it brought her into a stupor.

      Zoya’s parents were completely immersed in paperwork. Almost every day, from early in the morning, her father left the apartment to stand in endless queues. There were lines everywhere – to a place called ‘OVIR⁠1’, to the American embassy, and to the local housing office. OVIR, about which Zoya had never heard before, became a fixture in her parents’ conversation. In the evening, her father would come home in high spirits, despite the queues and the fatigue, and share stories about the people he had met while standing in line. There were hundreds, if not thousands, of Soviet citizens waiting to leave the country.

      “Can you imagine, I saw one man there, just some regular guy, nothing special, but he is going to America. He says he has dreamed of going there all his life. Where do all these people come from? Unbelievable.” Zoya’s father would often wonder about this at the dinner table.

      It was Zoya’s mother who’d come up with the idea to leave the USSR and to move to the United States, and Zoya’s father followed along, although not right away. Zoya’s parents had never thought of leaving the Soviet Union. They had always told Zoya how proud they were of being born and raised in the USSR, and that they were, first of all, ‘Soviet’ people.’

      The switch occurred first for Zoya’s mother, when she found out that her husband’s research institute was about to lose its funding, and that he was likely to be out of work in a matter of months.

      “Peter, you understand, you will finally flourish in America,” Zoya’s mother asserted. “Your research institute is about to implode, everyone steals, you say so yourself. Soon you’ll be left without a job, and how are we going to survive then? And you have so many patents, you can just take them with you to America. With your profession, with your brains, you have to live in America!”

      “Ella, stop it. You made everything up. How do we get out of here? We have our whole life here, friends, the apartment, everything is here in Moscow. Why start from scratch in the US, where no one knows us?”

      “You don’t need any of that in America. People there are honest and hardworking, and no one takes bribes,” Ella Kassatkina continued.

      “Well, we’ll see about that. I am sure there are different types of Americans.”

      “Just trust me. You will see. And for Zoya’s sake, how will she live here if we stay in Moscow? She’s not like us, she’s not into math and science.” Zoya’s mother would switch to a conspiratorial whisper so that her daughter would not hear, but Zoya managed to get the gist of their conversations anyway.

      After several months of such conversations, Zoya’s father agreed to apply for emigration to the United States. Through friends of friends, her parents received a special ‘invitation’, and then another one that was completely accidental, and Zoya’s mother claimed that now they definitely needed to leave, because two ‘invitations’ were unheard of, and that was clearly a sign of divine intervention.

      With the move to America becoming imminent, their conversations shifted completely. New, previously unheard and mysterious words peppered their vocabulary. ‘Parole’, ‘status’, ‘application’. Zoya never figured out what a ‘parole’ was, except that getting a ‘parole’ was simpler than getting a ‘status’. The ‘Status’ meant ‘refugee status’. After receiving it, one could move to America with great privileges, a work permit, benefits and the prospect of a quick citizenship. Zoya’s parents made it clear that they needed to get the ‘refugee status’ so they could move to the United States.

      According to Ella, now all the Kassatkins had to do was to prove that they were persecuted because of being Jewish, and they could get ‘refugee status’ and leave Moscow. Zoya had never heard of having Jewish ancestors before.

      “Mama, are we Jewish?” Zoya asked at the dinner table, when her parents once again discussed ‘refugee status’ and the queue at the embassy to schedule an interview. Her parents exchanged glances.

      “Umm, partially. How can you not know that you are part Jewish? Your father is Jewish!” Zoya’s mother rounded her eyes in bewilderment, as she always did when she tried to hide something. Zoya gave her father a questioning look, but he turned away to face the TV.

      “But you never said anything about it before.” Zoya countered.

      “Impossible! Of course you knew about it. Your father is Jewish.” Her mother shrugged.

      “Jewish? So, Grandma Seema was Jewish?”

      “Of course she was! What a silly question!”

      “What about Grandfather Peter? Was he also Jewish? That’s–”

      “No,” Zoya's father interrupted. He had been watching a nature show and Zoya assumed that he hadn’t been paying attention. “Grandfather Peter was Russian.”

      “So, then, Papa is half Jewish, since only his mother was Jewish. Right?”

      “Zoechka, for Jews, it’s the mother’s side that matters. So because Grandma Seema was Jewish, Papa is also considered Jewish,” her mother explained.

      “Why didn’t you tell me any of this before?” Zoya said, throwing her hands up in frustration.

      “But why does it even matter? Who even cares about these things?” Her mother sighed. “No one ever cared about being Jewish before. We are all Soviet people!”

      Her father nodded, confirming his wife’s words. There was no point asking them anything else. Zoya knew her parents and understood perfectly well that she would not extract any other information from them.

      Grandmother Seema, her father’s mother, died very young. Zoya’s father rarely spoke about her, and Zoya considered ancestors on her father’s side to be a faceless bunch, without any distinguishing characteristics. She knew that they had to exist, because without them she would not have been born, but did not know anything in particular about them.

      Zoya’s mother fully compensated for her father’s silence about his origins with endless stories about her childhood and family. About a line of strong women who had raised her, with Great-grandmother Ekaterina or Katya at the helm. This great-grandmother was referred to simply as ‘Baba Katya’, and legends about Baba Katya haunted Zoya all of her childhood. Baba Katya was smart, resourceful, stood at the helm of the whole family, and played a key role in the fate of Zoya’s mother.

      It was thanks to Baba Katya that her mother survived the hungry post-war years, did well at school, and managed to get into a prestigious university. Baba Katya was a wonderful cook, an amazing wife, and even helped her husband by hiding family jewels from the Soviet authorities, while also managing to be incredibly generous, kind, and loving to all. Baba Katya overshadowed all other ancestors.

      The only thing that Zoya knew about her father’s side of the family was that her father’s father, Peter Kassatkin, whose last name she bore, left the family and had been erased from their lives forever. But while younger Zoya had been content with these meager facts about Grandfather Kassatkin and did not ask questions about his life, now she decided to find out as much as possible about him and about Grandma Seema, the very woman who had provided her with the Jewish blood badly needed to move to America.

      Within days, Zoya started to rummage through old photographs that were lying in a heap in a box in one of the drawers of her father’s desk. There was nothing special there. She saw the already familiar pictures of Baba Katya wearing a thick shawl, sitting at the head of a table in a communal apartment on Krasnoproletarskaya Street, where her mother spent her childhood. Baba Katya looked at the camera sternly and appraisingly.

      There were wedding photographs of her parents, where both of them, as Zoya thought, looked stunning. Her mother wore a short white dress, in the fashion of the sixties, and her father in an elegant suit. They smiled happily and held hands, and two of their friends stood nearby: her mother’s best friend Svetlana Abrikosova and her husband Slavik.

      They were called ‘Svetik and Slavik’, and had been friends with Zoya’s parents for more than twenty years, since college. There were also pictures from a vacation at the dacha in Leningrad and Zoya’s school photos. She hated those but forced herself to look at them.

      When she had finished sorting through the photos and was about to put them back into the box, she suddenly noticed a small image that lay at the very bottom. Zoya had never seen it before. The photo was of an unfamiliar man in military uniform. He was decorated with several medals, a sign of a war hero. This is what the veterans who came to their school to talk about World War II looked like. But the veterans were old men, in their sixties and seventies, and the man in the picture looked younger, no older than forty. He had a high forehead and an open face. Zoya liked him. She turned over the card and saw the inscription:

      

      
        
        ‘To beloved Seema and little Peter from Papa. Severodvinsk, 1957.’

      

      

      

      Zoya, without thinking, rushed into the kitchen, squealing:

      “I found him! Found my grandfather!”

      Her parents were drinking tea in the kitchen, while trying to watch their old TV. Her father had just smacked the TV, and an image appeared on the small, black-and-white screen: a figure in a German SS uniform. It was the famous TV series, Seventeen Moments of Spring about a Soviet spy in Germany during World War II. Zoya’s mother adored the actor Tikhonov, who had the main part in the series, considered him the standard of male beauty and never missed a single episode.

      “I found Grandpa!” Zoya yelled.

      Her mother shushed Zoya, ignoring her words. “Be quiet, hold on, I am trying to watch the show!”

      The figure in the SS uniform turned around, and the actor’s eyes sparkled.

      “Here! Grandfather! He didn’t leave anyone. Here he is! I found this.” Zoya held out the photo to her father. She thought that her father would rush to hug her happily and thank her for the discovery, but he did not say a word. Zoya saw him turn pale. Seeing her father’s reaction, Zoya also fell silent. A chill went down her spine.

      “Ella, that’s it, we have to tell her everything,” her father said in a low voice.

      “Peter, please, wait, I just can’t understand, he is about to get himself killed!” Her mother stared intently at the screen.

      “Listen, we have to tell Zoya the whole story,” her father repeated.

      Only then did her mother turn around. “What’s this? What did you bring?” she said, seeing the photograph in Zoya’s hand.

      “I found, umm, Grandpa, his photograph. I’ve never seen it before, and here it is. He didn’t leave anyone, he sent–” Her mother tore the photo out of her hands, and then, before Zoya had time to finish the sentence, turning red with anger, shouted, “Where did you find it? Why are you rummaging through our documents? How dare you?”

      “Ella! This isn’t right!” Zoya’s father blurted out and ran out of the kitchen. Her mother followed.

      The door slammed shut behind them, and Zoya was left feeling confused and anxious. Why did mama react like that? What is she hiding?

      Zoya went to her room and took out her notebook, where she’d been keeping her diary.

      Zoya wrote: ‘Severodvinsk. 1957’. She had to find an explanation, which would make sense of the city and the date. Zoya had recently reread ‘Sherlock Holmes’ and decided that she needed to apply the deductive method. She had no idea how to do it. But she tried to write some phrases that could link the information together.

      Peter Kassatkin Senior was a military man. He had served at the front and had been decorated. So he served in Severodvinsk, too? Quite possibly, thought Zoya. But in 1957 the war had long ended, and why did he send a photo in uniform from Severodvinsk? What was he doing there?

      She needed to find out where Severodvinsk was. The name of the city reminded her of a river called Dvina. ‘Sever’ means ‘North’, so it had to be a city near the northern part of the river Dvina. She would need to find it on a map.

      So he served in Severodvinsk when Papa was eight years old, since Papa was born in 1949. So then Grandpa Kassatkin didn’t leave the family until at least 1957. So where did he go after that? Why did no one ever see him again? Zoya wondered.

      Zoya put the diary aside. I should try to ask Papa, he wanted to tell me something, she thought. Moving out into the corridor, she quietly made her way to her parents’ room. She heard whispering behind the closed door:

      “You should have told her earlier, it’s too late now,” said her mother.

      “What do you mean ‘too late’? She’s thirteen years old, she’s all grown up.”

      She heard her father’s voice and blushed at the thought that her father considered her ‘grown up’.

      “We should tell her about her grandfather, why do we hide everything from her?”

      “Peter, what if she blabs and then they won’t let us leave? You told me yourself to never mention him to anyone.”

      “She’s not stupid, she won’t be running around telling everyone about him. And maybe we can find something out about him ourselves.”

      “I don’t know, it’s been thirty years, who’s going to tell you anything now? The main thing is that this story does not interfere with our departure.”

      Zoya sighed, as she creeped back to her bedroom. The feeling that her parents had been hiding something so important from her all this time made her feel sick to her stomach. But how to find out the truth? And why had they so carefully concealed Grandfather Kassatkin from me? Why did they say he had abandoned the family when Papa was still a baby, if that wasn’t true? And how had Grandpa really disappeared?

      Zoya asked no more questions about Grandpa Kassatkin, though she took his portrait to her room and hid it in her diary. For a while, every night Zoya checked her grandfather’s picture, thought about him, dreamed that he, so brave and smart, would come to get her, tell her everything and reveal the mystery of his disappearance himself.

      In August 1990, the Kassatkin family learned that they would soon have an interview at the American Embassy. Zoya took great care choosing her outfit, and was very worried that she would not understand the embassy representative’s questions. Zoya decided that they would definitely address her in English, since she studied at an English immersion school.

      The embassy was very close to their home, and on the day of the interview they walked there. Strolling through the familiar streets of her neighborhood, Zoya had a feeling that they were about to see old friends. But as soon as they approached the American Embassy building, the feeling evaporated – Zoya saw a huge line of sullen, gray people, and then the marines guarding the building. She felt fear creeping up her throat and shackling her body. After a round of questioning, the Kassatkins were led through the corridors of the building into a cramped office.

      There, behind a desk full of folders and papers that reminded Zoya of her father’s, sat a young red-haired woman with puffy, curly hair. The woman was dressed in an elegant dark maroon suit with padded shoulders. Just like in Burda Moden, Zoya noted to herself, thinking of the most fashionable magazine that sold sewing patterns in Moscow.

      Zoya did not remember the interview. The redhead asked her parents questions, while Zoya was silent the whole time. The conversation was in Russian, and Zoya was upset that she could not say a word in English. The embassy employee spoke Russian quite well, but with a terrible accent. Zoya caught the redheaded woman’s gaze a couple of times. Zoya diligently averted her eyes, but was surreptitiously checking out the interviewer. The woman seemed sweet and pleasant.

      On the way home, her parents discussed the interview, trying to figure out if the interviewer liked them and would rule in their favor, granting them the coveted ‘refugee status’:

      “You know, she is a human being, just like us,” said Zoya’s father.

      “Human being! I think you blew it. Why did you start telling her about your patents?”

      “Because they need to know what we have going on here. Ella, you always do this! They stole my patent! Why shouldn’t I say anything?”

      “What does your patent have to do with the refugee status? You should have told her that you were Jewish and that you have been oppressed your whole life because of it. All your life, you have been harassed, even though you were registered as a Russian in your birth certificate.”

      “Jewish? I am not Jewish! I am Russian. I’m a Soviet man!”

      “Peter! Please! I asked you to lie, just this once. Someone will overhear and tell them that we aren’t really Jewish.”

      “So what? Let them.” Zoya’s father, usually calm, was gesticulating and nearly screaming. “We aren’t really Jewish and never will be. I’m not going to suddenly turn Jewish just to please someone. And anyway, if they don’t give us that refugee status, so be it. Then we shouldn’t leave Moscow in the first place.”

      But Zoya was right, and the redheaded woman turned out to be nice. The Kassatkin family received the coveted ‘refugee status.’ Their move to America was gaining momentum. Now, in the final stages of emigration, another word entered their vocabulary: ‘container’.

      The ‘container’ could be shipped to America and loaded with furniture, books, a piano, and even the antique mirror, which stood in Zoya’s room and was a source of anxiety for her, because she was constantly checking herself out in it, and because she suspected the mirror had something to do with her magical trip to Paris. She remembered the identical mirror with a cloudy spot in the corner just like her own in Zoé’s apartment in Paris. But after some contemplation, Zoya’s parents decided not to waste time with the container and not to stand in line for its registration.

      “America has everything,” Zoya’s mother announced. “And why would we take this junk with us? We’ll just get new stuff in the US when we get there!”

      And Zoya’s father didn’t like to get involved in the family’s domestic situation. They decided to go to America with two suitcases per family member, as allowed by the airline, and then ship their books separately. Zoya refused to mail the three notebooks, so a large part of her suitcase was allocated to the neatly filled diaries, as well as a few blank ones as she planned to keep a diary in Pittsburgh.

      Peter Kassatkin supervised the mailing of the books. Over the course of several weeks, he would assemble the packages, wrap them with string, and carry them to the main Moscow post office, where they would be sent directly to Pittsburgh. This was how their entire library disappeared: her mother’s physics and engineering books, the volumes of the Library of World Literature, including The Poetic Edda and the Heroic Epic of the Peoples of the USSR, and the complete works of Feuchtwanger, that her father was sure would be badly needed in America.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 OVIR – Office of Visa Identification and Registration of the Russian Ministry of the Interior
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      Right around the time of their interview at the American Embassy, a certain Viktor Petrov had appeared in their apartment. Viktor came to be, for Zoya, a symbol of the general confusion that reigned in their house at that time. He appeared unexpectedly: Zoya’s mother had met him while waiting in line at the American Embassy, where she went only once, in place of Zoya’s father.

      Like everyone else waiting in line at the American Embassy, Viktor was also trying to leave the USSR for the United States and also wanted to get ‘refugee’ status. He planned on receiving it based on religious grounds. The man had converted to Baptism back in Siberia, where he had returned immediately after serving in the military. The American Baptist community would welcome him and he had received a letter of invitation. And then Viktor came to Moscow to wait in line at the American Embassy, not wanting to stay in the Soviet Union any longer.

      Viktor Petrov never smiled, and there was a constant expression of anguish and sorrow on his face. It was unclear whether he had experienced something particularly awful in the army or whether he had become so unhappy after his conversion.

      With his completely Slavic appearance and tall stature, Viktor stood out from the rest who waited in line at the American Embassy. No one knew exactly how or what Zoya’s mother had talked to him about, but she brought Viktor to their apartment without warning
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