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Chapter 1 | Natalie
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I THOUGHT I WAS GOING to like this job. Office environment, some friends here and there, opportunities to meet new people, find a future husband and everything else someone my age could strive for, and yet, I found myself hating this place more and more. There was nothing more fake than pretending we were all here cooperating toward a common goal.

No, there was competition and it was big. It was as big as the Earth itself, and it kept getting bigger and bigger. Worse, my boss was trying to find reasons to fire me. He was a bastard and a coward. Couldn’t even find a good reason to fire me. And there was a good motive for that. I was damn good at my job.

I smiled at that thought.

I typed a message to one of our clients when my boss gestured with his hand, calling me. I sighed. He wanted to talk to me again, seriously? And here I was thinking that today he wouldn’t beat his serious talk quota where he tried to make me feel down while dancing around the possibility of firing me.

I hated this place for a couple of other reasons, also. The white lights were so bright I felt like wearing sunglasses in here. I wished I could, but then everybody would be making fun of me in their WhatsApp groups. I was never invited to them and never would be. Despite trying to make friends here, I had only one, and she worked in another department. I was all by myself here.

Despite those things, I didn’t let this environment dictate the kind of person I was. No way I would ever allow something like that to happen. I was my own woman and despite not having many friends, I managed to have a pretty successful career. After all, I made more money here than most Americans did.

But, it was still not enough. I hated my life.

And there was so much typing and chatter in here I could never feel at peace. No wonder I always had to put on my headset and listen to some music while I worked. And also, no wonder people here kept ignoring me while the boss didn’t give up on finding reasons to fire me. Raleigh was a cool city, but soon I would be jobless like so many others.

I walked to the office and found my boss sitting behind his desk. In front of him he had his MacBook. Latest version with all the extra things a man like him could ask for, I noticed. He was quite a bit older than me – he had wrinkled skin and a huge opening on his head where hair was supposed to be. Despite those things, he still tried to look juvenile. The reason behind that was quite simple. Since most of his employees were around half his age or younger, he didn’t want to feel out of place.

He had some potted plants here and there too in his office. Gotta look I’m pro-environment. I could almost hear him saying that to everyone in the main room of his company. The only problem with that, though, was that nobody would ever believe him.

“You wanted me here, boss?” I questioned.

“Natalie, there is no need to call me ‘boss’.”

“It’s what you are.” I smiled, but it was a fake smile.

“And no need to smile too. I don’t like lies.”

And I let my lips rest to their initial position. Not too much of a point with pretending that my boss was going to become a nice man all of a sudden.

“I’ve found something quite interesting about you...” he said.

“What about?”

My heart began to beat faster than normal. I had a lot of things about myself online and not all of them were good for an office environment like mine. And I didn’t try to hide or delete them. Why should I? I was nothing more than a ghost online.

He grabbed his MacBook and turned it to me, the content on the screen making me take a step back an instant later. I didn’t think. No, it couldn’t be. I had given up on that thing a long time ago...

“My YouTube channel...”

“That’s right, and I don’t like it one bit.”

“But I don’t even use it anymore.”

“And it’s enough to put the image of this company in jeopardy. You don’t us all going bankrupt because of you, do you?”

“I don’t want that to happen...”

I built that channel a long time ago to vent about some of the stuff happening in my life, like politics and national news. Never thought anyone would ever find it. There was a good reason why the channel never took off. The number of subscribers – less than 40 – was a testament to that. What I couldn’t understand was him thinking that was a good thing to bring up right now.

“I can delete it,” I added.

“Too late. I think I’ve made my decision.”

Alright Natalie, I thought to myself, you can either be a pussy right now or kick his ass. What is it gonna be?

“Pull the plug. I don’t care,” I finally said.

But I did care. What was I going to do without this job? It paid me a little more than enough and there were no benefits, but finding work here, after the Coronavirus pandemic and all that, was going to be pretty difficult. America was in shambles, and my father would be less than pleased to know I failed him at this job. He gave me this opportunity, after all.

I wouldn’t become homeless – that was a distant worry. I had a family to take care of me, but I didn’t want their help. I wanted a life of my own where I didn’t have to do the thing they held in store for me. Marriage wasn’t good, and it wasn’t for me.

I tipped my chin up and waited for him to say something. The silence was already worse than his answer, and right now I was thinking what my life was going to be like from this moment onward. I would have to marry and become the wife of someone who was less than pleasant. All the members of that family were assholes. Maybe I should run away and buy a new identity for myself...

He grinned. “Not today. I’ve got more important things to do.”

Not today? What?! Was this guy here thinking I was some sort of ball he could kick around without bouncing right back, smashing against his face? I wasn’t going to let this slide. And about how much this job meant to me and what my life was going to be like from now on? Well, fuck those things.

I slammed my hand on his desk, making him yelp. “I’m done here. I’m done with this job, this company and YOU. I’m done with all this shit, and don’t come begging for me to come back.”

“No, wait!” He shouted while I stormed out of his office room. All my coworkers – and soon to be former ‘colleagues’ gawked at me. I smiled. I shocked them. I made them all think I would never do something like that. Their reaction empowered me.

I walked to my cubicle, turned off the computer and was going to head out of the building when he gripped my arm. “Please, don’t leave the company. We all need you.”

But I knew that was a lie. He wanted to humiliate me right in front of everybody again. Like hell I was going to fall for something like that. He thought I was going to eat right from his mouth one more time. He thought I was going to beg to stay here, but I was anything but a beggar, and I had my self-worth.

I jerked my arm free. “No, and that is my final answer.”

With that said, I admired the idiotic look on the faces of my ‘colleagues.’ This was a decision of my own. They all thought I would forever subjugate myself to this kind of environment where I had to be anything but myself. Idiots. They didn’t know the kind of person I was.

I then walked out of the building with a clear mind. I made the right choice.

✽✽✽

I found myself in the living room with dad right in front of me. “Natalie, you’ve made a big mistake.”

His tone was angry and rude. I knew he was going to feel that way about me firing myself, but at this point, I didn’t care. I was past crying over spilled milk.

“Dad, you’ve got no idea the kind of things I had to go through in there.”

“That is not important. I thought you were going to become an adult for once in your life.”

“What?” I said while putting my fists on my waist, my eyes squinting.

“Just look at you. Do you think Marat will be glad to marry you?”

“Dad, I’m not going to marry him!”

“Yes, you will. Our family has been a partner of his for generations. You are not going to break that tradition. It’s the only way to keep us afloat.”

I knew we were having a tough time here in America. Our house needed to be repainted and some rooms required even more attention, but I didn’t think we needed the Popov family to keep us afloat. We should be doing better than that, right?
I suddenly found myself wishing we could have kept at least Mrs. Freshour in here with us. She was so cool and we had so many nights where we talked about stuff. I wished so much she was here at this moment so that she could comfort me. She was the only one who understood I was no trophy of a man I didn’t even know.

“Fine,” I said, “I guess it can’t be helped.”

But all this could be made different, actually. If my YouTube career one day took off, I would be so rich we wouldn’t need the Popov family anymore. Marrying Marat, then, would be nothing more than a distant nightmare I defeated...

Those things, however, were not real life, and I needed to focus on it. I couldn’t sink into the abyss of my imagination again. That happened before, and it didn’t end well for me.

“Natalie, wait,” he said, but I was already running up the stairs and going to my bedroom. I needed time to think and ignore the things he just said. Every single thing I did with my life seemed to fail one way or another. Losing that job was only one of them, even if I was the one who decided to fire myself this time.

I slammed the door shut behind me and slid down onto the floor, my eyes watering up. I didn’t want to cry – crying was for the weak. But it was as if two strong hands were squeezing my heart right now. I felt so horrible, so terrible. I couldn’t help but begin to hate myself too.

That last thought, though, I pushed away. No pointing in hating myself when I kept trying to do the right thing all along. It wasn’t my fault my life was awful. I wished my family wasn’t deep in this Russian mafia shit. They were even worse than the Italians.

I knew the man that would marry me. I guessed that was inevitable from the very beginning. Even if I had become a successful worker in that company, dad would still have made me marry Marat. It was part of his ‘culture’ and ‘tradition’, after all.

I wept for minutes and then stood back up, my mind clearing up somewhat now. I needed some peace of mind so that I could know what to do from now on. Finding another job? Maybe I could, but right at this moment, I felt like doing something else.

Something much more fun.

Outside, I heard a gunshot or two. Who would have thought a couple of years ago that this neighborhood would become so shitty without dad’s business in its prime. The building and everything else were still there, but he had so few employees now. People now had to resort to stealing and killing one another. This place almost felt like Detroit now. Raleigh was going through some weird kind of Detroitization process, and it sucked.

I took one good glance at my room. The faded paint on the walls reminded me, once again, that our former mansion needed to be rejuvenated. That, however, would cost a lot of money – money that we didn’t have. We had food and it wasn’t an issue, but we couldn’t buy things as we used to five years ago. So much changed because of the Coronavirus for me and dad. It wasn’t his fault his business went downhill.

The gloomy look of my bedroom wasn’t going to impede me from doing the right thing. I positioned the lights and the camera, and then recorded myself while I talked about my life. A low number of subscribers or not, I was still going to finish this video. I needed to vent. Talking about the stuff that happened in my life with my work friend wasn’t enough. I could never feel that I was being fully honest with her whenever she came here to check up on me.

I talked and talked in front of the camera, and then edited the video before uploading it. It was going to take one frigging hour for the upload to finish. Jeez, I wished I had a better internet, but out here, the ISP was afraid of installing their fiber connection. People will steal the cables or do something just as horrible to them. I could almost hear one of their representatives telling me that.

Upon finishing the upload, I didn’t feel disappointed that the video drew less than 20 views and not one comment or like a couple of hours since it aired. I sighed. No point persisting with my YouTube career. It was never going to work.

I opened up Tinder and began swiping. I had some matches, but never talked to them. Why should I do that when my destiny was set anyway? Job or not, a boyfriend or not, I was set to marry Marat Popov. He would make me live with him in Russia and I would have to learn their language, their culture and do all the other things I didn’t feel like adding to my life.

When it came time for dinner, I sat down with dad and filled my plate. Not sure how much I was going to eat, though. Just enough not to lose more weight, I imagined. “Put some more,” my dad affirmed once he glanced at my plate.

I said nothing. I was still resentful he said those things to me before, and firing myself didn’t make me feel jubilant about what life held in store for me. If only I had a good job and a lot of money, I could build an independent life and not have to worry about Marat ever again. I knew what he did for a living, and I didn’t like it one bit.

While we dined, dad said, “I’m not sorry I said those things. You need to learn to take responsibility.”

I sighed. I felt like strangling him right now. Couldn’t we at least have one peaceful dinner together?

“I do take responsibility. What do you think I’ve been doing with my life? Wasting it until I have to marry that son of a bitch?”

“I don’t tolerate that kind of tone.”

“Then kick me out of here. I don’t have anything to lose. Not anymore, anyway.”

A moment of pause while he glared at me. “No, you will live here until the next month. It has all been arranged. You’ll marry him when we go there again.”

I tightened my grip on the fork. I felt like hurling it at him, but contained myself. He was my father and I would never hurt him, despite this whole forced marriage bullshit.

“I’m not going to marry someone I don’t like!”

“And you think it was easy for me? I learned to love your mother after I married her.”

A moment of pause. The memory of what happened to my mom still hurt me so much. I held a tear back. He couldn’t know his words made me a bit weaker right now.

“Whatever,” I said before eating the rest of the dinner on my plate.

I refrained from looking at him before going to the sink and cleaning my plate and cutlery. Since we didn’t have maids working for us anymore, we needed to do the dishes ourselves. And, I would rather do this now instead of later.

I then got into my room and plopped down on my bed. The last thought I had in my mind before falling asleep was: what was my life going to be like from now on?
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I STOPPED THE CAR WHEN the traffic light turned red, other vehicles stopping with us. The sound of the rain filled the atmosphere outside and inside the vehicle. The light poles cast warm lights that contrasted with the overall gloomy look of nighttime Kazan. Beside me was sitting my sister and she held in her arms my nephew.

“So, how much time do you think it’s going to take to get there?” She asked.

“Not too much time. Artur will have everything he needs. Don’t worry.”

“I know you love your nephew, but I was thinking that he would love to have a cousin of his own.”

My heart leaped. “You know I don’t think about that sort of thing. Natalie will come, but I’m not sure we...”

“Will work?” She finished for me. “You will be fine together. I know you will. I met her before many times, as did you.”

I sighed. “You don’t know that. I know she doesn’t like me.”

“Well, her father also married someone he didn’t like initially. They were doing fine until, well, you know what happened...”

She wiped one tear that just ran down her cheek. “I shouldn’t have brought that up. Sorry,” she finished.

I remembered her. She was so good and kind to us. But then, what had to happen, happened, and she was snatched away from us as if she had never existed. I swore that day never to let something like that happen ever again. It never would. My family was the most important thing in the world for me.

The light turned green and I drove down the road. “It’s okay, sis. She is with us still. I’m sure God has found a good place for her with him.”

“I hope so.”

Some minutes of silence ensued while I continued to drive us to our destination. Then, she said, “you need to think about your life. You never had a girlfriend.”

“I haven’t found the right woman, and no, Natalie isn’t the one.”

“But dad said-”

“I respect his choice, but he is bed-ridden. I will soon have to make choices on my own for me and our family.”

She looked into my eyes while I drove. “You can’t break the tradition. It’s what has kept our family healthy and powerful here in Kazan.”

I bit my lower lip. I wasn’t thinking about doing something like that anytime soon, but there was no denying the thought tempted me. How could Natalie’s family continue to help us? They could barely keep things together for them in Raleigh. I knew tradition was important, but pretending the current situation was different could doom us.

“Maybe it’s time for changes to be made,” I uttered.

“Don’t even try. The rest of the family would never forgive you.”

“Yeah, you’re right, but I’m not about to let ‘tradition’ doom us all. People can be convinced.”

“And you need to look past the things that happened in your life. Just because that woman – whatever her name was – did those things, it doesn’t mean Natalie is a bad girl too.”

“She is like 10 years younger than me. Don’t you think that marrying someone like her is wrong?”

“Tradition is unbreakable,” she said when a loud motorcycle drove right past us, “and you know she needs guidance. Maybe all she needs is you.”

“I’m not in the business to pretend I’m some kind of shrink,” I said right back at her.

Mila was going to tell me one more thing when we reached the supermarket. I parked the car and she seemed to have changed her mind. Artur held to her gently and was almost falling asleep. He still sneezed and his eyes looked redder than normal. He had the flu and almost all the shops were closed at this time of the night. This was the only place where Mila could buy his medicine.

“You’ll be alright by yourself in there?” I questioned.

“Sure thing. Just take care of Artur for now,” she said before handing him to me.

I watched as she walked into the supermarket. I wasn’t paranoid, but I needed to make sure she would be alright. There were far too many people trying to kill us. Other families smelled blood when they realized what our current situation was really like. They knew we were
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