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Dedication
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To Michael Parks,

My Vanya





                              I have a family.

                              And they have me.

                              They have me.

                              They have me.
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Grigoriy and Nika Osinov were young university professionals when they vanished from Moscow in 1987. They did not lock their door on the way out. Mrs. Osinov neglected to even take her purse. The landlord at their tenement building, which overlooked Tverskaya Street, found the apartment eerily pristine. The table was set. Food still in the refrigerator. And something that, in light of the rumors of sorcery, terrified him: the startling movement of a crow, which had been sitting on the table, suddenly flying out the open window.

Dr. Daniel Westin

New York Times article
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One

My mother puts a lot of stock in dreams. She says she dreamed of me before I was born, knew the color of my eyes and hair. She named me Adrienne in her sleep, and that’s the name she gave me when I came along, blond haired and blue eyed just as she’d predicted. The night I lost my father, she dreamed a heart-monitor line went flat. But I’m not a superstitious person, or one inclined to believe in the magical or the supernatural. So I’m not alarmed, just annoyed, when, the morning my stepfather and I are leaving on our trip, Mom wakes from a nightmare about what will happen to us in Siberia.

She’s talking about it, totally agitated, when I wander in for breakfast. She’s flipping pancakes as she speaks. The pancakes are falling apart. Dan, my stepfather, watches her. He is on the tall side, thin, and his teeth are a tiny bit too big for his mouth, giving people the perception he is smiling.

But he’s not smiling right at the moment. The look on his face says, Oh shit, we were almost home free and now this stupid dream.

Jason, the stepbrother who was foisted on me seven years ago, lounges at the breakfast table in an old T-shirt and board shorts, looking amused. He’s just jealous because he wanted to go on this trip—if only to meet some Russian girls on the way to Siberia—and I’m going instead. Or, I think I’m still going.

“It was terrible!” Mom exclaims.

I glance at Dan. “Let me guess. Mom had a dream.”

“Just a dream,” Dan says quickly, directing that at Mom more than at me, his tone reassuring and just a little dismissive. “Dreams mean nothing. They’re just chemical reactions in the cerebral cortex that occur during REM sleep. . . .”

Great, Dan. Calm her right down with geekspeak.

My real father was a quiet district attorney, a man of few words, with body language that never gave away his game. Dan is a frenetic anthropologist with jazz hands. His hands are busy right now, in the air, helping form his nonsense about REM sleep.

“Nothing’s going to happen to me, Mom.” I go to her and touch her shoulder, feel the tension there. She flips another pancake. It tears in half. I’ll be having scrambled pancakes for breakfast, with a side of nightmare.

She shakes her head. “You and Dan were sleeping in tents, and then they came through the woods with knives and sliced your tent open.”

They. She’s talking about the Osinovs, the family of mysterious Siberian hermits Dan has been studying for years. He’s an anthropologist at the University of Denver, and a very well respected one—at least he was . . . until last month.

“Then what?” Jason asks. My stepbrother seems eager to hear about horrible things done to me even in my mom’s subconscious. He’s thoughtful that way.

“I woke myself up screaming.”

“Sorry, Jason,” I say. “She didn’t get to the beheading part.”

“Stop it,” Mom orders, shooting me a fierce look. “This isn’t a joke.”

I roll my eyes. Some girls are stricken with Resting Bitch Face. I’ve got Argument Bitch Face, in which my mild features turn into an unconscious embodiment of Teenage Attitude when I’m about to state my case. And my voice. I can’t keep the sarcasm out of my voice at such times. It’s like trying to take the calories out of a cupcake. What I want to say out loud but cannot is that the crazy, possibly murderous Osinov family won’t sneak up on me with knives because there is no family. They’re just another legend like bigfoot and the Loch Ness monster. But I can’t say that out loud because Dan has based his entire academic career on them. Dan’s article “The Vanished: The Story of the Osinovs” was published three years ago in the New York Times and made him a star. That is until Sydney Declay, badass journalist and my own personal hero, wrote the now-famous article in the Washington Post last month debunking the whole thing.

“It’s perfectly safe,” Dan assures her, rising on his toes like he always does when he’s excited, which is often, jazz hands going, words pouring out. “Remember I’ve done it twice, and Adrienne is a smart, responsible girl, and she’ll be with me at all times, please, honey, this is a trip of a lifetime. . . .” He lowers his heels to the ground, raises them again, as though performing an exercise to strengthen his calves.

“A trip of a deathtime,” Jason chimes in.

I glare at him. “Shut up, Jason.”

He laughs evilly. Dan pauses for breath. Mom shakes a dollop of butter onto my sad pancake, sloppy as an unmade bed. Her eyes are troubled. I’ve been begging to go for months, have finally gotten permission, inoculations, a ticket, everything, and now it’s all going to hell.

It’s rare that Dan and I find ourselves on the same side. Sure, he usually wants to be on my side. He’s still trying to fill that void where my father used to be. It’s weird to be allies with him. But I find myself drifting over next to him as though our argument will be more powerful if we are standing closer together.

“Adrienne wants to be a reporter,” Dan says. “She needs to see the world.” A wave of guilt rushes through me at his words. I wish I believed in his Russian family. But it’s like belief in anything. I need proof, and wouldn’t he have found it by now if it existed? Besides, Sydney did an amazing job of discrediting him with her article.

“I wouldn’t bring her if I didn’t think it was safe,” he adds.

I join in the argument. “I’ll be going with a whole crew.” Two people at least. “And a guide.”

“Dan, she’s a seventeen-year-old girl!” Mom protests.

“Eighteen in three months,” I say.

Jason’s already halfway through his pancake. “I’m nineteen. And I’m a guy.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask. “Like, a girl can’t make it in the woods? Besides, why do you want to go? You’re not interested in Russia. You’ve never been out in the woods, and you’re not a reporter.”

“You’re not a reporter,” Jason sneers. “Editor in chief of the Rosedale High student paper means absolutely nothing.”

“My article on fracking ran in the Denver Times, douchebag,” I shoot back.

“Jason,” Dan said severely, “stop making fun of your sister. At least she has goals. She didn’t flunk out of community college for missing half her classes.”

Jason winces. I stifle a snicker.

“Whatever,” he says. “Siberia sucks, anyway.”

“It’s freezing there,” Mom says. She stares down at the new pancake, wanting to guard it till it grows up perfect.

Dan’s getting annoyed now. It’s two hours before we leave for the plane, and I can see the exasperation on his face. “We’ve been over this again and again. Siberia warms up in June.” His hands rise in the air. Is he trying to communicate heat rising off the earth? Who knows.

“Unless there’s a freak snowstorm,” Jason pipes in. “You’ve mentioned that possibility, Dad.”

“God, Jason.” I’m exasperated now. “Don’t you have anything better to do than ruin my trip? Go fail at something.”

Mom’s pancake is now burning, and she hasn’t noticed. Dan reaches over and moves her pan off the burner.

“Are you packed, Adrienne?” he asks pointedly. “You need to double-check your supplies.”

Mom gives him a look. She has a pretty mild appearance. Hair down to her shoulders, a heart-shaped face. But her eyebrows are monsters. They can take an argument and bend it like a pretzel. And now her eyebrows are slowly contorting.

“The dream,” she says again, as though those two words are all she needs to keep me in Boulder all summer.

I let out my breath. “You can die anywhere. At any time. Out of the blue. Just minding your own business.”

Mom gives me a look. I see the grief that never goes away. I shouldn’t have said this.

“I’m sorry.”

She shrugs. We’re great communicators.

I quickly change the subject. “Imagine how this will look on my college applications. And you know I have to get a scholarship to go to Emerson. You know we can’t afford it.”

I realize that in trying to divert Mom’s attention, I’ve accidentally slammed Dan and his habit of draining our money away on his fruitless wild-goose chases.

“You know what I mean,” I add lamely.

“The university is providing a Thuraya satellite phone,” Dan says, ignoring my remark. “That’s the best there is. We’ll be in constant contact with the outside world.” He seems weary, dejected. His hands aren’t waving anymore. They’re hiding in his pockets. Maybe I’ve made him sad with the budget talk.

“Bears.” My mother quickly moves on to other arguments. “Wolves.”

“Osinovs,” Jason pipes up.

“The guide will have a gun, and we’ll all carry bear spray,” Dan insists. One hand struggles free of his pocket, points a finger for emphasis. “This is not some crazy stunt.”

“And this family?” she asks. “This group of hermits or lunatics or whatever they are supposed to be? What if Adrienne runs into them?”

“Based on all my research,” Dan retorts, using the kind of professorial sentence structure that usually annoys me but now might bolster my case, “the Osinovs were a harmless yet eccentric couple when they disappeared thirty years ago. I don’t believe these crazy tales of their being dangerous.” He doesn’t mention his source, Yuri Androv, and his tale of being captured and menaced by the legendary family before he managed to escape.

“Your source says the family kidnapped him,” Mom reminds Dan.

“And if you read the article—” Dan retorts.

“I’ve read the article, Dan.” Mom’s getting pissed.

“If you read the article,” he insists, “you’d know that I don’t believe he was ever in any danger. Yuri exaggerates. But I do believe he was at their campsite. Too many details ring true. The Osinovs wouldn’t have hurt him.”

The Osinovs. He must have said that name ten thousand times. And I’m really sick of hearing it.

Mom flips the burned pancake onto a plate. I know she will eat it herself because she hates waste and because she’s the mom. She tries one more time. “Okay, Dan, but something you’ve never explained is why now? What’s the hurry?”

I study Dan’s face to see the reaction. He looks flustered. He doesn’t say anything at first.

I know a secret. I know why now. I know what’s the hurry.

There’s a very fine line between being a reporter and a snoop, and I crossed it last month, a few days after Sydney Declay’s article came out. I got the mail that day and noticed a letter for Dan from the chairman of the anthropology department. That night, I watched Dan’s face as he read it. Something was up. Something urgent and serious. That night, after everyone was asleep, I went into his office, found the letter, and took a photo of it with my iPhone. It began: “Dear Dr. Westin . . .” A sure sign that Dan was in trouble because he and the chairman had been friends for thirty years. Why such an icy greeting? As I read on, I found out why: Sydney Declay’s article had not only humiliated Dan, it had embarrassed the entire university, and if Dan didn’t find proof of the Osinovs, they were going to pull his grant.

He’d already taken out a second mortgage on the house. I had learned that from another midnight raid. So that’s why now. I watch Dan’s face go dark.

“Because,” he says at last. “Next year it will be too late.”

“Too late for what?” Mom asks.

Dan doesn’t answer.

The look on his face makes me wince. But whenever I start feeling too bad for him, I think of all the things he’s ruined. Like my life. Like our well-built, well-balanced family that liked to hike in the woods and believed in very little except one another. Then my dad died and Dan swept into the house, bringing his dumb son and his belief in the Osinovs. It reminded me of a particularly fervent brand of Christianity, except the Osinovs weren’t coming back; they were supposedly here already. Dan has the glassy-eyed stare of the true believer. He never misses a chance to tell me about some new detail he’s found through his research—all word-of-mouth, legend, rumor. Things my father would have dismissed from any trial. The tool that Yuri Androv, his main source, claimed the eldest son used to cut firewood. The mystical powers of the father. The fishermen downstream who claim to get a glimpse of two brothers fishing from a crude boat. The shoe sole—Grigoriy Osinov’s size—found at the remains of an old campsite, along with a charred biography of the life of Carl Linnaeus, the botanist with whom Osinov was obsessed. The letters Osinov wrote his cousin detailing his escape plan. Every tiny item in the proof of their existence has been discussed at the dinner table.

And I’m tired of that life.

Tired of Dan’s religion.

Yes, I want to write the article and get into journalism school. But I also want to be free. Free of the Osinovs forever.

Jason doesn’t go to the airport with us. He’s got a very important Call of Duty: Zombies battle to fight in the rec room downstairs. Mom, of course, has to go with us to make me feel guilty every mile to the airport. Soon as we pull out of the neighborhood, she starts in again. Am I sure I’m going to go? Why don’t I stay home with her this summer? In return, she’ll take me to Montana. Haven’t I always wanted to go to Montana? It will be just the two of us. . . .

From the back seat, I watch Dan’s hands tighten on the wheel. I know they are dying to join the argument. “Martha, stop trying to bribe her with a trip to Montana. She wants to go with me!”

He and Mom start at it again, and I decide it’s a good time to tune them out. I take out the Dictaphone I bought online—the same one Sydney Declay uses—and speak softly into it.

It’s a bright, clear summer day outside as we set off for Denver International Airport, full of those plans and dreams and expectations that always happen before a trip, but this trip is bigger, deeper, darker, and more vast than any I’ve taken in my life. I wonder, What is the day like in Siberia? Will the landscape represent the one whose—

Dan gasps. The tires screech as the car brakes hard, out of nowhere, jerking me out of my reporting. I can hear Mom shriek as I’m jerked forward and back again. The Dictaphone flies out of my hand. The car is still. A brief silence and then Mom whips her head around.

“Adrienne! Are you okay?”

“I’m okay, Mom,” I manage shakily. I’m confused and disoriented and rattled. It’s like Siberia reached out a paw from across the world and disrupted a simple thing like a car moving down pavement.

Dan peers into the road ahead.

“Dan!” Mom has a hand on her chest, breathing hard. “Why did you slam on the brakes? Are you trying to get us killed?”

He turns to her, eyes wide. “Did you see the little girl?”

“Little girl?” Mom echoes. “What little girl?”

My heart steadies. I look around us. We’re alone.

Dan shakes his head. “I’m telling you, there was a little girl standing in the middle of the road.”
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Two

By some miracle, there are no other incidents before we arrive at the terminal, although I’m still a bit rattled from the near-accident we had on the way to the airport at the hands of some jaywalking phantom. And I’m feeling a little whiplashed, not the best condition to be in when you’ve got such a long flight ahead of you.

Dan saw a ghost in the road, almost killed us, I whisper into my Dictaphone. Good times already.

Dan and I get out and Mom tells us goodbye. “It’s so hard to be a parent,” she whispers, holding me tight.

“We’ve got to hurry,” Dan says, glancing at his watch. “There might be a line.”

“It’s okay, Mom,” I reassure her, extracting myself from her grip. “I’ll text you when we land.”

I watch her kiss Dan goodbye. He’s dressed up in Anthropology Geek activewear: chino pants, flannel shirt, a Gore-Tex upland field hat, and Birkenstocks. He’d wear Birkenstocks to the moon. It’s still hard to see him kissing her when my dad should be there instead. The two men have different kissing styles. Dad turned his head a certain way, used his hands more. Dan still looks awkward doing it, like he’s on a first date.

After some final, tearful instructions, Mom takes off and we breathe a sigh of relief.

“I’m glad that’s over with,” Dan mutters. “For a minute there I thought she wasn’t going to let you go.”

“Thanks for helping me calm her down,” I reply, trying to keep the guilt out of my voice. He wouldn’t have been so eager to help me if he’d known the working title of the article I’m writing: “Wild-Goose Chase.” Intriguing subtitle: “Crazy stepdad drags long-suffering girl into the Siberian wilderness in pursuit of the legendary hermit family.” What journalism program could resist me?

Speaking of journalism . . .

“What did the little girl look like?” I ask.

“Little girl?”

“You know. The one in the road.”

He shrugs. “It happened so fast. Maybe it was, I don’t know . . .” He searches for the words, two fingers of his right hand spinning as though turning the wheel of his brain. “I barely slept last night, and the malaria pills gave me nightmares.”

“Makes sense,” I say. Dan does have a habit of believing in things that aren’t there. He takes off for the ticket counter, and I hurry to catch up with him. I checked in this morning on my phone, but Dan is back in the twentieth century when paper tickets were all you used. I stand in line behind him as he fumbles for his itinerary. He’s rising on his toes again. Kind of a perilous habit when you’re wearing Birkenstocks. I’m hoping he doesn’t topple over. I’m excited too, because I really feel that this last doomed trip of his obsessive quest will make a good story. Maybe even a great story. Maybe even a story featured in the New York Times.

Sydney Declay once said: “A great reporter can really feel a story in the air, know it before they even meet it. It’s this intuitive response to what will be fantastic on the written page that distinguishes the pros from the amateurs.”

And I’m going to be one of the pros.

My phone buzzes. It’s a text from my best friend, Margot. Good luck finding that family. I’ve located the daddy. A picture of bigfoot appears on-screen. My thumb, which holds much of my sarcasm, locates a photo of Jim Morrison on the internet. Not the early Jim Morrison but the late version, hairy and bearded and wild-looking. I text Margot back.

No, this is the daddy. He was last seen doing heroin in Paris.

Just before we get on the plane, I make one more phone call.

“You’ve reached William Cahill,” the voice says. “Please leave your message at the sound of the beep.” I loved the way my father said his own name. He used to take me to his law offices when I was a little girl and he’d answer the phone: William Cahill. So authoritative and calm. My mother got rid of his clothes and his books after he died, but she let me keep his phone, paid the fee every month to keep it going even though money was tight. I’ve got to give her that.

This is my first trip ever out of the US. My first trip out of Boulder. My father would have been the first to cheer me on.

Dan glances at me. “Who was that?” he asks.

I click my phone off.

“No one.”

Ten hours later, our Boeing 747 still has a way to go before we land in Moscow. From there we will fly to Abakan and then drive to a tiny settlement, pile into a boat, and travel up the river into remote Siberia. We’re meeting the crew in Moscow. There are two of them. A man and a woman, both Russians. Dan has gone to Siberia twice before with them. I’ve heard all about this crack crew: Lyubov and Viktor. How smart and dedicated and knowledgeable they are, and how close they all thought they’d come the last expedition, until bad weather had slowed them down and their supplies had dwindled and they’d had to return. Lyubov, the woman, especially intrigues me. She sounds completely badass. I wonder if she and Viktor really believe in the quest or if they’re just doing it for money or adventure. I figure I’ll have plenty of time to ask them.

Dan thoughtfully got us seats side by side, so I can’t use my trusty digital recorder. I’ve spent the last hours studying my English-Russian travel guide. I’ve been learning words and phrases the past couple of months and can now ask, “How much for salted herring?” or say, “I think I missed the bus.” Essential communication in the Siberian wilderness. And if I am kidnapped by the Osinovs, I can say: “Please don’t eat me. I am from Boulder and my flesh is inferior.” Well, not that eloquently, but I can get the point across.

I close the travel guide, tired of learning, and look out the window. The cloud bank stretches out below us; pure blue sky is all I see above it. It’s June, but up here, it’s nothing. No time, no seasons. I suppose Sydney Declay would be already writing her article, and so wearily I open my laptop. “Even before I enter a foreign environment, I begin to put words on a page,” Sydney once wrote. “Thoughts, feelings, bursts of conversation around me. Although I have no idea how an article will shape itself, I know that a story is like a tourist in a foreign land. Every bit of direction that you can give it is appreciated.”

Since there are not a lot of newsworthy events here on the plane—NEWSBREAK: the baby in the seat behind us just let out a screech that I feel up and down my spine—I start typing my thoughts.

Those crazy Osinovs. Peaceful hunter-gatherers? Cannibals? Sorcerers? Fairy tale? Depends on who you ask. Five years ago, the family supposedly kidnapped Yuri Androv, a reporter from Kiev, Dan’s most trusted source, and according to Sydney Declay, a liar and a drunk. The story he told seemed to confirm all the pieces my stepfather had put together—that somehow this young, extremely religious married couple had fled Moscow thirty years before, had journeyed up the Erinat River, and had a family of their own—one that grew up with no known contact with any civilization. Dan’s breathless recounting of Yuri’s wild tale seemed hyperbolic even to me—a mere tween at the time I read it. But the colorful Russian’s account of the ordeal was so detailed, so passionate, that I could understand how someone as dedicated to the story as my stepfather could believe it—minus the kidnapping theatrics. But what I don’t understand is, after what Sydney Declay dug up, why does Dan still believe it today?

It’s time for a little investigative journalism. I pause, close the laptop, glance at Dan, who is busily going over some notes, making little scribbles in the margins.

“What are you doing?” I ask him.

He puts down his pen. “Just checking a few things. Want to make sure I get the crew up to speed first thing. Lots of moving parts on this trip. The weather should be good, but you never know. You’ll like them, Adrienne, those two. And I couldn’t get the guide I wanted this time, but I got the next best thing, his son. He’s supposed to be great!”

There it is, the patter of Dan’s speech getting faster. He’s supercharged, so confident. I don’t want to kill his good mood so that he clams up, so I’m very careful when I introduce the subject.

“I can’t wait to meet Lyubov,” I begin. “She must be so interesting.”

“She is! Just got divorced over the spring. I never met the husband, but I can’t imagine anyone wanting to divorce such a fascinating person.” His fingers are spread out, jabbing at the air, underscoring how dumb the ex-husband must have been.

“So Yuri Androv’s invitation must have gotten lost in the mail.”

A look of annoyance crosses Dan’s face. His fingers fold up and drop into his lap. “What invitation?” he asks.

“You know, to go on the trip. Didn’t he go on the last trip?”

Dan seems to deflate a little. “Yes, he did,” he says guardedly. “But I haven’t been in touch with him since . . .”

“Sydney Declay’s article came out?” I ask. Despite Dan’s apparent enthusiasm to discuss all things Osinov, he has never discussed the article with me. His eyebrows go up.

“You read the article?” he asks.

Of course I did. About fifty times. “Yeah,” I say.

He’s silent for a moment. He rips open a tiny bag of pretzels. “What did you think?” he asks, and then dives in with his own opinion before I can even answer. “It was a total hatchet job. She came into it with an agenda and it was evident in every sentence. She’s always promoted herself on the backs of dedicated researchers. Just remember, Adrienne”—he shakes the pretzel at me like a lecture ruler—“being a skeptic is easy. It’s belief that’s hard, and her article did nothing to shake my belief in that family.”

“But what about the part where Yuri made up that other story out of thin air?”

Dan bites the pretzel, chews, and swallows before he answers. “The one where he took enemy fire with a group of Chechen rebels?”

“Right. She proved he was in Kiev at the time.”

He shrugs. “So, yes, he can tell a tall tale. I don’t believe every single story he slung at me while getting drunk on vodka. The man thinks he’s bigger than life. That doesn’t mean he lied about the Osinovs.”

“No, but I can understand that if you find out someone lied about one thing, it’s harder to believe them from then on. He’s lost credibility. My dad used to talk about that a lot when he’d put a witness on the stand.”

Dan crumples the pretzel bag and stuffs it in the seat pocket in front of him. Maybe I shouldn’t have brought my dad up and how awesome he was. “I still believe Yuri,” he says, a bit defensively. “There are too many things that match the accounts of Grigoriy Osinov’s cousin in Moscow. Physical descriptions, items that were missing from the original apartment, books and tools . . .”

“She explains how Yuri could have faked all that by tracking down original source material.”

“I know, but the campsite I found, the shoe, the book for God’s sake . . .”

“But that book—”

He cuts me off with a look as frozen as the tundra. I’ve gone too far and I know it. Because the most damning thing Sydney Declay wrote in her article was her theory that my stepfather, desperate to hold on to his academic credibility, had planted that charred book in the old campsite.

That was the shot heard round the world. An attack not only on Dan’s theories but his character, as well.

I should have been outraged on his behalf. But I have to admit, I couldn’t say for sure that he hadn’t faked the evidence he claimed to find. He seemed like a generally honest guy. But he’d been so obsessed with the Osinovs, so increasingly desperate for others to believe what he did—was it possible?

Dan has stopped talking to me. His knuckles stand out as he scribbles in the margins of his notebook. His annoyance, at me or the situation, has made his handwriting a little wilder so I can’t really read it. Probably: stepdaughter, traitor.

“Hey, Dan,” I say placatingly. “I’m a reporter. I have to look at things from all angles.”

He doesn’t answer me. I think he’s gone radio silent, which is rare from Dan. But suddenly he drops his pen, pipes up again. “Wait and see. I’m this close”—he moves his thumb and forefinger an inch apart—“to finding their live campsite. And when I do, I’m not only going to write another article for the New York Times, I’m gonna write a book about it. It’s going to be called: Hiding in Siberia: The Story of the Osinovs. And I’m going to sell the film as a documentary to the Discovery Channel. Won’t that be remarkable?”

The religious tone is back in his voice.

“Remarkable,” I say, trying to keep my own voice sincere.

Hiding in Siberia. “Wild-Goose Chase.” Our expectations, outcomes, plans, and articles are completely at odds with one another. If my dad had believed in this family, if he was taking me to Russia, I would have been all in. I had faith back then. Faith in him, faith in magic. Faith in everything. All that went away the night he died.

“You’re going to be proud of your dad,” Dan suddenly declares.

I’m momentarily confused. Then I realize he’s talking about himself.

I fold my arms. Stepdad, I think.

Finally we land in Moscow. The plane bumps hard. A startled gasp from the passengers as we feel a lighter bump and then the smooth runway. The passengers applaud.

I turn on my phone, wait for the connection, and text my mother.

Alive so far.






 



Relatives of the Osinovs—of whom there are many, although few are inclined to speak of them—are divided on the subject of whether Grigoriy Osinov was truly a victim of persecution or only imagined he was before he fled with his wife and infant son up the Erinat River in a dugout canoe. Rumors among hunters and fishermen persisted for years, of sightings of not just the Osinov family but of several more children. One local man claimed to have, but could not produce, the jar that, fifteen years ago, was supposedly discovered floating in the river. The label on the jar was a brand of sauerkraut that was discontinued in 1992. In the jar was a single piece of birch bark. And on that birch bark, one word had been scratched. Salt.

Dr. Daniel Westin

New York Times article
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Three

We’re in the airport in Moscow, sitting in a bar waiting for the crew to get in and meet us. I’m a little disappointed so far. My surroundings remind me of Denver: big shiny corridors, stores everywhere, girls dressed like supermodels. Gate numbers and store names are written in English and Russian. Even what looks like Burger King is helpfully translated into something I could never hope to pronounce.

Dan’s talking to me again in his patter: They should be here any minute, look for a young guy with dark hair, was kind of longish last time but maybe he’s cut it, and Lyubov has shoulders like a pro wrestler, she’s an extreme skier too, did I tell you that? I’ve decided to shut my yapper about Yuri, for the next little while and possibly for the remainder of my trip. At least with Dan. I can always hit up one of the crew and see what they think.

The bartender comes over. He’s big, with a black, thick beard, and looks like the kind of Russian man I’d expect to see. Dan orders, in fluent Russian, something that I know must be nonalcoholic, because Dan doesn’t drink. I don’t drink much either, but I’ve decided that I need to stretch my comfort zone, and after quickly perusing the menu, I order French fries and one of the Russian beers on tap. I order in part English, part Russian, with just a touch of millennial slang. Hardly the universal language, but the bartender seems to make sense of it all. He takes out a glass and starts drawing a light brew from the tap.

Dan raises an eyebrow at me. “Beer?” he asks. “Since when do you drink beer, Adrienne?”

“I drink beer from time to time,” I fire back. “I’m an adult.”

“You’re seventeen.”

“Almost eighteen. Come on, Dan, I’m a reporter. I need a beer and a cool hat.”

“That’s not what makes a good reporter.” He taps his head. “Keeping your wits makes you a good reporter.”

“Sure, Dan,” I say. The bartender comes over with our drinks. I take a sip. It tastes warm and mysterious. The froth sticks to my upper lip. I dab it off with a napkin while Dan nurses a seltzer water with a single lime.

He looks at his watch. “Where are they?” he asks to no one in particular.

“Jeez, Dan, they’re five minutes late.” He gives me the eye. Dan’s obsessions with time and schedules are just another reason he’s the life of any party, even a Russian one.

I look around and drink my beer. No one looks remotely interesting. There’s a tired-looking young couple—American or otherwise, I don’t know—and an old man in a business suit muttering something in French into a cell phone.

“Did you text your mother?” Dan reminds me.

“Right when we landed.”

“Easy on that beer.”

“I’m fine.” Jeez, the man is a nag. If he ever did run into the Osinovs, he’d probably harp on them for not getting in touch with him in all these years, and they’d rue the day they were ever discovered.

The beer is unusual and easy to drink. I’m already halfway through when Lyubov and Viktor arrive a few minutes later. Dan lets out a long, relieved breath and stands to greet them.

Lyubov, what a woman. Looks about midtwenties; dark red hair; almost black eyes; bushy, untamed brows; and a body to kill for. Or to run from, depending. She’s got on a tight sweater and I can see the bulge of her biceps. Her jutting boobs look firm enough to hypnotize any man, even one who’s been hiding in the woods for thirty years. She could crush me with a hug. Her handshake is a vise. I wonder if she threw discus as a child and pushed around baby oxen in an enormous doll carriage.

Viktor looks more typical. Young guy, scruffy beard, playful eyes, an earring through one lobe, and hair that reaches his shoulders. The Russian equivalent of Bob Dylan must play on his iPod, which sticks out of the front pocket of his faded jeans.

Dan makes the introductions. “This is Adrienne, my daughter,” he says proudly.

“Stepdaughter,” I say before I can help myself.

Dan doesn’t miss a beat, though. He’s up on his toes. “She’s the one who wants to be a reporter!” he exclaims, sweeping a hand toward me. If Dan only knew my real mission, he wouldn’t have shared his frequent flier miles so readily.

“Great!” Lyubov enthuses. “I am so tired of the men.”

“Well, now there’s one man you don’t have to put up with anymore,” Viktor says with brotherly affection.

“Your husband?” I ask her.

“Ex-husband,” she answers. “He is no more. I— How do you say it in English? Ditched him.”

“Sometimes we also say ‘punted.’” I shoot my foot out like I’m kicking a football.

“I should have punted him in the ass,” she says. “Always telling me what to do. Lyubov, do this. Lyubov, do that. Now I am free, and I can do what I want.”

“Bastard man,” Viktor enthuses. “Did not like him.” He grabs my shoulder and shakes it. “So happy you are hopping here from the world outside; we are deep-woods friends soon!” Viktor has a degree in English from WTF University. I like him immediately.

She and Viktor order shots. Dan’s still nursing his seltzer. I’m done with my beer. Their film equipment crowds the bar space. Dan has been through two expeditions with them, and yet his body language remains that of an acquaintance at best. I know the feeling. I want to record my immediate impressions of Viktor and especially Lyubov into my Dictaphone, but it seems awkward and a bit rude with them drinking right next to me. I order another beer, and Dan gives me a warning look.

“Oh, come on,” Lyubov says. “She’s a grown-up woman.”

“Not quite,” Dan counters. “She’s seventeen.”

“Seventeen is the age when you see the world and it is turned inside out like a . . . like a . . .” Viktor flounders in a mud pit of English grammar and washes himself clean with a stream of effortless Russian.

Lyubov sighs. “I would love to be seventeen again! Before I married the bastard. I wore no bra and didn’t listen to shit from anyone.”

Dan’s not big on swearing. He looks uncomfortable. The bartender comes back with two dark shots for the crew. They look like Jägermeister but smell a bit like cleaning fluid. The odor of a pristine bathroom floor that you’re vomiting on because you just drank whatever the hell that is. Dan gives an awkward toast.

“One more time up the mountain, folks!” he exclaims.

What a dork.

I clink my empty glass against the others and give Dan a look. Toasting with an empty glass will never be anything but sad. Lyubov throws back her head and downs her shot in one gulp. I watch it move in a lump down her long throat. No doubt the gears of her body now hum smoother. I’m already in love. After this journey is over, after I’ve published my article, I plan on
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