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Аннотация
Two women, one planet, incredible odds!
The online appearance of Anna, the rebellious daughter of Russian syndicate higher-ups, lands intelligence contractor, Jessica Ducat, a job in Kiev, Ukraine. But when Anna�s headstrong behavior destroys the operation, the only way to curtail the collateral damage is by fleeing with Anna through Ukraine to Turkey and across several seas.
Hampered by Anna�s Russian passport, tagged as belonging to a terrorist, and aided by a mysterious American, Jess uses ingenuity to overcome obstacles encountered en route to safety in the west. She fights for a young woman�s life against a backdrop of post Orange Revolution political unrest in Ukraine, relentless pursuers, and even nature itself. Rooted in actual events, the action is enmeshed in Russian politics, corruption and syndicate activity.


Morgan Stone
THE RUSSIAN FACTOR
A Novel Based on Actual Events

To Dad


PROLOGUE

It was entirely unlike Jack to vanish without a trace.
It�s what ended me up in a Soviet built Jeep, lurching and crashing along a goat trail in the mountains of southern Kazakhstan. Had that desolate landscape harbored a casual observer, we would have seemed an unlikely pair. My native driver was a man who looked ninety, but was probably not a day over forty. I was a woman in her mid-thirties, clinging to the rusty innards of a vehicle trying to toss me out. The driver had no idea I was a western intelligence contractor and to him, I was probably as out of place in his world as he would have been in Bloomingdales.
He�d told me his vehicle was called a Wahzeek and looked at me with a toothless grin every time the oil pan slammed into solid rock. I stifled the urge to look behind for puddles of oil, held on tight and stared straight ahead.
I couldn�t shake the gut wrenching feeling that Jack was dead. Worse, was thinking it was my fault. I figured I�d find an answer, one way or another, at an abandoned Soviet airfield, hours ahead along the boulder strewn trail. Some kind of communication breakdown, maybe, but this was Jack. He had never failed to make his reports on time using any method necessary. �Jack is a survivor!� Rolled around in my head like a mantra. He had flown fighters, bombers, and almost every bush-plane around for the last forty some-odd years.
High-altitude reconnaissance of the mountainous region revealed that Jack�s beloved Fieseler Storch, a vintage German liaison aircraft renowned for its unbeatable short takeoff and landing capabilities, hadn�t moved in three weeks. On top of that, there�d been no contact from Jack in over a month. It didn�t make sense that payments to the fake airfreight company I�d set up continued, while Jack�s deliveries hadn�t. When things stop making sense, I know something�s gone wrong.
Years before, Jack Reed had been my flight instructor. His flying-ace common sense and composure in the face of danger made him my first choice as a pilot for a specialized type of airfreight company. He knew the danger and I think he even enjoyed it, but most of all, he relished the opportunity to fly his vintage craft over some of the most challenging terrain on earth. He spoke little Russian and certainly not a word of the local dialect, but he felt comfortable among the people living on the abandoned airfield. He liked their simple way of life, and he loved the solitude and raw nature of the mountains.
Unlike the shepherds and peasants who lived in the hamlet year round, Jack and his Storch were only meant to be summer residents. Had I asked him though, he probably would have strapped skis on that old war-bird and gone on flying as long as it took to gather the evidence I needed. Mile after bone-jarring mile in the Wahzeek, I compulsively went over what could have gone wrong. It should have been simple. I had proof the subject�� client�� was moving nuclear material to a receiver in Iran. I could have pulled Jack out, but I wanted more. I wanted to know who the receivers were. Jack was an ace pilot, a friend, even a confidant, but certainly no spook. I cursed myself for adding the photo request to the time, routing, and cargo information he was already sending.
Another shuddering crunch and Bashir, my driver, asked yet again, what I wanted in that rocky wasteland that I couldn�t get in Shymkent. I answered patiently in halting Russian, knowing he understood only half of what I said, that I was working for a humanitarian organization and was looking for a pilot we sent out there. Bashir nodded as if he understood, but I could see he was hoping to convince me to turn back, sparing him and his vehicle.
Apart from the Internet security firm I run with my brother, my extracurricular sideline as an intelligence contractor has accustomed me to coming up with plausible reasons for being in various places with various people at various times. My stories are tailored to the recipient based on his or her level of knowledge, experience, and their need to know. Mostly they are intended to deflect questions while providing enough information to keep the questioner engaged in a task I need carried out. Such tasks can be as simple as driving me from Shymkent to the middle of nowhere, to as complex as entrapping the sellers of nuclear fission waste products. It was in that type of job I had involved Jack and his plane.
Under the guise of a fictitious no-questions-asked airfreight company, Jack kept tabs on a Russian crime syndicate of great interest to my employer. The syndicate needed someone willing to squeeze through mountain passes, below radar, while making impossibly dangerous landings in alpine meadows. All to deliver a product that would undeniably have made customs clearance inconvenient.
�Blyad!� My reluctant driver snapped.
The Russian expletive hit me as Bashir stomped on the brakes.
�Hit goat! Not good to kill man�s goat!� Bashir stopped the engine and climbed out.
It was a goat all right, but the stench made it clear, we hadn�t killed it. Bashir insisted on dragging it off the road. Lamenting the wasted meat, he threw a token handful of dirt on the carcass and muttered something in broken Russian about bad omens.
Getting back into the Wahzeek, it wasn�t bad omens worrying me. I�d seen the crusted blood around the animal�s eyes, nostrils and anus. The blackened feces and blood caked in the animal�s coat told me the poor creature lay on the road for a considerable time, literally bleeding out its entrails. Other than a tropical hemorrhagic pathogen like Ebola, the only thing I knew capable of killing an animal that way was radiation poisoning.
Bashir and I rode on in silence until, climbing onto a plateau, we saw the tattered windsock and ramshackle buildings of the former airfield. There was no one in sight as Bashir brought the Wahzeek to a stop by Jack�s Storch. �This should be place, but people, they should now be back from fields�� He said, hunched over the wheel, peering through the crazed filthy windshield.
�This is the place alright.� I agreed, my heart sinking.
The silence was broken by the occasional bleating of a few isolated sheep. Bashir mumbled something about going to collect them before wandering off. I was glad he was gone. It gave me a chance to conduct my search without distraction. At that moment in the bright sun, in a place which would be beautiful under other circumstances, I dared to hope I would find nobody in the buildings. Silently, I bargained with fate: �Let this be just a kidnapping. Let me find a ransom note. If I can just find a way to work this out, I�ll never push my luck like that again.�
Jack�s workshop was padlocked from the outside. I circled behind, thinking I might find him or some of the hamlet�s inhabitants in the huts they had taken over. A lone hen pecked in the dust. When I saw a dog on a stoop, its body contorted, long since desiccated, I realized the absence of dogs confirmed I would find no one. No one alive, anyway. Looking over, I saw Bashir halfway across the meadow, heading toward me with a sheep on a very short rope. I walked his way, smiling when I saw that he�d used his belt to restrain the uncooperative animal.
�Sheep very thirsty. Need water.� Bashir made his point by pulling the sheep�s head up by a handful of wool on the back of its neck. �No one take care sheep. Is very bad go, leave animals. No one here. I take sheep.�
�Sure, take the sheep.� I said, putting my thoughts in order, and then to keep him busy, �You better get the other ones.�
Bashir agreed. Rummaging some rope from the Wahzeek, he tied the sheep he had with him to the vehicle and set off for the other strays.
I walked around Jack�s Storch. He knew everything about that plane and took any opportunity to sing its praises as the best short-takeoff-and-landing craft ever made. There�s no way he would ever have let a layer of dust accumulate on it. I tried a door, it was unlocked. I wasn�t sure it even had locks. I flipped on the master switch and scanned the minimal instrument panel. The high-wing reconnaissance aircraft had full fuel tanks and a charged battery. On the seat lay Jack�s worn aeronautic and topographical charts, a thermos, his David Clarke headset and his leather gloves. The thermos was full. Jack had been about to leave when his plans changed.
Back in the Wahzeek, I thrashed around for something to break the lock on the workshop while the emaciated sheep yanked at its rope. I found a hammer, tried it out, and the hasp shattered on the first blow. The stench had me doubled over and gagging. Face up on the floor, right in front of me, was Jack�s decomposing body. Stumbling out the door, I might have cried out or maybe it was Bashir I heard shouting. He was running toward me, yelling about dead people, a terrible disease, an evil curse. He had no sheep with him now. He slashed the rope on the one tied to the Wahzeek and shooed it away.
Starting the motor, Bashir blurted, �People dead. Terrible sickness here! We stay, we die also!�
�People! Where?� I yelled.
�No! We go now! This place bad. Get in car!� The engine roared.
I knew it wasn�t a disease. Besides that, we�d already been exposed. I needed to know exactly what had happened. �Wait! Just a minute. You won�t die! Please, just wait.�
But he already had the Wahzeek in motion, all four wheels spraying a cloud of dust as he accelerated.
From outside the workshop, I smashed two front windows with the hammer. I needed the fresh air to get back inside. I reminded myself the corpse on the cement floor was just that. Jack, my friend, was no longer there, and I needed to put feelings aside and get on with it.
Heat and insect life hadn�t been kind to the corpse, but I didn�t see the telltale black puddles around body orifices. Near Jack�s right hand lay an empty vodka bottle. Another bottle, half-full, sat on the workbench. A note was stuck to it with radiation hazard tape. �Do not drink the water. Do not fuck with us!� Was scrawled in English.
Jack and I both knew that the secret cargo he carried on his circuitous flights to northern Iran consisted of small quantities of nuclear material in heavy but portable containment vessels. On the floor by the workbench lay one of those vessels, open and empty. Jack had been killed, and maybe the others, gruesomely, to send me a message.
I groaned, heading out to the plane. I grabbed the Geiger counter I�d insisted Jack carry and noted the radiation outside the workshop, elevated but not dangerous. Inside was another matter. The vodka bottle on the workbench emitted enough radiation to overload the Geiger counter. I swallowed hard and swung the counter low over Jack�s body. It registered, extreme. He must have ingested whatever isotope the messenger was using as a calling card, but it wasn�t what killed him. Discoloration and a strange twist to his neck told me he�d been strangled. I kept a level head, but rage and guilt weren�t making it easy. I wasn�t going to rest until those murderous bastards were brought to justice.
A report needed filing, and the cleanup crew needed calling for this fatal screw-up. It was the best I could do to shut down emotionally and work through a mental checklist. I started by recording my name, the time and details with my cellular PDA in movie-camera mode. With the PDA�s built in camera running, I swept the Geiger counter over various radiation sources. At the huts I recorded the radiation levels emitted by the dead dog. I couldn�t find the chicken I�d seen pecking around earlier, but while looking for it, I came across a big iron hand pump giving off enough radiation to be dangerous. I pumped a bucket of water into the trough. The Geiger counter shot off the scale.
�Don�t drink the water�� I recalled the note and the empty containment vessel. The bastards poisoned the well! One of the stray sheep, hearing the pump, ran for the trough.
�You�re not dying on my watch too!� I intercepted the sheep, shoving it away. The poor animal was so thirsty, all I could do was kick over the trough and let the puddle soak into the dirt. The well was the only source of water for the villagers and their animals. I tried not to think about other corpses I hadn�t found. I didn�t go into the huts, and I didn�t look for the bodies Bashir reported. I saw no more dogs and none of the normally ubiquitous mules, but there was an empty stable. Perhaps most of the villagers fled with their animals when the deaths and illness started. I wondered how far they got.
I finished my report by saying I would tell Jack�s family that he had disappeared in the mountains he loved. They could never have the body. It would be treated as a radioactive hazard. I knew my employers would ensure the area was cleaned and that the incident in Kazakhstan would become a mysterious local legend.
I sent an encoded message via satellite phone to my employer and whispered a miserable goodbye to Jack. The sun was setting as I pulled the chocks from the wheels of the Storch. I didn�t want to be there when the cleanup crew arrived. I walked a few hundred feet through the grass, checking for obstacles impeding take-off. Found a couple more dead animals that must have drank the water.
�Throttle to the wall!� as Jack would have said. �Release the brakes. Feel the tail bounce, then just a touch of down elevator and you�re rolling! Wait for takeoff speed, let the stick come back�� and the Storch just leaped into the air. A moment later, the sun that set on the meadow came up in a reverse sunrise to the west as the Fi 156 Storch climbed into golden light above the mountains.

ONE

Solid overcast truncated Vancouver�s North Shore mountains. I knew that somewhere up there fresh powder was blanketing the slopes. Down where I sluiced my bike through the overflowing gutters, it was just this side of sleet: a fairly typical winter morning commute.
Hamilton Street lay two blocks ahead, but the double parkers in front of Urban Fair Fine Foods had traffic in a cantankerous snarl. I could jump the sidewalk and risk clipping one of several oblivious pedestrians texting their way to work or take my chances with the cube vans and cabbies. I chose the latter, snaking through and out the other side to a chorus of honking and expletives.
Swinging the bike onto my shoulder, I keyed in the entry code and ducked inside before the door could slam the back wheel out of true yet again. I hung the bike on one of the inside storage units, intended to encourage biking to work, and stomped up the stairs to the office. Sandy, our sole and temporary employee, a co-op student from Simon Fraser University, was already at her desk.
�Jessica Ducat, you�re late.� Sandy chided, hanging up the phone.
�Got texted at four in the morning.� I said, snapping off my helmet. �And not even my mother calls me Jessica. �Jess� will do.� I unzipped, unclipped and worked at peeling out of my wet cycling gear.
�Well, Ms. Ducat, you�ll thank me when you see what I�ve got.� Sandy typed a series of commands and swung her monitor toward me. �Look, one of those IP addresses you wanted me to watch out for, made an appearance.�
�It was three in the morning. How did you notice it?�
�Actually, it was around lunchtime where this happened.� She corrected me. �I set up an app-to-text. You seemed pretty gung-ho about this stuff. Especially that one.� She pointed at an entry on her screen.
�Seventeen minutes and there�s even a post. Yeah, this could be it.�
�So, do I get the rest of the day off?� Sandy teased.
In my glorified storage locker of an office, I punched my workstation to life and logged in. The usual light smattering of email graced my screen. Nothing important, except to the senders. Contracts had become noticeably scarce since the disastrous events in Kazakhstan the year before. It was may fault. I just couldn�t muster interest in anything that wouldn�t lead me to Jack�s killers. I couldn�t let go. I couldn�t move on, and it was taking a toll on the business income. How much longer we could hold out, stress-testing the occasional network, was anyone�s guess.
Yaletown hadn�t been hip when Gavin and I set up an office in the corner of a long abandoned warehouse. Back then, it was a cheap place tech start-ups, like our two-person Internet security firm, went to get off campus. We didn�t know or care that someday the exposed brick and dangerous wiring would become all the rage.
Gavin and I are not just business partners. He�s my kid brother which makes me his big sister. But at well over six feet and astonishingly fit, my little brother is technically bigger than me. We had both garnered Masters Degrees in computer science in spite of the various distractions and detours we took along the way. As a kid, I�d liked puzzles, riddles, mazes and deceptions. I still do. In university, that passion led me to specialize in combinatorial algorithms and encryption. It sounds complex but is really all about creating complexity by combining simple equations. It gets fun when it�s used for hiding stuff in secret codes and puzzles. In a grown-up world it�s all about security and secrecy.
My brother�s formative years were spent taking things apart. Sometimes he would even put them back together; unless he had learned all he wanted, or decided the thing he dismantled was better off in pieces, like the lawnmower, for instance. His proclivity for down and dirty hands-on mucking with stuff led Gavin into a field of Computer Science pretentiously called, Very-Large-Scale-Integration. To everyone but those in that particular field, it�s pretty much hardware design.
We�d been raised in a wealthy and prestigious family with a brilliantly successful but violently alcoholic and womanizing oncologist father. Mother was an enabling, social climbing ex-nurse�� whom I consider self-absorbed and aloof, but of whom Gavin has always felt protective. We survived by looking out for each other as best we could, then and even now. As business partners, despite some interpersonal tension and our very different outlooks on life�� or perhaps because of them, we actually work effectively together. Our skills have proven complementary, and there�s the fact that neither one of us has fared well as employees. Thus, we started our little business and had somehow managed to pay most of the bills.
I pulled up the data that triggered Sandy�s 3:00 am text and skimming, found what I�d been waiting months for. An Internet address I traced back to the Menchikovskaya syndicate had suddenly become active. The user had logged on to a particular political chat site from a Menchikovskaya address then spent seventeen minutes putting up a post. It had me wondering if it was a lure or just someone within the syndicate-run business naive enough to visit or post on websites sure to be watched by western interests. Also suspicious was the fact that the Menchikovskaya network people hadn�t blocked this particular website.
Feelings like suspicion and hope are not only useless but dangerous in my line of work; a direct route to screw-ups. Best I could do was drag myself away for coffee before I did something stupid, like bring up the Menchikovskaya IP address on my own computer. At the very least, pouring and consuming a cup of coffee provides time to think things through. Besides, a hit of caffeine sure couldn�t hurt after the previous night�s interrupted sleep.
In the gap between my office and Gavin�s workshop-office, the coffee maker stood, plugged in, the crackling brown remains of last week�s coffee baked onto the pot. �Anybody think of unplugging this thing before heading off?�
�You were the last one out.� Sandy replied from the thrift-store desk Gavin and I had crammed into the hall for her.
I noticed her iconic paper cup from the coffee shop downstairs. �I guess that explains the Starbucks brew.�
�It does. Besides, coffee�s not my job.� Sandy mumbled without looking up from her computer.
�How much longer is your work term anyway?� I asked, seriously wondering what we could assign our work-study student to do next.
�Six weeks.� She focused on her monitor, hit a few keys. �I know machine translation is unreliable, but this really is crazy. Have a look. It seems to be something about oranges.�
That�s when it hit me. She was reading the post from the Russian political forum, having translated it into a rough facsimile of English using a web-based translation service. �Hey, don�t you have some kind of real work to do?�
�No, nothing. I finished those test results for Gavin last Friday. What�s with this Russian thing, if you don�t mind my asking?�
�I�m not sure if I mind. I�ll think about it and let you know after I�ve had coffee. If Gavin shows up, tell him I�m downstairs.�
�See you. I guess I�ll try to clean the coffee pot.�
�Not your job. Google the Ukrainian Orange Revolution and see if you�re still interested in that Russian thing.� I said on my way out.
I sipped my way through a black venti dark roast and a front-to-back scan of the Vancouver Sun without really seeing it. That message, too weird for analysis, had me hooked. Someone in Russia was encouraging Ukrainians to fight the Russian corruption of their democracy movement. Referring to the Ukrainians as freedom fighters and Orange Revolutionaries, using the Russian word for the color orange, not the citrus fruit, made the poster sound pretty informed. I decided to risk the remote possibility it could be a syndicate lure and take it further. If it turned up something of interest to western organizations monitoring the criminal syndicates in the former USSR, it might result in a contract for me. Of course, my primary interest was far more focused. The message had come from an address owned by the syndicate that killed Jack. A morsel of intelligence I wouldn�t likely divulge to a potential employer.

TWO

Summitting the stairs, I noticed the office coffee maker sparkling clean and gurgling its way to a fresh pot. Sandy was gone. On her desk, she�d left my cell phone and a note saying I�d forgotten it�� yet again�� and that she�d be at the library. Gavin�s workshop-office was, as usual, unoccupied�� apart from all the clutter.
Alone on a Monday, I had to focus on the paying clients. This was no mean feat, given that nebulous syndicate contact. Writing up network security reports just couldn�t get my attention the way getting closer to Jack�s killers could.
Streetlights were coming on by the time I heard Gavin arrive downstairs. I wandered from my office to intercept him and refill my coffee. He clumped up the stairs with an arm load of cable, electronic components for his security testing gizmos, and a newfangled motion-sensing wildlife-repelling sprinkler. Some designer had given it a goofy looking bird face. The packaging featured a startled Canada goose taking a point-blank blast from the thing. �Hey, where�s Sandy?� He asked.
�Probably gone home for the day.� I poured the dregs of the coffee into my cup and yanked the plug on the coffee maker.
�Sale on Lee Valley garden tools. Wait �til you see what I got.� Gavin dropped his armload next to Sandy�s unoccupied desk.
Watching him blissfully rifle through his newly acquired pile of stuff, I couldn�t help asking, �Is that all on the business account?�
�Yes, of course it is.� Gavin said, not looking up. �Ah, the sprinkler. I�ll reimburse for that if it matters.�
I grimaced, knowing damn well it mattered. Gavin, with his ever-active but impractical mind, saw money matters differently. We�d decided to keep the business going as long as we could pay the rent, however, that was starting to look problematic. We walked a financial tightrope while gainfully employed university colleagues called us for discrete solutions to network security problems�� some of which they caused themselves. A lot of what we did was damage control. It�s a lousy business model, seeing as educated clients who stop doing damage, stop being clients. We�ve been the last resort when, for instance, someone calls at 2:00 am begging for a favor after somehow granting a blind date access to their client database. Often times, that sort of delicate situation morphs into a seek and destroy mission when a hapless client, drenching his Hugo Boss in tears and snot, lets us in on the fact he was passed out in the board room while his date caught up with her Facebook friends at his workstation. Damage done, Gavin and I would unravel the electronic trails left by the date, find the data she�d compromised, then plug the leak. All without the client�s boss or company security being inconvenienced by the embarrassing incident.
Most of our contracts came via word-of-mouth. A lot of them paid for in person, cash on the line with grateful handshakes, sometimes in supply closets or on loading docks. The contracts had finally started to increase in number, but I was always aware that, if we weren�t careful, it would be too little, too late.
Between the two of us, Gavin�s natural inclination to tinker with things edged him into the hardware and specialized-design end of our partnership. When a job called for a tool, sensor, or hardware device that hadn�t been invented, or wasn�t readily available, Gavin came up with some gizmo that�d usually do the trick. On the other hand, I have a knack for ingratiating myself with people in order to get them to do things or provide useful information. So, I took over the client acquisition and investigation side of the business. Investigations, computer based or otherwise, hadn�t been a consideration when we started out, but somehow they�d become the mainstay of our business.
�Don�t you have a desk of your own?� Sandy emerged from the stairwell, grinning at Gavin and the pile of stuff on her desk.
�I do, but I haven�t been able to find it for years.� Gavin joked.
�Not funny. I really need my desk.� She shrugged off her backpack and well worn Gortex jacket. �That Orange Revolution stuff is really interesting, Jess. I can see why the poster was referring to oranges.�
�You were on the democracy blog?� I asked.
�From the library,� Sandy said. �That�s why I was there. I knew you wouldn�t want me logging in from here. It�s funny. That Russian blogger�s calling herself Anna Ku Klux Klan, and the name is spelled in English.�
�Ah, a tasteful little chat nickname�� for a sociopath.� I said. �Gives me the warm fuzzies all over.�
�Whoa, what are you two up to?� Something in our conversation piqued Gavin�s interest.
Sandy glanced at me.
�Uh, nothing, really.� I started to explain. �Just some activity from an IP address I�ve been keeping an eye on.�
�Nothing? Ku Klux Klan, Russia, sociopaths and oranges. Okay, something�s going on. Come on. What�s up?�
�Well,� I began with a deep breath, �remember all that trouble in Ukraine with the election being overturned�� those mass protests and the opposition leader getting poisoned?�
�Sure, that�s old news. Canada sent a bunch of observers, as I recall. They had another election and everything�s fine now.�
�Actually, Gavin, it doesn�t seem to be at all fine.� Sandy looked at me for confirmation to go on.
I nodded.
�That was The Orange Revolution. A hard-line, pro-Russia party rigged a presidential election and someone poisoned the opposition leader. He got disfigured, but survived. People, especially young people in Ukraine, knew the election was rigged and they�d had enough. They banded together under the leader of the opposition Democracy Movement, which just happened to be using the color orange as its trademark, and brought the country to a standstill with protests, actions, civil disobedience, that kind of thing. They pretty much started a revolution. Since they were identified with the color orange, they called themselves The Oranges. The movement became known as, The Orange Revolution.� Sandy explained.
�So what? They won eventually. Had another election and life goes on.� Gavin said.
�You would think so. Last January, Viktor Yushchenko, the leader of the Democracy Movement, the guy who had been poisoned, ran in the election. He won, and the Orange Revolution was supposed to be over.� Sandy rummaged in her backpack.
�But, not really,� I suggested.
�Not at all,� Sandy pulled a stack of photocopies from her backpack. She plunked them on her desk. �The press is still crying corruption. People are complaining. The Oranges have been stabbing each other in the back. Meanwhile, the defeated pro-Russian party is financially supported by someone with deep pockets and Yuliya Tymoshenko, the number two figure in the revolution, has been fired from her post as prime minister.�
�I do know about her. No kidding, they fired her eh?�
�Not only that, but Nasha Ukrainaya, meaning Our Ukraine, the Orange�s party, has started to come apart at the seams. It�s like there�s a whole bunch of pressure coming from somewhere.�
�And what�s this got to do with us?� Gavin glared at me.
�Nothing really. It�s activity Sandy traced back to an Internet address I�m interested in. Whoever posted something about the Orange Revolution on the Russian-language democracy blog, did it from that address. The democracy blog is one of those sites we monitor.�
�One of your bait-blogs?�
�Get over it, Gavin. They�re real sites we�ve got the privilege of monitoring.� I said. �Actually, let me rephrase that: The contractual obligation to keep track of, and know who�s doing what and when on them. It�s something we get paid for, in case you forgot.�
�I still don�t see how a post about Ukraine has anything to do with us if there�s nothing to report on. Far as I know we�re not working for the Ukrainians.�
�It isn�t Ukraine, their revolution or the blog post itself. It�s the IP address from where the post originated. That is what interests me.�
Sandy broke in. �You told me to look up the Orange Revolution. You mean this posting has nothing to do with it?�
�I don�t know if the Orange Revolution has anything to do with the posting, but it might be a topic of interest we can use to make contact with whoever posted the message. Maybe draw them out, keep them talking. The Orange Revolution obviously means something to this poster.�
Gavin was wagging an accusatory finger at me, winding up for an argument.
I shut him down. �How many times must I explain this? Somebody posted something on that edgy no-holds-barred Russian-language democracy forum we monitor. It�s not what she posted, it�s where she posted from that has my attention. The Internet address of whatever network she was accessing the Net from. That�s what�s important. Get it?�
�Oh, I get it, and just where did this mysterious person post from?� Asked Gavin.
�Nizhny Novgorod. It�s an ancient city east of Moscow.�
�Spare me the tourist info, sis. Whose IP address is it?�
�It�s owned by a big engineering and construction firm. The kind that gets all the government contracts at the highest bid. As in, a syndicate business interest, as far as I know.�
�Uh huh, and what syndicate might that be?�
�Menchikovskaya.�
�Shit!� Blurted Gavin. �This has something to do with that craziness in Kazakhstan. You just won�t let that go, will you? Well, count me out, I won�t have anything to do with it.� He grabbed his motion sensing sprinkler and started for the stairs.
�Kazakhstan?� Sandy asked, thinking he was gone. �What�s this got to do with Kazakhstan?�
�Don�t get involved in anything to do with Kazakhstan, Sandy.� Gavin bellowed from the bottom of the stairs. �Believe me, you�ll regret it!� The slamming outer door punctuated his warning.
Sandy and I sat for a moment in stunned silence. �Well, I�m afraid it has rather caught my interest,� she said. �If you don�t mind my using machine translation and posting through a proxy server run by my cousin, Ben, who lives in Germany, I�d like to try to get this woman talking.�
�Hey, I had no idea you had a cousin with access to a proxy server! Germany? Could be useful, if he doesn�t mind. I wonder what else you�re hiding. Just kidding�� sort of. Really, that would be great, Sandy, but this is way off your job description. Before you decide, there�s something you should know about Kazakhstan.�
I told her about the Menchikovskaya crime syndicate and how I had been investigating their isotope export business. How something had gone wrong that got Jack killed. I didn�t fill in the details and I worried about getting the energetic, probably naive, young woman involved in a business even I couldn�t disentangle from. An occupation, a sideline�� hell, there�s no way to describe intelligence contracting. For me it was something that just happened, starting with threads, then strings, then ropes, until I was hopelessly entangled.
Sandy was surprisingly intrigued by my interest in the syndicates. More than likely it was what I did to keep track of them. She knew I was reluctant to let her in too deep and standing up, promised me that all she�d do was make a connection with Anna Ku Klux Klan and learn more about the Orange Revolution.
The building was quiet. Street lights were on. Smokers huddled under an awning beside the bar�s entrance across the street. Nervously, they sucked in every last milligram of highly taxed nicotine before bolting for the door and their non-smoker friends inside. I wandered into my office, dropped into my chair and instinctively keyed my workstation to life. The lack of anything new reminded me that we didn�t exactly have an overabundance of clients.
�Don�t forget the coffee maker, Jess.� Sandy called up the stairs on her way out.
Whether it was too much coffee or the day�s events stirring up my gnawing obsession with the Kazakhstan incident, I didn�t feel like leaving. Instead, I pulled a cheaply framed photo from my bottom drawer and, using my sleeve to wipe the dust from the glass, gazed at Jack with his favorite plane, the Storch, beaming back at me in stark black and white.
* * *
At the office, a few days later, Gavin and I were arguing about implementing an impenetrable network without bankrupting ourselves or the client, when Sandy called out, �That�s it! I�ve got her on email.�
�What? Who�s on email?� I shouted back.
�Anna Ku Klux Klan. We�ve been chatting back and forth on the democracy forum. She just sent me her email address.�
Gavin threw up his hands. �Have I suddenly gone invisible? Maybe I�ll just let you two work this out. We�ll deal with the paying clients whenever you�re ready.� He stormed out.
�Sorry, is this a bad time?� Sandy�s face appeared in my office door.
�Not anymore.� I said, mostly for Gavin�s benefit. �Come in. Close the door.�
Sandy filled me in on how, over a couple of weeks, a back-and-forth dialogue had taken shape between her and the enigmatic Anna Ku Klux Klan.
A glance at the site statistics showed me that about half of Anna�s visits had been from the Menchikovskaya syndicate�s IP address. Always the same network, supposedly in whatever bricks and mortar structure housed the monster engineering and construction firm. With Sandy peering over my shoulder, I dug a little deeper in the stats. The rest of Anna�s logins to the democracy site came from a public Internet service provider in Nizhny Novgorod. The pattern made sense for an employee, two distinct yet reoccurring Internet access points�� home and office.
Outside local office hours, Anna�s logins to the democracy site originated from a public Internet service provider. I looked the provider up. Their tacky website touted several dial-up service plans and prepaid cards for blocks of access to the Internet via telephone modem.
�Well Sandy, unless we can get the telephone records there�s no way to know where these logins came from,� I mused.
�They still use dialup?�
�From home they do. This is Russia. They�re lucky to have electricity, let alone broadband anywhere outside of Moscow.�
�Anyway, do phone records matter? You�ve got one location.� Sandy said.
�My hunch, although I can�t confirm it, is that the other logins all came from the same phone number. If it�s a land-line, it would give me a hard address, probably a home address. Also, someone using the same number wouldn�t be someone trying to hide their tracks.�
�She�s given me her email address. Does that sound like someone trying to hide their tracks?� asked Sandy.
�Not as much �hiding their tracks� as maybe trying to come across as someone they�re not. Then again, she could just be incredibly naive, considering where she�s logging in from. My guess is she�s an employee there, if she�s legit, that is.�
�Well, I�ve only been chatting with her to generate those IP address records,� Sandy pointed at my screen, �but she seems to be quite enjoying our chats. I wanted to get your okay on this, because if you want to know more about this woman, I think I have a good chance of continuing our connection.�
I decided to let her give it a try�� dig herself in deeper. We set up an email address on a Russian-based webmail provider. I worried about security. �They�re going to be tracking, just like us. You know that, right?�
�Of course, I�m not a kid.� Sandy countered. �I�ll use Ben�s proxy server.�
�Choose a completely disposable name. No personal info. Nothing��
�Not a kid, Jess.�
�No photos. Text only.� I tried to think of something else.
Sandy stopped me. �Yes, mom. I�ll be good.�
�I�m serious. These are not nice people.�
She laughed and leaving my office, Sandy vowed to keep me updated. It did nothing to allay a nagging feeling she was taking on her new project with a little too much reckless abandon, something I myself was more than guilty of.

THREE

Gavin and I had always been fairly close. Our parents, however, weren�t and finally divorced after years of discord. Each eventually re-married, but Dad just kept on drinking himself to ruin, wiping out what was once a brilliant career in medical research. Predictably, his next marriage failed and he finally drank himself to death a few years ago. Lawyers and his ex-wife pretty much picked the estate clean, but left just enough to afford Gavin and I each a house of our own. I got myself a 1912 craftsman bungalow in Vancouver. Gavin chose a nondescript �60�s affair in Coquitlam with a huge yard and good exposure for his ever evolving adventure in urban agriculture. His place also housed a workshop I liked to refer to as the Computer Museum.
I�d kept my bungalow in a constant state of renovation since buying it. I used to think it was the cause of my own marital breakdown, but now, I see it as a symptom. I truly adored and loved my husband, a dedicated cardiologist with a passion for life as long as it followed a predictable beat. I, however, needed the occasional arrhythmia, even tachycardia. Brian wanted kids and college funds. I�ve never stopped being a kid myself. Maybe that happens with the children of alcoholics, but the idea of condemning someone to a childhood of their own was an anathema to me.
Gavin thought I was nuts and warned me to grow up, pool my inheritance with Brian�s not unsubstantial income, and buy out the respectable house in Point Grey that we�d been renting. Instead, I made an offer on a needy Arts and Crafts bungalow in Kitsilano, telling no one until the deal closed. At first Brian was supportive. The bungalow was uninhabitable, but in a great location, three blocks from the beach in an up and coming neighborhood. He assumed I�d renovate and flip the bungalow for a tidy profit. To prevent friction, I let him think whatever he wanted to.
The bungalow�s needs were significant. An architect I consulted told me to have it demolished. The foundation had failed. According to her, it was economically beyond repair. A realtor offered more for the lot than I paid for the whole thing in the first place. Gavin and Brian were convinced I�d stumbled into something good, laughing over the barbeque at my dumb luck. My course was plotted. A teardown real estate deal turned the misfit computer nerd into the perfect doctor�s wife, and in prestigious Point Grey, no less.
I started waking up at 3:00 am, my face wet with tears, Brian sound asleep, his back arched toward me. If I fell asleep again, even for a second, I was convinced my heart had stopped. I had seconds of consciousness left to say goodbye, then morning would come. I guess two weeks of that was enough because one morning I took action. After kissing Brian on his way out and finishing my coffee, I called the architect. She didn�t say it, she needed the work, but she must have thought I was certifiable.
House movers lifted the bungalow off its crumbling foundation with huge jacks and left it suspended in mid air. The scene was surreal. Jackhammers and Bobcats scurried about under the floating house, breaking up and carting away the old foundation. A new foundation was formed and poured, I signed it with a hand print in the wet cement and a week or so later the house settled onto its new resting place.
I was determined to do everything I could to resurrect the bungalow and do it myself. The size of the project thrilled me and somehow I just kind of moved in. Brian stayed in Point Grey, in a house with windows and doors and stairs and heat. We saw less and less of each other. Eventually we rarely saw each other at all. We didn�t divorce, we drifted apart in a slow motion ballet that spared us both the inescapable heartache.
I�d more than doubled the bungalow�s original square footage with painstaking attention to period detail. By hammer and by hand, I was trying to build my fantasy home. A place so real I could imagine it having been lived in for generations by a family replete with experiences not too painful to recall. It was as if I could inherit the memories of a past that never existed by simulating a well-worn antique.
I was feeding plywood to a table saw and listening to Russian language tapes through headphones when Gavin crept up behind me. It just about did me in. Turning around, I came face-to-face with a bearded apparition holding groceries.
�You keep your front door unlocked so the paramedics can scrape you up when one of your tools gets you?� Gavin was only partly joking. �You don�t want unexpected company? Then maybe you should lock your doors.�
�It wouldn�t help; you have a key!�
The bags were filled with groceries from the market up the street. Not even Gavin could coax much in the way of edibles from his garden during the dark and wet Vancouver winters.
I�d built myself a dream kitchen by combining the closet sized original cooking area with the bungalow�s large dining room. The latest and greatest in modern cookware and appliances populated the new space. It was one of the few finished parts of the house and Gavin and I had gotten into the habit of preparing something and dining there on Sundays, like clockwork.
That Sunday was no different, and by the time a restaurant size wok of vegetables and tofu was sizzling on the gas range, our conversation proceeded, as it usually did, to topics meant for the office. Maybe it was the whiskey�� Irish, neat, my second or third�� that encouraged conversations best kept out of the minutes.
�Have any fresh ginger?� Gavin asked. Then, without skipping a beat, �I think it�s time we get clear on just what Sandy�s doing that she should not be.�
Gavin wasn�t drinking. He never did. Knowing what alcohol could do, he didn�t touch the stuff. We respected each other�s ways of dealing with our shared family legacy. He guarded what he called his consciousness, which I took to mean control, so relentlessly that he even eschewed anything containing caffeine.
�Sandy?� Gavin caught me off guard with the change in topic. �She�s doing fine. My only problem, as always, is keeping her busy.�
�Busy? I�m getting an uneasy feeling that, to keep her busy, you�ve got her social engineering.� Gavin shook the wok to stir the vegetables. �You know how dangerous that is. She isn�t you. She doesn�t exactly know about everything we do to keep the lights on. She�s a great girl, and now you have her chatting up someone from the gang that killed Jack.� He splashed soy sauce into the wok, sending up a mushroom cloud of steam. �Who, I may remind you, was working for us when it happened�� well, you, really!�
�Give it a break! Besides, we�re strictly white hat now.� I used an industry classification referring to ethical hacking.
�Now? We better have always been white hat. If we haven�t, I want to know,� Gavin killed the gas and looked into the wok. �Aw, would you look at that. I�ve overcooked the bean sprouts.�
The bean spouts and bok choy were truly overcooked, but he served the stir-fry anyhow. We picked away at our meals trying to avoid conflict until I couldn�t stand it any longer and asked, �Just what do you think we�re doing that�s not white hat?�
Gavin used chopsticks to toy with the green sludge on his plate. Then, glaring at me, he started in. �First of all, it�s not what we�re doing, it�s what you are doing. Stress testing client systems by breaking into them is one thing, but goading a client�s employees into bragging about their indiscretions to find out who else is using their passwords is just wrong. It may be a surefire way to find a security loophole, but it�s also a damn effective way to get those employees fired just so you can write a report on how to tighten security.�
�It�s what the clients want. They hire us to find all their vulnerabilities. Not just the leaks, but who caused them.�
�Bull shit! It�s social engineering, it�s gray hat, and it stinks!� Gavin was livid.
�Oh, come on, it�s not gray hat. This isn�t extortion. Nobody is billed after the fact and no one�s been fired as far as I know. It�s intelligence work in its crudest form but, it is work. There�s just nothing short of biometrics to keep a lid on stupidity and a client deserves, no wait, pays us, to know where it�s leaks are.�
�Whatever, it�s just a matter of time before your intelligence gets someone fired�� if it hasn�t already.� Gavin took a bite from one of the apples he�d grown from an experimental graft. �What�s really got me is that you have Sandy social engineering some stranger in Eastern Europe.� He stopped, suddenly aware of the apple. �Hmmm, I did that? Amazingly delicious.� Gavin took another bite and went on with his rant. �And all because you can�t find anything else for her to do.�
�In case you�ve forgotten, in its truest form, social engineering is coercing or tricking employees of a firm into giving away their network access.� I tried to calm him down. �I�m not after passwords.�
�Just what are you after?�
�Information, I guess.�
�Well then, I stand corrected.� Gavin sat back, raising his hands, palms out. �You�re not using Sandy for social engineering, you�re using her for espionage.�
My cheeks burned. He was right, of course.
�Does she know? Does she have any idea what kind of people you have her chatting with?�
I had no answer. I wasn�t even sure, myself.
* * *
�Whistler, it�s got to be Whistler� definitely. The best snow and the apr�s ski parties are great.� Sandy filled the mug on her desk then handed me the coffee pot. �And you boss? Where are you hitting the slopes this Christmas?�
My mind wasn�t on skiing. I derailed the conversation by bringing up Anna Ku Klux Klan and the email correspondence.
She didn�t miss a beat. �It�s going great. I think she�s totally for real and getting to know her is interesting.�
That was a surprise. �You�re getting to know her?�
�Sure, she�s really open and we�ve been chatting about a lot of stuff.�
�Geeze Sandy, I haven�t been following, and you�re running a conversation with this�� I looked for the right word, ��subject.�
�She�s not a subject, Jess. She�s a woman, a person. It sounds like you should go through the correspondence yourself.�
In the Russian webmail account I found an astonishing twenty seven emails from Anna and about half that number from Sandy. All this back and forth letter writing had taken place in little more than a couple of weeks. It simply knocked my socks off.
Anna�s letters were in English. Her syntax, grammar and spelling made them almost unintelligible, but she seemed to me, genuine. I hadn�t become suspicious, reading this subject�s letters, and I was surprisingly drawn in by what Anna had to say. The letter writer was either truly innocent or really good at this sort of deception.
Sandy�s letters were predictable and cautious. I saw she was trying to draw Anna out with amateur personal questions. Sandy�s replies revealed nothing about herself. It looked like she�d tossed in just enough pithy commentary to things Anna revealed to keep her writing back. I couldn�t shake the feeling that Anna was genuine, and I had to consciously block a feeling of false empathy for a subject I had never met and who may very well turn out to be a syndicate plant.
One of the emails Anna sent had six attached photographs of various tourist sites in central Turkey. Anna described each as a place she had visited with her boyfriend while on an arranged tour from Russia. No big deal, but my jaw dropped, reading that she was expected to marry the guy. She felt trapped, writing, it didn�t matter to anyone else that she hated him. It was hard to imagine someone revealing something that intimate to a total stranger.
Sandy had ignored the hated boyfriend statement and commented on the postcard-like quality of the scenic snapshots. In a postscript she asked Anna why she hadn�t sent any photos of herself.
I shoved off from my desk and coasted backwards in my office chair. �Sandy, have you been using machine translation with Anna KKK?� I wanted to know if it was giving Anna�s letters an unintentional emotional slant.
�Translation? Haven�t used it since the democracy blog.� Sandy said, still sitting at her desk. �When I was using machine translation she made fun of my Russian and suggested we correspond in English.�
�Anna speaks English?�
�If you call that English. Maybe she�s using machine translation.� Sandy said.
�Nope,� I office-chair surfed back to my desk and looked over Anna�s replies, �This is the real McCoy. Machine translation wouldn�t be this full of spelling errors.� Sure, someone with a very rudimentary knowledge of English could modify occasional words from a translation program. It might fool a human reader into thinking it was just bad English, but this was different, too inconsistent, and way too heartfelt to be fake.
By the time I was reading Anna�s last letter I was hooked and intrigued by the writer of those awkward missives. It was definitely time for me to take over the conversation. I assumed my Russian was better than Anna�s English, but if I switched languages mid-conversation, Anna would know there had been a change in personnel. I wasn�t going to take that risk.
In her most recent email, Sandy wrote, �Why only pictures of Turkey and none of you?�
Anna had responded by attaching several photographs of an uncomfortably self-conscious young woman. I assumed the photos were of Anna, herself. She accompanied the photos with an explanation, in limited English, that she was pleased and astonished someone would be more interested in photos of her than of the wonders of Turkey.
Sandy was happy to pass the Anna correspondence on to me and, without being asked, sent a report entitled, Anna Dossier, to my in-box three days later. The Anna Dossier file contained several documents, including the transcripts of their correspondence on the democracy blog, email and a real-time private chat arranged through a sub service of the Russian webmail provider called Acquaintances. What really impressed me was that Sandy had taken it upon herself to include a page she called Anna�s Profile, complete with photos. It concluded with her own impression of Anna backed up with the facts she gleaned from their correspondence. I must admit, it left me wondering whether Sandy knew more about what I did off the company time sheet than she let on.
* * *
Shards of colorful glass adorned my driveway and crunched under my bike tires when I got home. More smashed Christmas lights. �Last bloody festive season I put up lights,� I fumed under my breath. When I bought my bungalow in Kitsilano, the neighborhood was just starting to become trendy. Since then, with house flipping and skyrocketing real estate, it had become a hip location for the upwardly mobile and their often angry, bored kids. These children of the me generation, with every gadget imaginable, were bored out of their minds. They filled the void by mimicking their favorite Los Angeles street gang, wrecking stuff, binge drinking and beating the shit out of each other.
I usually followed dinner in front of the TV with a couple of hours of paint stripping, sanding, or other low-impact form of renovation-recreation. That night I was intrigued by Anna, though. I kept thinking there could be something, anything she might divulge that I could spin into a paid mission back to the former USSR, back to the theater of Menchikovskaya�s bloody operations. Leaving the TV going in the background, I opened my laptop, logged onto my work account and reopened the Anna dossier.
From her photos, Anna looked like she could be anywhere from 35 to 40 years old. She was thin, conservatively dressed and rather severe. Her makeup was overdone, out of style, and she sported a very 1980s perm and highlights. I had a hard time believing the note below the photos, �Age: 26.�
The rest of Sandy�s report provided some of Anna�s personal and professional data. Anna was a structural engineer within a large company and had taken a vital part in completing several impressive civil and private building projects. Thoughtfully, Sandy provided photographs and addresses of each project. By the time I got to Sandy�s description of Anna�s family, I was thinking Anna was either a child genius or a liar, hardly a believable lure for someone in my line of work. Reading that Anna�s mother was also an engineer at the firm reminded me this was a family business in the Sicilian sense. Keeping it in the family meant it really wasn�t unusual for a member�s child to go right from university into a position that would normally take years to reach.
The construction and engineering firm�s company directory listed over nine hundred employees. Their offices consumed all fifteen floors of a building in Nizhny Novgorod. Anna and her mother both worked on the fourteenth floor and, according to notes cross referenced to a real-time chat with Anna, close enough that her mother could watch her like a hawk. At home, she shared a two bedroom apartment with that mother, whom she described as overbearing, and her father, who seemed to do very little. One more name, highlighted on the company directory, turned out to be Anna�s fianc�, the one she had told Sandy she hated, but whom she was being forced to marry. Family business, indeed.
The history channel was showing a World War II docudrama with a deeply moving orchestral soundtrack. Normally, it would have had me glued to the set, but it had become a distraction. I switched off the TV, poured myself some Jameson�� neat�� and tried to get back to that almost obsessive place in my thought process where I visualize and analyze outcomes, ramifications, and scenarios in an attempt to come up with a plan of action.
Intelligence on the Menchikovskaya crime syndicate was important to international interests due to the cross border nature of its criminal activities. Foremost among these was the procurement and smuggling of radioactive isotopes into what western interests thought of as rogue states. I had been following that particular activity when things went terribly wrong for Jack. The syndicate�s activities also included human trafficking, the usual narcotics and gun running and a predilection for political sabotage and interference. It was this political activity I hoped to connect Anna to as a source. If it looked interesting enough, I could probably convince a contractor to send me in for some hard evidence.
Using a proxy server to make anyone tracking my activity think I was somewhere and someone else, I logged onto the Russian Acquaintances dating and chat service. I was looking for the original chat transcripts between Anna and Sandy and maybe something Sandy had missed in their real-time chat. Nothing, but I noticed Anna�s chat name had changed to Anna Prekrasnaya from the offensive Anna Ku Klux Klan. I ran a text search on Sandy�s notes and found nothing referring to Prekrasnaya. In Sandy�s last letter to Anna, she had asked her why she was using the Ku Klux Klan moniker and if she knew what it implied. The date of the correspondence was several days earlier, but the chat system was showing Anna Prekrasnaya currently logged in. Better check the email for a response to that letter.
Sure enough, six unread emails had accumulated since Sandy handed the Anna account off to me. The unanswered letters had become increasingly desperate as time passed and Anna received no reply. She had attached photos to at least half of the emails. The recurring theme was Anna�s concern with the sudden and unexplained cessation of correspondence from Sandy. She worried that it had to do with her previously offensive KKK chat name. She begged for forgiveness, rationalizing her use of the nasty moniker as a phrase she thought sounded funny and American. Confused, I read on.
Email number six, the most recent of them, contained an apology for ever having used a term that might offend. Anna begged her western friend to reestablish contact, promising she would never use that name again. I was making mental note of Anna�s level of anxiety, thinking she was too real for words, when the minimized browser window alerted me to an incoming message from the Russian chat system.
ANNA PREKRASNAYA: You hate me now? Why do you not reply?
I typed that I had been busy and apologized for not having responded sooner. It was weird taking over from someone mid-conversation. I assured Anna that I didn�t hate her and liked her beautiful new chat name.
She replied: �You are correct. Prekrasnaya means beautiful. You know Russian now?�
Whoops, not supposed to know Russian! I typed: �I looked it up. It is much nicer than your last chat name.�
The time of night and the whiskey weighed on my brain, but this was a chat I didn�t want to cut short. Making sure I didn�t close the laptop, shut down the Wi-Fi and lose Anna, I carried the computer to the kitchen, plugged it into an outlet on the island and put on the kettle for a pot of tea.
Perched on a stylishly uncomfortable kitchen stool, I continued the Internet text-chat conversation. Anna had already posted several lines of text before I got settled and focused on the screen. �My mother she makes more trips for business to Kiev. This I like cuz then more can I chat to you! :-))))� A few minutes after that she typed, �I hope I am not too much bothering you.�
Before replying, I ran a frantic text search on Sandy�s transcripts to get up to speed on what Anna and I were talking about and what it might have to do with her mother and the Ukrainian capital.
Anna got impatient and started typing, �hello?� and �r u there?�
I should have studied-up on the whole correspondence before jumping in midstream. I typed, �I�m here, pls wait 1 sec. Making tea�� The kettle came to a violent boil and Anna was typing question marks in the chat window before I could hit send. �Bloody hell, when it rains it boils!� I yelled. Anna�s question marks ceased when I finally hit send.
Back on an even keel and with a mug of superheated Red Rose chasing the whiskey fuzzies from my brain, I made the occasional comment while Anna happily told me about her mother�s comings and goings. She was, according to her, overseeing a large construction project in Ukraine with her business partner; a man whom Anna admired called Sergei. The two of them would come back from Ukraine bringing boxes of chocolates and good liquor for Anna.
Why she was sharing that information with me was one thing. The fact that she did, told me she thought mother and partner were up to something. If it was for real, Anna could turn out to be a truly useful resource. If it wasn�t, I wanted to know why she thought someone would be interested in it. The reality of it was, Anna was fun to chat with. I started probing for information I could use to nail down the identities of some of the players in her stories. Of course, I was after connections to internationally interesting syndicate activity. I hoped Anna knew and wanted to provide more of the kind of information I could use to confirm identities and make those connections.
* * *
Sandy was at the office cleaning out her desk when I got there. It was hard to believe, six weeks had passed since she had first happened upon Anna. It was also hard to imagine how far beyond her work-study job description Sandy had gotten within our brother-sister computer security firm. Now she was headed back to the classroom to finish her degree. I promised her a glowing letter of recommendation, and we briefly discussed Anna. Gavin hadn�t shown up yet, not at all unusual for him, and there wasn�t much left to say. Sandy shouldered her pack. �Hey boss, I guess I�m not really supposed to know what you�re into but I�m kinda interested. I�m not saying anything, and I never would, but if you come up with something for me, you�ve got my email.� She swung the bulky pack behind her to get into the stairwell. About five steps down she called back, �Hey, I�m really going to miss Gavin� the big nerd! Tell him he can call me any time�� or maybe I�ll just call him.�

FOUR

To an encrypted email, I attached the data Sandy and I had collected from Anna. I then fired the thing off to an agency contact I had been setting up bogus business transactions for. That contract focused on the former USSR and one syndicate in particular, Menchikovskaya. It�s why I was pretty sure this agency, and contact, would find what I stumbled upon to be of interest. If I was lucky, they�d like the look of the data I presented and invite me to dig a little deeper.
I wasn�t expecting more than a looks interesting, let us know when you have more response, so the actual reply caught me by surprise.
My agency contact, a guy called Roger, had cross referenced the photographs and descriptions of Anna�s various family members: mother, a former figure skater; uncle, a paranoid recluse with an endless supply of US dollars; father, a former engineer who had taken up a nearly permanent horizontal position on the sofa. Matching up the data, provided by Anna, with the agency�s not unsubstantial database on syndicate activity in that area, must have uncovered a web of connections that set off alarm bells. Or so I assumed, based on the wealth of information returned to me and the speed at which Roger provided it. What it boiled down to was the overwhelming possibility that Anna�s mother was a connected syndicate player the agency was very interested in, known as The Skater.
For verification, Roger, who I only knew electronically, asked me to confirm some of the information he provided. He suggested I look at what else Anna might be good for. �If you think you can find out who�s pulling The Skater�s strings and what she�s doing in Kiev, I can take it to the board. If this Anna really is The Skater�s kid, she�s an asset worth developing.� I�d never met my contact and assumed he was a typical chain-smoking Hollywood clich�. Then again, I was probably wrong and, like me, he was just another rung, finding, buying or coercing information, repackaging it and selling it up the ladder.
* * *
That night, via text, I asked Anna if she wanted to talk on the phone. She did and it added real-time audio to our means of communication. I dialed, heard it ring once, then a recorded mosquito like voice said, in Russian, �The customer is not in the service area.� Weird� I waited ten minutes and called again. Anna answered on the first ring. In halting whispered English, she told me she�d pulled the battery from her phone the first time I called. �Was not in toilet. Was in office. With others people can hear.� She assured me that although she could talk, she might have to suddenly disconnect. We actually spoke for quite a while. I worked on developing rapport while she told me, among other things, her mother and driver had just left town for Kiev. Yet again.
* * *
I passed Anna�s reports of her mother�s increasingly frequent runs to Kiev, on to Roger. It must have clinched the deal and landed me the contract. Then again, it could have been the family photos I�d sent along with the latest report, including one of Anna and her mother�s driver standing in front of a black Mercedes with a clear shot of the license plate. Whatever it was that did it, I was packing my computers, Gavin�s special accessories and my vintage Leicaflex SL2 camera and heading off to Kiev as soon as the details and support in Ukraine could be hammered out.
A lead-lined Pelican case, stuffed with Kodachrome and Tri-X film would feed my old Leicaflex. I didn�t know how much longer I�d be able to get film, let alone have it processed. It was 2006 and digital cameras were here to stay. The argument was, digital photography was better than film. Sure, it could be transmitted over the Internet, was cheaper, faster, easier and now ubiquitous with cameras showing up in cell phones and even toys. But as evidence, digital photography wasn�t measuring up. It was, after all, just zeros and ones�� data. With some skill and a knowledge of data compression and storage it can be undetectably altered. Film, on the other hand, a good old-fashioned chemical process is next to impossible to alter without leaving a trace. Of course, the trickiest part of all wasn�t going to be getting film, it was dealing with Gavin�s outraged sense of ethics and convincing him to hold the fort while I was, to quote a popular song, �Back in the USSR.�
It was my intention to deal with that very issue at our weekly dinner. The place�� my kitchen. The fare�� a simmering pot of powerful pinto and black bean chili. I�d been rattling several subject-broaching lines around in my head while waiting for Gavin to show up. I knew he would object on moral grounds to what he saw as my using Sandy and even Anna to land a contract. Not only that, but my not being around to chase down local data and network security jobs would put a real burr under his saddle. It was a perpetual problem. In our partnership I was the sales force, accounts payable office and, most importantly, the accounts receivable department.
I was mellowing into my second glass of Irish whiskey by the time Gavin pulled his ancient pickup truck into the driveway. I thought I was ready, but coming through the front door, he caught me off guard. �Well, you�re off to Chernobyl. Think you might have at least discussed that with me?�
�It�s not Chernobyl. It�s close. Probably radioactive as hell, but it�s not Chernobyl.� I took another swig of Jameson and added, �And how-the-hell would you know? I just found out and the email was encrypted.�
�We agreed not to keep things from each other if it affects our business.� He paced to the window and looked down at his pickup truck in the driveway.
�I was about to tell you. That�s why I�m drinking, and besides that doesn�t explain how you already knew.�
�Newsflash, Jess. We�re hackers!� Gavin spun around.
I followed him to the kitchen. �Bloody hell! That was encrypted. Have you no boundaries?�
�I�m not the one who has trouble with boundaries, and someone has to look out for you. How am I going to drag your ass out of the fire when I don�t know what fire you�ve gotten it into?�
�Seeing as how you probably have a better handle on the situation than I do, you should know this is about as tame as it gets.� Nose in my glass, I slowly inhaled whiskey fumes before going on. �A simple fact-finding mission. A week, maybe two, holed up in a deluxe suite in the picturesque ancient city of Kiev. I�ll shoot a few rolls of film, take some notes, make a few contacts, keep my ears on, then fly home.�
�Right. So, if it�s that simple why do they need you?� Gavin ladled himself some chili. �They don�t have Ukrainians who can do that kind of thing?�
�I provide a premium service.�
�Eavesdropping?�
�If necessary.�
�Still doesn�t explain why it�s gotta be you. What else?�
�It�s Menchikovskaya, okay! Do I have to spell it out for you? I�m pretty familiar with some of the players in this racket. If someone�s gonna know who they�ve got in their sights it�s me, and Roger knows it.� I drained the last of my whiskey.
�Election rigging in Ukraine doesn�t sound very profitable. Not even Roger�s going to pay much. There has to be more to it than that.� Gavin stopped and looked right at me. �Or, there�s something in it for you.�
Whiskey and deadly-hot chili were waging chemical warfare in my gut. I stopped ingesting both and attempted to explain to Gavin that, although western interests wanted to see democracy take hold in the former Soviet Republics, election rigging was a visible activity someone with a sharp eye, keen ear, and the ability to make connections could latch onto to get a bigger picture of the syndicates involved. I pointed out that shadowing the election rigging could throw light on some of the syndicate�s other enterprises. Following trails of money and connections up through the organization to the czars, oligarchs, and new capitalists would provide the agencies with specific names and activities�� clear targets.
Gavin was convinced there had to be something in it for me. �And, by providing those targets you�re finally going to get back at Menchikovskaya?�
�I hadn�t thought about it.�
�That�s bullshit. It�s all you ever think about.� Gavin said. �Are you going to involve that Anna in this?�
�I�m not sure, Gavin. If I involve her and this thing somehow blows up, she could get burned.�
�Do you think she has any idea what she�s involved in?�
�That�s just the thing. I have no idea. On the one hand she seems pretty sophisticated, but if she knew how deeply her mother is involved, my guess is she wouldn�t be mouthing off on the Internet to strangers.�
�Strangers?�
�Sandy and now me. She�s revealing things she must know would raise an intel eyebrow or two and I�m wondering why. I just don�t get the feeling she�s dangerous, but I worry she might be putting herself in danger.�
�You going to meet her?� Asked Gavin.
�I don�t know but, it�s more than likely. I just can�t shake the feeling, there�s more to Anna than meets the eye.�
* * *
Vancouver got its annual blizzard as I was finalizing plans for Kiev. It happens every year, sometimes more than once, and every time Vancouverites claim it never happens. I had been in regular contact with Anna throughout the two months that passed since Sandy handed her off to me. During that time I�d grown fond of her electronic presence in my life. As she took me into her trust, I became her confidant. It was like having a secret summer camp best friend.
All Gavin knew about Anna was what I�d told him. She provided information. Why? Perhaps to impress a westerner. Maybe she was bored. I certainly never let on that she liked me and had, in fact, told me in a deep solemn voice during one of our last phone conversations that she loved me. I wanted Gavin to think that all Anna was to me was a willing informant, a stepping stone toward a monetary payoff. I figured it was the only rationale for my interest in Anna, he could or would accept.
Gavin made a show of refusing to have anything to do with my intelligence sideline. He refused to benefit from it, objected to it, even belittled me for it. But when push came to shove I knew he would find a way to pull me from the fire should I find myself in it. Despite his feelings, he has never tried to stop me. He knows I�ll eventually find a way to do whatever I want to. If there is a conflict with someone as a result, I�ll simply walk away, move on, leave behind anyone who stands in my way or undermines my support. �Like what happened when it came down to Brian or the bungalow.� It�s something Gavin points out to me whenever he can, as though he�s waiting for me to recognize his brilliant psychoanalytical skills.
Just as I was attracted to Anna�s direct and brutal honesty, she was infatuated with my American common sense. I thought she was kidding when she asked me what to do about her fianc�, the man she despised. �Ditch him.� I had responded. �If you don�t love the guy, if you don�t even like him and don�t get anything from being with him, tell him to get lost.�
Anna didn�t know she had the right to tell a man that she didn�t want his company or advances. I reduced her to tears by telling her it was unfair to the guy to be faking the relationship. I asked her how she would feel if someone who despised her was putting in time with her because he felt obligated. It must have rung a bell, because Anna�s reaction was akin to my opening a logical doorway to an entirely new way of thinking. She was afraid to consider her own needs and desperately needed me to tell her, over and over, that it was okay. I encouraged her to listen to her heart, apparently, an intensely alien concept to most Russian women.
Anna�s mother had become a big problem. Not because her daughter might be revealing family secrets, but because she was spending time and energy communicating with another woman instead of lavishing attention on the man she wanted Anna to marry. Anna was, after all, going on 27�� well past any reasonable prime for marrying off a Russian daughter. That Anna didn�t want to marry anyone, was irrelevant. It simply wasn�t her decision to make. I was impressed by how Anna had adapted to living under her mother�s constant watch and control, especially while communicating with me. She had turned deflection and deception into a virtuosic show of extreme patience and planning.
Although Anna hadn�t asked, I hinted at being a freelance journalist with a particular interest in the Ukrainian Orange Revolution and its aftermath. When I told her I was going to be in Kiev and suggested she join me there, she was shocked into silence. When she found her words, a stuttered a mix of Russian and English, she said something like, �God, I move heaven and Earth to leave this place. To meet you, but so far from here is Ukraine. They will not let me go. I do not know how I can arrive to Kiev.�
I recall answering flippantly. �It�s easy, you buy a plane ticket.�
�It is not so easy. But Jess, I will meet you in Kiev. I will do so nothing shall stop me!�
* * *
I settled into my business class seat on Lufthansa flight 493 to Frankfurt. A huge wave of relief washed over me. There was nothing left to do, and for the next sixteen hours or so someone else was doing the driving. I cherished the moment my option to yell, �Wait, turn around! I forgot such-and-such,� expired, and I was sitting on the plane. No turning back. The luggage doors slammed and the A340 pushed-back onto the taxiway. It was time to relax. There was only one direction to go, no choices to make, and I could mercifully relinquish control. It was the last time I would feel that way.

FIVE

The man across from me looked dead.
Subway riders, shouldered in alongside, didn�t notice or seem to care that his face was the color of periwinkle, eyes half open, dull. Stops went by. Passengers came and went. Eventually he slid over sideways, stiff legs levering his feet off the floor. �Drunk, disgusting�� Said a shopping bag festooned woman in an overstuffed nylon parka.
�Is that man okay?� I asked the shopping bag woman in Russian.
�He�s not with me.�
�I think he�s sick.�
�Ach, he�s drunk!�
�He looks dead. Should somebody do something, maybe?�
�Ha! You think I should do something? I don�t know this man.� She kicked at one of his cantilevered feet, muttering. The man didn�t respond. He was dead.
�Daborzha moy! My God! Dying here, what a disgrace.� The woman extended an accusing finger at me. �Foreigner! Couldn�t keep your mouth shut. Now I have to do something.�
She dropped her bags on the muddy floor and rifled through the dead man�s pockets. Other passengers looked away. I assumed she was looking for the man�s wallet, but she pulled out his cellular phone, punched in a number and snapped at whoever answered, �The owner of this phone is dead on the southbound Syretsko-Pecherska train approaching the Klovska station.� Leaving the flip phone open and transmitting, she slid it into its owner�s breast pocket. Then, as if it were completely routine, she gathered up her bags, glared at me, and positioned herself in front of the subway car�s exit.
So, apparently, goes life and death in Kiev, the birthplace of Russia and the once glittering capital of modern day Ukraine. Hundreds of feet below the venerable city, in a subway built to withstand a nuclear attack, I sat faced with the ignoble end of a man who looked like he could have been anything to anybody.
A week earlier, I�d stepped off a plane at Kiev�s Borispil International Airport into harsh sunlight and air so cold it froze my nostrils shut. As arranged by my employer, two women and a driver met me outside customs and escorted me back into the deep-freeze. We crossed a shattered white ice-scape serving as a parking lot and bundled into a waiting car.
The two women introduced themselves as Luda and Galina, both Ukrainians in the same line of work as I, but with different and complementary specialties. Our respective employers had briefed us about each other long before the wheels of my flight from Frankfurt kissed the frozen runway south of Kiev. Nonetheless, it was an uneasy meeting�� they always are. The driver was Yevgeniy, a solidly built man who, when not behind the wheel, served as a bodyguard and general fixer of problems should they arise. Experience in the former East block had taught me that it was best to keep guys like that on your side.
It was three in the afternoon and I swear twilight was setting in. Yevgeniy brought the car to a sliding stop opposite an imposing building. Across a quiet ice entombed street the monolithic building presented a phalanx of massive wooden doors. Above the doors, in gold Cyrillic lettering, PROKURATURA was carved into black granite. Prokuratura means prosecutor and the building with the ominous moniker held the offices of The General Prosecutor of Ukraine, equivalent to the Attorney General. It was with the people in that building that the buck stopped, or the hryvnya, or the gold, or the Scotch, or the bullet�� as the case may be. Activity in and around that building was what interested my employer, especially when it included the movements of one individual known as The Skater.
Across the street from the Prokuratura, we entered a typical nine story Soviet panel building. An apartment on the fourth floor had been rented for me. It offered a clear and useful view of the Prokuratura�s entrance, the polished black granite security stations, and the facade with its shuttered office windows. Most importantly, the street, the sidewalks, and the apartment�s own parking lot were all visible. It was outside the Prokuratura, in these innocuous places, that life and death were bought and sold and the future of Ukraine was frequently shaped.
Yevgeniy carried up the bags. A quick walkthrough satisfied him with the apartment�s security, and he silently left me with the two Ukrainians. I watched him from the window four stories up, driving off in a controlled skid. It�s a normal winter driving technique in parts of the world where glacial layers of ice are allowed to accumulate on the roads. The apartment was Spartan, cold and predominantly white. I was already looking forward to getting finished and getting out.
I watched Galina, one of the two Ukrainians, plug a hand-held device into a phone jack then monitor the results on her mobile phone. What took me by surprise was that she was easily seven months pregnant, yet it didn�t seem to matter. She just carried on with military precision and zeal. I wasn�t sure what she did in real life, but I think it involved heavy construction. Everything about Galina was no-nonsense and no bull-shit. She was definitely the one in charge.
Luda, on the other hand, was a curvaceous older woman. She went through the apartment worrying about my comfort as though I were a guest at a bed and breakfast. While Galina worried about sight-lines, listening devices, and egress, Luda fretted over the fridge having been stocked with ham and sausage.
�Oh Lord, you do not eat meat. How many times I have told them and still they fill the fridge with ham and kielbasa.� Luda said in Russian. �You do not eat ham, yes?�
�Don�t worry about it. And no, I don�t eat ham, but please take it. Don�t waste it.�
�No, this is not right. You are a guest in this country. I am so sorry.�
�Luda!� Galina interrupted.
�What?�
�Go shopping.�
�Shopping?� Luda asked.
�Go shopping. Go buy food down the street. Bring it back. Put it in the fridge. Take the meat. Give it to your grandmother. Problem solved!�
At that point I jumped in. �Nyet problem�� no problem. I can shop for myself.�
�Nyet! Luda is going shopping now.� After a hurried conference referencing beans and rice, cheese, eggs, noodles and appropriate sauces, Luda headed out the door.
Galina had finished her sweep of the apartment by the time I was unpacking the specialized hardware Gavin provided me for this trip. She feigned disinterest without success. �Mobile scanner. Direction finding? Built-in packet sniffer or do you jack it into your notebook?�
�It�s faster with processor support.� I smiled, knowing Gavin would be pleased by the interest in his handiwork.
�She is really not so bad� Galina changed topic.
�Huh, who?�
�Luda. She is having a hard time now. She has been living with her grandmother since her apartment was destroyed. Sometimes she is like a big grown-up kid. Those fancy clothes cost her far too much. Those ridiculous high boots,� she shook her head, �Cannot even run in those.�
I noticed Galina was wearing combat boots. �Her Apartment was destroyed? What happened?�
�I never saw, I only heard, but it was pretty bad. A flood, her dog nearly drowned, everything else, she lost. The building was crushed by ice. She is living with her grandmother quite near here. Do not worry. She is a good resource, works hard and knows many people. She will do very helpful things.�
�Like getting groceries?� I snorted. �By the way, what is her job in real life?�
�I am not sure. I think in the mornings she is a kindergarten teacher. For us she can reach the right people, make connections and liaise with them.�
A couple of high-pitched electronic pops and squeals heralded the beginning of a megaphone diatribe on the street below. An elderly woman wrapped in an army surplus greatcoat was positioned across from the huge doors of the Prokuratura. Her wails of despair and shouted acrimony, made almost indecipherable by the over-driven magnetic coil of her hand-held megaphone, started ricocheting off the Prokuratura, and right into my apartment.
�Shit! This won�t be good for the jet lag.� I moaned.
�Get used to it. This is nothing.� Galina said. �You think we are the only ones who know about the corruption going on over there?� She reached into her military issue canvas bag and withdrew a bottle of Jameson Irish whiskey. �Maybe this will help.�
�Not vodka! This is my favorite. How did you know, lucky guess?� I grabbed a couple of glasses.
�A lucky guess, sure,� Sarcasm�s international. Then she got serious. �Just one glass, only for you. He is too young to drink.� Galina pointed at her belly.
�You know it�s a boy?�
�No, it is only a feeling. I stay away from clinics. Too many questions.�
The woman on the street with the megaphone was working her way into a virtuosic cadenza ornamented with curses, accusations and the wrath of God, when Luda arrived with groceries. Putting the bags down on the counter, she spoke to me, almost apologetically, �Also you need hryvnya, the Ukrainian currency, yes? I took the liberty of exchanging twenty dollars for one hundred hryvnya.�
�Twenty dollars isn�t very much. Shouldn�t I have more than that?�
Galina looked at me with a big grin. �This is Ukraine; things are cheaper here.�

SIX

The next morning I awoke to a chorus of shouting and chanting. A soprano obbligato of distant sirens was working into a long crescendo. It was going to be a long day. My jet lagged body insisted it was bedtime. The bargain-store clock radio showed it just past 9 am. Looking out the window, I saw the street below filled with color coordinated demonstrators waving flags and banners, swarming toward the Prokuratura.
I didn�t know whether to duck and cover or scramble for my camera. Two armies of exuberant youth approached from opposite directions, one in matching red vests waving the Soviet hammer and sickle, and the other wearing blue, flying the banners of a Kremlin supported party. I was in pajamas and it was cold enough in the apartment to see my breath. I was mesmerized, watching the red front approach the blue front. Would they merge and become purple? Color! It�s all about color! I slapped a roll of Kodachrome 64 into the Leicaflex and started shooting.
Significant or not, the event was certainly impressive. On the balcony, snow crunched under my slippers as I stepped into a throat raking twenty-below ice crystal haze and became enveloped by the noise of hundreds of unintelligible voices. Strangely, for a protest it lacked anger or even conviction. The armies were not opposing after all. They mingled in front of the Prokuratura, patting each other on the back and swinging their red and blue flags in unison. It was more of a pep rally than a protest.
I hit the first speed dial on the cell phone Galina had provided and got Luda on the third ring. �Oh them� They are paid protesters. Everyone gets paid five hryvnya per hour. If they are lucky, they get paid in American dollars�� cash. They can keep the flags when it is all done.� She had to raise her voice over a swelling background cacophony of giggling and chattering. �Not to be rude, but I am very busy now. Galina will be there soon. She will tell you what is going on. Oh, the flags, what color are they?�
�Blue flags and red Soviet banners.�
�Okay, I believe they are on the same team, paid by the same party.� A high-pitched voice shrieked in the background. �Oye, must go! Poka�� later.�
Galina arrived, stomped the frozen crud off her combat boots in the vestibule, and confirmed that, although colorful and probably expensive, the protest I witnessed was inconsequential. She reminded me that the people I was interested in would avoid the attention brought about by the protests and demonstrations. In other words, she was telling me to keep my eye on the ball, not the diversionary entertainment. To help facilitate that ball watching, she produced a stack of documents and photos. We went through it all, updating and comparing the data to what we had on our respective laptops.
A black-and-white eight by ten photo caught my eye. A group of four people standing close together near an exterior glass wall. An incensed middle-aged woman glared into the camera with narrowed eyes. Her mouth was wide open in mid shout. To her right stood a taller young woman in a nylon parka. A scruffy middle-aged man in a leather jacket was holding, possibly restraining, the younger woman from behind by her arms. To the left of the group stood a disinterested looking man in a military style cap. At a guess, the older woman spotted the photographer and was not impressed. What bothered me the most was that the tallish young woman very closely resembled the photos Anna had emailed me of herself.
Galina saw me staring at the photo. �You recognize someone?�
�Yeah, I think it might be someone I�m getting information from.�
�That screaming woman is called The Skater. The woman in the middle is her daughter and the man on the right, her husband. Not number one on our list, but pretty high up.�
�Oh wow, that�s Anna! Anna Prekrasnaya, we�ve been communicating for weeks.� I sucked in air like there wasn�t enough to go around. �She�s been providing me with information.� I flipped the photo looking for details.
�I know she has, but what I do not know is why she is doing that.�
�I guess she�s in trouble. Maybe she thinks I�ll get her out, keep her safe, offer immunity for information� I have no idea.� It bothered me to see Anna in distress.
�You can offer immunity? Oye, you are a diplomat now too?�
�No, of course not. She thinks I�m a journalist. We�re friends, she likes me.� I didn�t know how much to tell Galina. The photo�s date showed it taken long after we�d made first contact. I couldn�t help thinking I might have been the cause of whatever unpleasantness the photographer immortalized in one sixtieth of a second. �Anna is coming here, to Kiev. At least she says she will do anything she can to get here.�
�Are you paying her way?�
�No, why would I?�
�Just wondering.� Galina said.
�I�ve got a feeling she will be a willing source of information. We�ve had some pretty good contact and I think she wants to help us.�
�Oye-yoy-yoy, this is the first time I have heard of these plans with Anna, what was it you called her, prekrasnaya? Such a nice name, Anna Prekrasnaya�� Beautiful. You think maybe it is fake?� Galina goaded.
�It�s her chat name.�
�Well, her real name is not Prekrasnaya. It is Keitel. Her mother, the screamer, is Yana Keitel, as I said before. She is called The Skater by her comrades. The bearded man holding Anna by the arms is her father. They are hiding something, but most of the people we are interested in have nasty secrets.�
I figured the photo, labeled as taken in Nizhny Novgorod shortly after I�d reconnected with my employer, was ordered to corroborate what I�d been sending Roger. �Keitel, hmm, name�s familiar.� I said.
�Da, da, da, yah znaio�� yes, I know. One of your American movie stars. It is a common German name.�
�Not Harvey Keitel! I�m thinking of the Nazi and Wehrmacht supreme commander, Wilhelm Keitel.� I countered. �Not exactly a name one expects to see in Russia.�
�Really, it is a common name south of the Volga River. Yana Keitel,� Galina flipped the miserable photo over and tapped on the angry face of The Skater, �descended from Volga Germans. Long ago, Catherine the Great invited Germanic people to settle and populate the south Volga region. It was open immigration for Germans. Jews, however, were not welcome.�
�Wow, interesting. Anna�s chat name started out as Anna Ku Klux Klan, a group also very unfriendly to minorities.�
Galina tossed several more photos of The Skater on the desk in front of me: A blowup of an ID photo, Yana getting into a car outside the Kiev train station, Yana embracing a well dressed heavy-set man while another man, best described in Western terms as ripped, stands by looking in the other direction. Galina referred to the last photo. �That good-looking guy, he is Sergei. Yana�s business partner, friend and bodyguard. You should not make an enemy of him.�
�Believe me, it�s not my intention.�
* * *
It was dark by the time I left the apartment. It was also the first time I�d been out in over twenty-four hours. Shuffling over knobby ice, I struggled to stay upright. I needed fresh air, exercise, perspective and bottled water. I ended up at the supermarket, a round building that had once hosted a Soviet circus. It was barely above freezing inside the converted structure. Harsh mercury vapor light glared down on fur clad shoppers clomping through the muddy aisles. I bought bottled water and a box of Kiev Vecherniy chocolates, then did my best to skid and stagger back to the apartment before the mineral water froze solid.
Entering the code to get into the apartment building with down filled mitts was a lost cause. I pulled one off and gritting my teeth, pressed skin to super chilled metal. Clink�� the door opened a crack, I weaseled the toe of my boot into the opening and, trying to swing the door open with my foot, slid off my supporting leg and landed hard on my ass. Clunk�� the door shut. I had a lot to learn about getting around Kiev in winter.
Managing to get inside and back up to the apartment, I spotted my Canadian cell phone with New Message and Missed Call blinking away. I plunked the grocery bag on the counter.
�Where you be? Long time not hearing. Please phone. I waiting.�
�Oh geeze, Anna.� I said to myself. I hadn�t been in touch since I left Vancouver and I�d promised to let her know the minute I got to Kiev.
Although communicating in English was difficult at best, we managed to establish that I was in Kiev and was inviting her to visit and see the political action firsthand. Most importantly, we agreed to continue our conversation in chat. Text-chat had the telephone beat given that Anna�s English reading comprehension far exceeded her listening and speaking skills. Still, something about Anna put me at ease. I admired her curiosity and determination to survive in an environment that sounded like a living hell. Our limited shared vocabulary brought the phone call to an awkward close and we said goodnight with promises we�d see each other in Kiev as soon as she could get away. I had no idea she meant it literally. Exhausted, I fell into bed with a glass of whiskey and my box of chocolates.
My second full day in Kiev started with a mob of angry coal miners hollering fascist accusations at the Prokuratura. Galina arrived and we faced each other with our laptops open and logged into the Russian Acquaintances chat site. She was monitoring the packet stream for anything untoward, checking IP addresses and routing, and I was chatting with Anna.
ANNA PREKRASNAYA: News is good. Mama going to business trip. I buy ticket for plane and come to Kiev when she is depart.
�Mama is already departed.� Galina commented sardonically in English. Reverting to Russian, she said, �Yevgeniy called with news from the airport last night. He spotted Sergei, The Skater�s friend. Sergei was with his Mercedes picking up a woman matching Yana Keitel�s description. The car has Russian plates. It is registered in Nizhny Novgorod to the construction company you are interested in.�
�Perfect, Mama�s here? Better see what Anna meant by �going.� Good catch, Galina.�
In the chat window I asked Anna to tell me when her mother was leaving, and got the reply, �Is already depart yesterday.�
Galina gave me a thumbs-up.
The rest of the conversation with Anna focused on where she would stay. Galina decided Anna would stay at my apartment in front of the Prokuratura. That way she would be right in the middle of the promised political action. Not only that, but if Anna was going to do any finger-pointing, she would be in the right place for it.
�I still find it hard to believe someone would visit a total stranger in another country and stay in their flat.� It was a normal in the former USSR and Eastern Europe, but still weirded me out.
�Well, get used to it. That is how things are done here, and simply look at this place. Your apartment is like the Hermitage. Two bedrooms, a bathroom, even a kitchen. Oye, I can only dream of such luxury!�
* * *
By my third day in Kiev, I�d gotten into the habit of following the protesters from the Prokuratura to one or the other of two large public squares situated over subway stations. There, they�d join their comrades for rallies, concerts, demonstrations, information sessions and even kasha�� porridge�� ladled out of mobile battlefield cauldrons by commandos in fatigues and skinheads in black leather. Packing the camera and several roles of film, I reveled in the wealth of photographic subjects and the riot of color, sound, and energy directed toward bringing about change.
The smoldering rage, despair and fear of the generation that had lived under the Soviets clashed in the vast squares with an army of predominantly clueless youth praying to America. This opportunistic, dysphoric crowd was out to party, get drunk, get high, piss off the old Socialists, anything but take life seriously. These post Soviets added their chaotic passion to the addictive, intoxicating experience I had always craved in the former USSR. This time, however, I was acutely aware of my own futile rage at what Russian gangsters had done to Jack.
I kept an eye open for familiar faces I�d either seen in Galina and Luda�s stacks of photos or recalled from my own memory. If someone looked at all familiar or even just interesting, I took a picture. If they didn�t turn out to be who I thought they were, the photo might still end up being important later on. Nothing is wasted in my line of work.
Walking back from a rally in front of the Ukrainian Central Election Commission, an organization with zero credibility but a huge building and an expansive public square, I saw a blacked out Lexus, wheels spinning at an ungodly rpm, stuck in the driveway of my apartment building. Vehicle and pedestrian surfaces are rarely cleared in Kiev, allowing ice to build up into wickedly slick humps, hillocks and ruts that not only make walking an adventure in potential sprains or fractures, but driving a highly specialized skill. The hapless driver of the trapped Lexus was adding to his skill set by learning what not to do on ice. At the same time he was producing enough noise and steam from the screaming tires to have several Prokuratura guards coming to his rescue.
Galina was in the apartment when I opened the door. �Did you happen to see who was in the Lexus stuck there?� She asked.
�Nyet, sorry.�
She left the window where she�d been shooting with a digital camera and showed me the photos she�d just taken.
�Vladimir Ambalov, I know him!� I hit the viewer zoom on Galina�s camera.
�I thought you would recognize him.� She yanked the camera back. �He is down there and you are out somewhere seeing the sights, having a good time, instead of here taking his picture. It is a very good thing you did not offer to help push the car.�
�Yeah, damned good thing. He would have recognized me. It would have been game over.�
�Not just for you. This is serious, Jess. It is not a holiday. You are here to recognize them, not to have them recognizing you!�
I was already too familiar with Vladimir Ambalov, known locally as the Dnipro Don�� one of the regional bosses in the Menchikovskaya syndicate. He owned, controlled and ran companies and interests along the Dniper River from Belarus to the Ukrainian Black Sea port of Odessa. Over the years, he had specialized in smuggling everything from sex slaves to nuclear waste through his network. I had done business with Vladimir, raised more than a few glasses of vodka with him, dined with his family and admired his collection of priceless icons, and it was probably Vladimir who ordered Jack�s murder.
The Prokuratura guards managed to rock the Lexus free and it parked directly below my kitchen window. I used the Leicaflex to snap pictures of well-dressed men leaving the Prokuratura with their bodyguards and getting into the car. I never saw Vladimir, but I didn�t try very hard. I had Galina�s digital photos of the car approaching, Vladimir opening the back door, getting out, looking at the wheels and getting back in. It was all I hoped to see of Vladimir.
Business done, the Lexus skidded its way out of the parking lot. Anticipating nothing else interesting that day, Galina left with the accumulated photos and the data from Gavin�s listening devices. From my fourth floor perch, I watched a platoon of Prokuratura guards in cheap business suits and light jackets swarm onto the apartment�s driveway with picks, axes and shovels. They worked into the night, providing an anvil chorus accompaniment to the usual megaphone protester�s wailing and shrieking. They did a beautiful job of clearing the ice from our building�s parking lot and driveway. Influence at work, I figured. What neighborly concern for the residents across the street from their workplace. What a joke!
* * *
Days went by with morning demonstrations followed by brazen afternoon wheeling, dealing and bribery. Overwrought amateur protests carried on well into the night. Sometimes there were news crews, sometimes riot police, and sometimes only my camera or one of Gavin�s homemade night-vision digitals keeping an eye on the action.
Luda came by with reports, photos of people I should look out for, and information I needed to know. She would leave with the data from Gavin�s devices and my encoded reports. We weren�t about to send that data by Internet and we were careful about generating network traffic beyond what one might expect from a tourist or freelance journalist.
Anna tried to make contact with me when she could do it surreptitiously. She claimed something or someone always prevented her from making a break for Moscow and out of Russia. Even though her mother wasn�t around to watch her, and had last been reported in Kiev by our own network, it sounded to me like she knew Anna was a flight risk and was having her watched. Anna didn�t think so, promising me she had taken every precaution to keep her plans secret.
So secret, she told me, that she had been living a double life from the time her mother became suspicious of her contact with me months earlier. When she acted on my advice to come clean with the fianc� she didn�t like, he started blackmailing her. He couldn�t care less how she felt about him and used the threat of telling The Skater her daughter refused to marry him to secure Anna�s favors and attention. When Anna began to crumble emotionally under his blackmail, he upped the threat to accusing Anna publicly of being a lesbian if she didn�t perform. She knew that in Putin�s Russia, regardless of the veracity of the accusation, it was a very real and grave threat. She was desperate to get out of Russia. I was starting to fear for her life when she called me, out of breath and sobbing, �Jess, I come now! Will be from Moscow on airplane at Borispil on twenty hours and ten minutes. Must not talk��
Unable to sit still after Anna�s call, and nervous as hell for her, I headed for the subway downtown. That�s when and where I�d come face to face with the dead man on the metro and the local indifference to a stranger�s death. It was hard to get used to.
* * *
On the way to the airport, Yevgeniy picked me up at the apartment, then Luda at her grandmother�s and, finally, after crossing the frozen Dniper River, Galina. She was shivering on a corner, waiting outside for us. We got to the Borispil International Airport an hour before Anna�s arrival in order to case-the-joint, so to speak, looking for people looking for us or whom we might recognize. Although we were operating on the belief The Skater didn�t know her daughter had left Nizhny Novgorod, we had confirmation that Anna�s mother and bodyguard were in Kiev at the time. We weren�t going to be taking any chances.
In my mind I was obsessively replaying communications with Anna, trying to convince myself she wasn�t a plant and this wasn�t a trap. Anna had texted from Moscow that she had to shake off her suspicious boyfriend by telling him she was visiting a family approved friend. He�d accompanied her to an intercity bus to make sure she was in her seat as the bus left the terminal. Safely out of sight of the bus depot, Anna asked the driver to let her off the bus. She then doubled back to the train station. She texted me after arriving at the last minute in Moscow�s Domodedevo airport. I�d felt some relief, but wondered if Anna knew her mother and Sergei were, in fact, in Kiev. Waiting for the flight to get in from Moscow, the ramifications of that particular thought didn�t sit well with me.
As usual, the flight was late. By the time people started emerging from customs I was a nervous wreck. I knew it was Anna when a lone woman, taller than I expected, strode through the double doors. She spotted me grinning like an idiot in the crowd of people waiting for their arriving parties. Her eyes locked on mine, she smiled from ear to ear and broke her gaze by rolling her eyes toward the ceiling and looking away. All I saw where she was looking was a blank wall.
She walked right by me, taking long strides in jeans and green Doc Martens. The small suitcase she pulled behind her sounded like a jet fighter on the polished floor. I was surprised she didn�t head right to me, she obviously saw me. I glanced toward Luda and saw her shrug her shoulders then shoot a puzzled look at Galina. Anna came to a stop in the expansive foyer near the exit doors and carefully scanned the area. Of course, she was checking for danger instead of plunging head first into the crowd. I started toward her, watching for signs of a trap. When I opened my arms, she ran toward me leaving the little suitcase behind. We embraced and buried our faces in each other�s necks.
�Jess, oh Jess, it is you. Truly it is you?� Her tears were wet on my cheek.
�Yes, it�s me.� I pulled back to look into her eyes. Her face was stained with ruined makeup and mascara. �It�s okay now, Anna. You made it. You�re safe now.�
She wasn�t ready to break the embrace, or maybe she didn�t want me to see her tears. She held me tight, head on my shoulder, sobbing. I stroked her over-permed, over-gelled hair. Over her shoulder I saw Galina approaching with Anna�s suitcase. I tried to signal her to leave us for a minute. Alerted by the not-so-stealth fighter jet roar of her suitcase and my change in body language, Anna whirled and faced Galina. �Who that is?� She snatched her suitcase. Her expression was pure panic. She started to back off.
I carefully took Galina�s hand. �This is my friend Galina. She can translate for us.� I said slowly in English for Anna�s comprehension. I hoped Galina caught my drift.
Galina gave me a look like I was nuts, but played along.
Anna was ready to bolt, but held her ground.
�My friends came to the airport with me. They will drive us back to Kiev.� I nodded toward Luda and Galina, and waved Yevgeniy over with a reassuring smile. �These are my friends. It is okay. We can trust them.�
Galina looked at me then started to translate. In Russian, she introduced herself then Luda and Yevgeniy.
Heading for the exit, Yevgeniy brought the language problem to a head by asking me, in Russian, whether or not Anna had any luggage and if he should bring the car. Without thinking, I answered him in my reasonably adequate Russian, realizing what I�d done when Anna said, �You speak Russian now?�
We stopped dead in our tracks.
�Da, konyeshna�� Yes, of course�� I learned it on the plane.� I said it in Russian.
Everyone looked at Anna. We waited while she thought it through before continuing toward the exit. Without slowing down she said in Russian, �Good, we�ll speak Russian now. I was worried about how we would communicate.�
Out the doors, into the Arctic blast, across the ice locked parking lot, Anna kept looking over at me, stealing glances. Although she tried, she was losing the battle to conceal her Cheshire cat grin.

SEVEN

I was sandwiched between Luda and Anna in the backseat. Galina sat up front with Yevgeniy. The three Ukrainians chatted politely, in Russian, on the drive into town. Dark coniferous forest gave way to squalid urban sprawl which morphed into wide avenues between endless rows of Soviet apartment blocks. Anna was mostly silent. She gazed out the window, smiling, exhausted. Taking my hand in hers, she wound her fingers, with their painted nails, through mine and played with my wedding ring. Twisting it round and round absentmindedly. I�d never really thought of not wearing it, hadn�t really thought of it at all, until then.
Too late for protests, it was quiet when we pulled up in front of the Prokuratura. Luda insisted on carrying Anna�s suitcase and seeing us up to the apartment. Galina and Yevgeniy stayed with the car. Luda was the first one in, checking the apartment, something I found unnecessary and hard to explain. I didn�t need to. Anna and I stood on the stairwell landing getting the inevitable, �good flight?� nervous chit-chat out of the way.
Luda popped her perfectly coifed head out the door. �You can come in now. I have put on some tea.�
Anna looked around, pie-eyed, as though she was expecting a surprise.
I shrugged out of my huge suede coat and pried my feet from my boots.
�Anna, your room is through the living room, and is the first door to the right.� Luda helped Anna out of her down filled parka. �Your suitcase is at the foot of your bed, I have turned it down for you. Oh, and clean towels are on your dresser.�
�I have a room?� Anna asked. �And a bed?� She was kind of in shock.
�You do, indeed. You weren�t expecting to sleep on the floor I hope.�
Anna�s eyes moistened. She looked away. �I would take anything. All I cared about was to get here. To get out of Russia.�
Anna was still taking it all in. Luda bent down to untie her bright green boots. The kettle whistled in the kitchen.
�Please do not be offended, but I am not so thirsty for tea. I am needing to lie down. This has all been so much for me.� Anna�s voice shook, her cheeks glowed. Before closing her bedroom door she kissed me gently on the cheek and whispered one word, �Spacibo�� thank you.�
Tea was abandoned and Luda left. I crawled into bed with my whiskey and chocolates, wondering what the girl next door must have gone through to get herself there.
* * *
Anna�s introduction to the Kiev political scene began just shy of 10:00 am. A couple hundred pensioners were shouting and chanting up a storm in front of the Prokuratura. I was on the balcony shooting the action, already well on my way to hypothermia. Galina had just come in from the stairwell and was stomping the snow off her boots when Anna burst from her bedroom. �Shto eta?�� What�s that? What�s happening?� She looked back and forth between Galina in the vestibule and me. I�d never seen her in daylight. She was way more fragile than I�d thought seeing her for the first time at the airport. In her pajamas and stripped of makeup, she looked like a waif.
�Well, good morning. You remember Galina?� Candy-apple-red polished toenails drew my attention to Anna�s bare feet and I closed the balcony door.
�Of course.� Anna said in Russian. �What is happening out there? Such a riot.�
�A protest. Better get used to it. This one is small compared to the usual.�
�This happens often?�
�Oh yeah. Welcome to the front lines of Ukrainian politics.� I hobbled toward the kitchen on frozen feet. I was wearing boots. I could only imagine the temperature at rug level for feet wearing nothing but nail polish. �Hey, anyone for coffee?�
Probably feeling, out of place in pajamas, Anna dove for the bathroom.
�Friendly guest, no?� Galina remarked. �Did I offend?�
�I think she�s still in shock. She had a pretty harrowing trip getting here.� I stirred a spoonful of Nescafe instant into a mug of boiling-hot oily tap water.
�She does not know yet, right?�
�Nope, thinks we�re journalists. I�ve had no time with her yet. Need to develop more trust, need to learn her, find out what she knows, what she wants, what�s at stake for her.� I tried to take a sip. Way too hot, I lowered the cup. �You must know what I mean, Galina. See what she�s good for. Decide whether to let her in or not.� I was working on convincing myself and maybe even Galina that having Anna around was all about business.
�They say you do this well.� Looking at my clotted, oily coffee, Galina added, �Oh no, you must not drink water from the tap!�
�It�s boiled. Why not?�
�Just look in your cup. Bugs are not the problem here. I do not think they could even survive in that water.�
�If it�s just radioactivity, I don�t mind. I like my coffee hot!� I took a sip. It really was disgusting.
Galina shook her head, pulled a folder from her canvas bag and dropped it on the table. �Things to watch out for today and intelligence on what you have already photographed and gathered and submitted.� She murmured. �You must find out about her very soon. The Skater is coming. We must know what side your guest is on.�
I nodded.
Galina got up, heading for the door. �Jess, do not drink water that does not come from bottles.�
* * *
A couple days of chaos acclimatized Anna to politics, Kiev style, and she began to relax. As she got over her shyness�� probably fear�� she would tell me over and over again, how pleased she was to be free. I was having a hard time understanding how un-free she had been back in Russia or what was considered reasonable freedom by Russian society for a woman of twenty-six. It shocked me that being free to come and go as she pleased was extraordinary. In those first few days, Anna reminded me of a child, a young creature, imprinting behavioral patterns by watching the adults around her. I was acutely aware of her watching Galina, Luda, and me for clues about how to relate to us, what to expect, and whether or not we were dangerous.
I couldn�t believe that the young woman emerging before my eyes hadn�t flown the coop back in Russia before then. That her intelligence, creativity, curiosity, and passion survived, was proof of her resilience and determination. I loved the conversations we had at our cheap laminate folding kitchen table. Anna discovered sushi, French wine, avocados, and whiskey. She listened, wide eyed, while I rattled on about dirty games like Russian agents blowing up apartment buildings to incite hatred toward Chechnya. She didn�t believe me at first, arguing what she knew was the god-sworn-truth about the Russian president, Vladimir Putin, and she dug for the evidence to prove me wrong. When the evidence instead proved her wrong, she admitted it and dug further on her own. She devoured books and articles on the subject, coming to me wide eyed with things she�d learned from former Russian agents and reporters. Sadly, most that dared to speak up were murdered or in hiding. Anna craved the truth and having uncensored Internet access thrilled her. But most important to Anna was the right to make up her own mind.
Anna was curious about my own activity and the attention my colleagues and I paid to the goings-on around the Prokuratura. She wondered why journalism required so much computer equipment, photography and obsessive attention to people we weren�t planning to interview. When she asked about the thick folders coming and going, I brushed her off with vague responses. She didn�t mind, but I knew it was getting to be high time to let her in on what was really happening, especially regarding her family. It worried me. I wanted to make sure Anna could handle the truth, or was even willing to face it. There was that, and I wanted more information, more hard evidence, before I let Anna in, forced the issue, found out what it was she was after, and dragged her into a very grown-up world�� ready or not.
We�d killed a few bottles of French Merlot over casual conversations, mostly about her life in Russia. Still, I wasn�t sure what or how much Anna knew about the syndicate activities of her family or how loyal she might be to them. Visiting the awe inspiring Pecherska Lavra, a thousand year old monastery, she talked about her boring and overly directed life at home and how much she was enjoying her new-found freedom in Kiev. As far as I knew, she was taking full advantage of it, shopping with vigor, trying new foods, visiting historic sites and taking surprisingly good photographs with a tiny digital camera she secretly bought before coming. When I wasn�t obsessed with the Prokuratura, or the computers, or one of the two Ukrainians, Anna would drag me from the apartment, her arm in mine, to share what she had discovered on her own. Her joy was addictive. With me at her side, we would venture further, discover more, see things about the ancient city and the snowy parks, we would have missed without each other.
* * *
Another day�s protesters had come and gone. Then the comically conspicuous deal making in cars started below. I�d recorded the predictable choreography of drivers, bodyguards, officials, bosses, dons, oligarchs and that time, a grieving woman. Probably a mother or wife of someone condemned to take the fall for the good of the business or for political expediency. Whatever the reason, the woman didn�t have a chance. Anna and I watched her sidle up to an official as he scurried from an oligarch�s back seat to the Prokuratura. The official waved her off like he was swatting flies. In her arms were flowers.
�What a poor woman. Why did that man treat her like that?� Since learning about business, post-Soviet style, Anna had developed a morbid interest in the goings-on below the windows.
�If she had an attach� case stuffed with cash it might have worked out for her.� I pulled the Leicaflex off its tripod and rewound the film. The day�s business had pretty much wrapped up. Galina had already come and gone. The woman with the flowers was sitting on the granite steps, head in her hands. Two Prokuratura guards stood by the doors ignoring her.
�She is leaving. Jess, we must interview her for your story!� Anna headed for the vestibule.
�No, no, no. You can�t run out there. Are you joking?�
Anna obviously wasn�t. �You want a story or not? There is a story, right there! What kind of journalist are you? Watching and waiting and lurking and taking notes, taking pictures. Maybe you could write of her and make a difference.�
�Maybe I could get her killed. She gets press and they won�t like that.�
�What they? Who is they?�
We watched the woman walk away leaving the flowers on the steps, a guard kicked them onto the icy road. �Those are they.� I gestured with my thumb.
Anna surprised me with a hug. Arms around me, she whispered. �I do not know if I want to know about this business. I know, but I do not want to know.�
It was confusing. Was she telling me she didn�t want to know about her own family�s involvement in the kind of business we�d seen below the windows? It was time for an immediate diversion. �Hey, we need to go downtown and it�s high time to get out of this stuffy apartment. There�s a store on Khreshchatyk with some absolutely beautiful Ukrainian folk art. I want to get some things for the folks back home. Maybe we�ll find something for us too.�
�For us?� Anna asked.
Good point. �Sure, for the apartment. Something to liven up this dreary place.� I backpedaled, analyzing my unconscious assertion.
Underground and heading north, Anna talked enthusiastically about how great it was to take a subway downtown or wherever she wanted with whomever she wanted. She carried on about how she envied my free western lifestyle. I listened with half an ear, enjoying the alien sights and sounds of the subway. She had no idea that, at times, what I most wanted was to escape from the very culture and lifestyle she idolized.
We emerged from the subway on Khreshchatyk Street. I was vaguely aware that Anna had become sullen and quiet. Her demeanor really caught my attention when, walking along yakking about something or other, it struck me, I was talking to myself. Anna was a hundred feet behind, sulking by the stylized green M that marks the subway entrance.
I headed back, a little embarrassed. �What happened? Let�s go. The shop is straight ahead.�
She stared a million miles down Khreshchatyk. Her shoulders slumped.
�Oh Anna, what�s wrong?� I reached out to take her arm.
Nothing for a second or two, then, �I want to have this too.�
�What?� I asked, looking around.
�You would not understand. You are a foreigner.�
�Try me. What is it you want?�
�All of this.� She waved her mitten encased hands around. �At home I can never be as free as this. I cannot have a life of my own�� She stopped. �No, you will not understand.�
�I might, I�m smarter than I look.�
�I do not want to go back home, Jess. How can I explain all this to you in a few words? You see, if I go back, I�m finished. I�ll return to my damned preplanned life. I will live as they tell me and I don�t want it! I will have to date Misha again and a few months later they will marry me off.�
�You mean they are forcing you into an arranged marriage?�
�You can say that. My mother is crazy about him and can�t wait till we�ll be married. It is vitally important to her. I am old. You know, I am 27 now. And it�s not just him, it�s everything. I am not allowed to do anything without mother�s permission.�
�But Anna, you are an adult. Nobody can tell you who you have to marry, or what to do with your life. You can do what you want, what�s best for you.�
�Oh no, no! I can do what I want here� now� in Ukraine. That�s exactly what I mean�� I will not have any of this back home! That is why I am terrified of even the thought of going back. Now that I saw this freedom, I do not want to loose it. It feels great! I breathe for the first time. It terrifies me to know they will take it away from me.� Anna was turning heads. �Even now, standing here with you like this, you think my parents would allow me to have this? To be here with someone like you? No! I would be on the train by now, on my way home, tied with rope if they thought I would run away. This is exactly the kind of life I can not have. What I am doing now, my parents and even my friends would consider to be very wrong. I need to be home, having a husband, raising children. That is what a Russian girl is for.�
We escaped from the cold by heading into the atrium of the Globus mall. Then, sitting in bright yellow plastic chairs, sipping the Ukrainian equivalent of Starbucks brews, Anna filled me in on the incessant texting and phoning her mother started up the minute Mikhail reported her unexpected departure.
It was news to me and given my game in Kiev was surveillance, I was a little surprised. I let her go on.
She contrasted living with her mother�s harassment to the way Galina, Luda and I seemed to live�� footloose and fancy-free. She did not want to go back to being under the thumb of her family. In fact, Anna hinted at fearing for her life. �If fight for my freedom I will most certainly lose. They will catch me sooner or later. It�s just a matter of time and then it will be over for me.�
�You came here knowing it would make your life worse?� Given what was at stake for her mother, I knew she was right. Too late to feel guilty, but it didn�t stop me. �Geeze, Anna, you didn�t have to come to Kiev.�
�Oh yes, I did have to come!� She reacted like I�d just slapped her. �For once in my life I had to see what life can be. Your letters amazed me. You do such amazing things! I could never dream of doing such things. I did not know a woman is capable of such things. You are so independent and self sufficient, there are no limits for you. I wanted to meet with you from when you said you were coming to Kiev, I just did not know if I could escape. Thank you so much for rescuing me. I am not kidding, you saved me in the nick of time. I was drowning.�
�And you�re still counting on me to rescue you?�
�I have no idea what I am counting on. I just knew I had to escape. And you� You, Jess, are the greatest escape I had. You are it. You have no idea what your appearance and our relationship means to me. But there isn�t much I can do now, I have nowhere to go.�
�You mean you ran away? Geeze Anna, what would happen if you were forced back home?�
�I didn�t know what better I could do for myself. I needed to leave them all behind, they were crushing me. I couldn�t stand that bastard, Mikhail, always pawing, necking, holding, harassing, threatening me. I could not stand another minute of those lies to my mother. Saying that I will marry him and that I�ll give her grandchildren! Oh Jess, you do not know how sick I am of them, of that life! Do you know what it feels like to wake up every single day in a life that is not your own. I cannot accept it is my life. To know that is my fate is unbearable.�
�Wow, I knew it was tough, but that�s� I�m amazed they let you leave town.�
�They don�t know where I went and who I went to. More lies to that bastard. I bought a one way ticket. Left everything behind, my cat, my music, my clothes even. You see, no one could suspect I was running. I just needed to get to you here, and I didn�t think what I would do after that.�
�And now your mother is harassing you to go home. So you say she doesn�t know where you are?�
�Not just my mother, Mikhail too. He is calling now and saying he is lost without me and tells me to come back or he�ll tell Mama that I refuse to marry him.�
�Does she know where you are?� I repeated more forcefully.
�Where I am? No. I didn�t tell them, otherwise I am sure one of them would be on the way here. They would just grab me and take me back home.�
�You�re twenty-seven. Someone can�t just snatch you off the street.�
�Of course they can! And it�s even worse because I�m a woman. Nobody here would say a word if they grabbed me. It�s Russia!�
�Actually this is Ukraine.� I said, looking over the rim of my cup for signs of Ukrainians offended by Anna�s assertion.
�It�s all the same. The same people, the same mentality. People pretend they don�t see if someone is dying on the sidewalk, you may not know that, and do you really believe anyone would stand up to a parent kidnapping their own daughter?�
Speechless, I thought about the dead man on the subway, the atrocities I�d seen ignored in the former Soviet Union because the victim was a wife, a girlfriend, a child, a dependent, a minority. I shivered, knowing that, for Anna and even for me, the danger was very real and compounded by a deeply fearful, angry and distrusting society.

EIGHT

The day everything went to hell started with an organized demonstration by supporters of the ousted Orange Revolutionary prime-minister, Yuliya Tymoshenko. The young, exuberant Block Yuliya supporters can be counted on for a great show. I grabbed the Leicaflex, called Anna, and we headed out to follow the chanting, singing crowd with the trademark white and Valentine�s heart flags. The first sign of trouble was that Anna�s tiny digital camera stayed in her pocket. She dragged, resisting my efforts to catch up with the crowd marching toward the Central Election Commission�s square.
�Come on, let�s go. What�s the problem?� I was a little ticked off.
�Oh Jess, I simply can not. My back is hurting so much.�
�Your back? You�re a fit twenty-seven year old.� I turned back. �Well, how about trying to stretch it out or something.�
She halfheartedly stretched up, raised her arms, then reached for the small of her back. �Jess, it really hurts.�
�Damn it!� Riot police had deployed around the Central Election Commission. I was missing the action.
Her eyes watered. �Please, Jess. I think there is something wrong. It hurts so much and it�s so cold. I want to go back to the apartment.�
The last demonstrators rounded the corner onto Kutuzova Boulevard. �But we�re half way there.� The grocery circus was behind us, its own parking lot the scene of a protest by Pora!�� About Time! �Can you return on your own? I�ll take a few pictures and get back as fast as I can.�
Anna stared at me with puppy dog eyes.
I blew her off and turned to sprint�� more like lurch�� toward the demonstration near the Pecherska subway station. I hated myself for leaving, but I didn�t turn back. I wish I had, though. Things might not have gone all to hell quite so quickly.
* * *
A couple of hours later, I was barely in the door and Anna came at me shrieking. She shoved the Nizhny Novgorod eight-by-ten of her family into my face, �Shto eta!�� What is this?�
She stomped to the living room.
I followed in muddy boots, leaving the stairwell doors wide open.
�What is all this?� She pounded on the table where she�d spread the contents of Galina�s folders. �My God! Who are you?�
I was uncharacteristically speechless.
My laptop was screen-locked, waiting for a password. She�d tried to get in. At least it was still recording. �Listen, Anna. It�s not what it looks like. I think we�re on your side. Maybe you can help us. Or we can help you.�
�Side? We? What side? Help me do what?�
�There are many people working toward free and fair elections here. Fighting corruption. Working for democracy. That�s what we are doing.�
�I do not believe you!� Anna rifled through the photos, tossing pictures of her mother, Sergei, her father, her uncle toward me. �A journalist would not have these pictures! Who are you? What do you want? Why are you following my family? Who are all these other people?� She threw a handful of papers toward the ceiling.
�Don�t you know? You must have some idea.�
�Know what?� Anna swept another folder off the table. �That you are spying?�
�Well, sort of.� I started.
�What sort of?� Her face was red, her back pain long forgotten.
�Not spying really. More like observing. We gather information.�
�That is spying! And, we. You are all part of this? Galina and Luda are spies too? Okay, you tell me who you all are working for!�
I stood, still in my coat and boots. �I can�t tell you that. I don�t even know for sure. There are agencies that need to know about criminals who threaten freedom and peace. They pay for information when we can get it. We aren�t spies, though. Galina and Luda, work for a different agency than me, maybe someone in the Ukrainian government.�
�Ah hah, you are agents. Government agents, but you do not know for sure.� Anna mocked. �You have pictures of my mother, father, uncle, even me! I�m no criminal. I have done nothing wrong. I trusted you.� Anna threw herself on the sofa and banged the arm with her fist.
I put the camera bag down, unbuttoned my coat and walked toward her. Crouching beside the sofa, I racked my brains for a way to untangle the mess that wouldn�t put her or any of us in danger. The thought of losing Anna in a fit of tears and betrayal hollowed me out, but I wasn�t going to stop her if she wanted to go. I would, however, make sure she got out in one piece and any ramifications in Russia were minimized or avoided.
Watching Anna�s world collapse around her, brought tears to my own eyes. I knew from far too much personal experience how hurt and confused she was feeling. I analyzed her situation. At least she�d stopped posting things on the Internet once she had the attention of a westerner. As long as her network activity from the construction firm hadn�t been noticed, and nothing had happened to indicate it had been, she was in the clear. She told me she�d kept me and her Kiev plans a secret, especially when she started getting flack from her mother about phone calls with another woman. If she slipped back to Nizhny Novgorod, quietly and without letting on what she�d done or where she�d been, life might go on and she wouldn�t be in danger. Sure, she�d lose everything she discovered in Kiev. The intangibles, like joy, trust, innocence, freedom and love, but she wouldn�t lose her life.
Anna had little idea how deeply connected her mother and probably the rest of her family was to the syndicate. I leveled with her about what I knew, why I was interested in her family, her mother in particular, and what was at stake for her. She had to know.
It didn�t go well. Anna wasn�t ready to face the facts head on. I was confused. She must have known at least some of what had been going on around her at home. She�d resorted to subterfuge to leave Russia. She was in Kiev hiding from her mother. Obviously, she knew her mother wouldn�t approve in the least, and could possibly be dangerous if disobeyed. Nonetheless, she took offense at my suggesting her family had any criminal syndicate ties.
We went through some of the evidence she�d scattered on the table, and I pointed out a few of the syndicate brass in photos with her family members. As gently as I could, I told Anna about how some of those bosses she saw, mostly with her mother, were responsible for horrible crimes and operated completely without conscience. Eventually she gathered some of the photos of people she recognized and pointed them out to me: a boss, a bystander, even a cousin. I guess she had been in denial about her family�s involvement in this thing she had sort of known about.
Galina walked into the apartment through the wide-open doorway to find me showing evidence to Anna. �Ah, good. I see you have told her.�
�Ach you bastards!� Anna shouted, red faced, pounding the sofa arm and raising a cloud of dust.
�You�re better off knowing about all this, Anna.� I stood up.
�But this is my family. My mother, my own mother!�
�We are not after your family.� Galina said. �Or your mother. We only want information. We want to find out who is making deals with whom. Nothing will happen to your mother.�
�We aren�t? It won�t?� Galina�s declaration took me entirely by surprise. I turned to Anna, �There you have it. Nothing is going to happen.
�It already has happened. Now what is there for me?�
�If you want to go home I can help you with that. You might even make it back before she does. At least you know enough about what�s going on to keep yourself safe.� What could I say? I was trying to come across rational and all grown-up.
�My mother is at home. She told me she is there waiting for me.� Anna said.
Galina broke in. �Well, she isn�t. In fact, she�s right here in Kiev with Sergei. His car has been circling this very block for the last twenty minutes. It is why we have set up in this apartment, Anna, to watch things like that.� Then in English to me, �I hear information. There will be exchange very soon. This is why I come. Equipment is ready?�
�I need to see my mother.� Anna blurted.
�You what?� I hadn�t seen that coming.
�I cannot believe all this. If she is here, down on the street with Sergei in the car, I want to talk with her. To let her explain what is going on.�
�Holy crap! Have you any idea how dangerous that would be for us and for you? I thought you wanted to get out from under her!� I said.
Galina tried to diffuse the situation. �You cannot see her now. She will not be alone. If you appear from nowhere, when something like what is about to happen down there is going on, it will put us all, including your mother, in danger. These are dangerous people. We must think clearly and calmly. You should talk to your mother, yes, but not here and not right now.�
�Perhaps back home in Nizhny Novgorod.� I added, �After I�ve had time to get out of Ukraine.�
Anna deflated. �I can not go back! I explained it to you, Jess. I will not. It would be the end of my life.�
�But it is your home, your parents.� Galina said.
�They simply will never let me live the way I need to for me. I want to live like you. I want to travel. I do not want to be forced to marry my boyfriend. I can not bear being with him, being his possession, another second.� She locked eyes with Galina, �Where is your husband? I think he lets you do what you want.�
�I have no husband.�
�But you are pregnant!�
Galina patted her belly. �I want to be a mother. I don�t want to be a wife. In fact, I am lesbian, if you must know. I am also active in gay rights and exposing political and official corruption. In this country, living like this is hard and dangerous, but this is what I am doing. I know what I am doing.�
�You are lesbian, and you are speaking about it, just like that? Maybe it is different in Ukraine, maybe more European. In Russia, not a word is spoken about it otherwise� You can be killed, and your baby.� Anna stopped and slowly shook her head. �I do want to stay here with Jess. I have never been as free as I am with you now. I can not, I will not, go back.�
Galina tapped her watch. We needed to be ready to view and record the upcoming exchange below the windows. �I am going down to street,� she said to me in English. �I want to clearly see Prokuratura doors for photograph and be close to maybe record voices. You ready up here?�
�Uh, yeah, sure. Let me reload and check the eyes and ears.�
�I will watch this too!� Anna sprang from the sofa. �I must see for myself that my mother really is doing such things. This is so hard to believe� My mother��
�Anna, this is very serious. You can�t have your head in the window, out the window, over the balcony, whatever. They look for that kind of thing.� I glanced at Galina, hoping for back up.
�Nyet, I am going down to the street with Galina!�
Galina took a deep breath. �Crazy girl. It will be cold and I will be crouching down for a long time. You absolutely must not move or make a noise. You must not be seen because you, they will surely recognize.�
�I will do everything you say. Anyhow, I can go where I want, unless I am your prisoner.� Anna had a point.
From the window I saw a handful of old women carrying cellophane wrapped icons and a megaphone. They were shuffling away from the Prokuratura. Lulls in the protests were when the pricey sedans pulled up and deals were made. We had to get cracking. There was no time left to argue.
Considering her backache, Anna pulled on her heavy coat and boots with surprising ease. She intended to go and there was nothing we could do to stop her. I didn�t blame her, but the timing for this collision with reality couldn�t have been worse. Galina briefed her and then checked her own digital equipment. I loaded Tri-X into the Leicaflex. I needed a fast, forgiving film. Shooting with a telephoto when things get going doesn�t always leave a lot of time for fussing with exposure and aperture. Galina shot me a look of concern from the vestibule, hauled open the inner, wooden door, slammed back the bolt on the steel outer door and, kneeing it open, moved into the stairwell. Anna followed right behind.
Nothing much happened for the first hour. Cellular network traffic was light and I watched the street through Gavin�s peephole cameras. Every now and then I stuck my head above a windowsill to see Anna and Galina changing positions. Sergei�s Mercedes cruised past the Prokuratura, but by the time I crawled to the balcony, it was gone. It was all just adrenaline poisoned boredom until a cellular-band signal started approaching. That one was joined a few seconds later by a stationary signal coming from the Prokuratura. I gestured from the balcony door, hoping Galina would catch it. She did, I watched the two of them, on a peephole camera feed, emerge from a residential building and crouch behind a parked car.
If I�d checked the numbers on the cellular signals, I would have known the approaching target wasn�t Sergei. I wouldn�t have signaled Galina into action and wouldn�t have been shocked when a black Lexus pulled into the apartment�s parking lot. �Idiot!� I muttered. The Lexus did a one-eighty in the lot and stopped in the apartment�s driveway, facing the Prokuratura. Pounding the license number into my laptop and seeing that the car belonged to Vladimir Ambalov wasn�t my biggest concern; that Anna and Galina were plainly visible to the occupants of the Lexus while they crouched behind a parked car, was.
Galina, thinking on her feet, pawed through the snow beside the parked car where she and Anna were crouched. She patted her pockets, hiding her digital camera in the process, making a show of looking for dropped keys. Before retreating back into a neighboring building to the east, Galina tried the doors on the parked car, shrugged her shoulders apologetically and gestured Anna back inside. At least, that�s what it looked like from my hide on the balcony. I breathed a sigh of relief, seeing Anna and Galina enter the other building without being followed.
A laptop signaled that a cellular number it recognized had joined the network. I heard it faintly from the balcony. The black Mercedes pulling up in front of the Prokuratura had to be Sergei�s. Anna�s mother, the Skater, was probably in the car. A couple of Prokuratura guards wandered by the big wooden doors in opposite directions. Then Sergei himself stepped out of the Mercedes, stretched, and stood in front of the car. He lit a cigarette and took a long slow drag. The driver of the Lexus, in a weird sort of ballet, did the same thing. He got out, took a casual stroll around the car, then stood in front of it lighting his cigarette.
By the time the cigarettes were smoked down to the filters and the drivers looked uncomfortably cold, one of the Prokuratura�s front doors opened and issued forth a high ranking official. Clad in his impeccably tailored suit and fine Italian shoes, the official moved to the sidewalk by the Mercedes and casually looked around as though he were waiting for a bus. He showed no interest or recognition when Vladimir stepped out of the Lexus, crossed the street and got into the back seat of Sergei�s Mercedes. Sergei, also playing at oblivious to what was going on in his car, ground out his cigarette, crossed his arms, and turned his back to the vehicle. That must have been the official�s invitation, because he deftly opened the driver�s side back door and got into the Mercedes.
�Damn, it�s all gonna happen in the car.� I fumed, looking over the balcony and seeing no sign of Galina. At least I had photographs of the cars, license plates, and people getting in and out, but without seeing the subjects together, it wasn�t the kind of evidence that could prove association. I had just enough time to reload the camera before all three, Vladimir, The Skater, and the well dressed official got out of the Mercedes. Hugging and kissing, they presented me with perfect shots before moving to stand behind the car. Yana Keitel, Anna�s mother, The Skater, unlocked and opened the trunk. Inside were cardboard boxes marked soy sauce in Cyrillic. I saw it all clearly through my viewfinder while getting great shots.
Vladimir leaned into the trunk and slit one of the boxes, revealing bundles of cash. The official reached for one, examined it, tossed it back into the box. He signaled to the two previously disinterested Prokuratura guards. They approached the car and reached into the trunk. Like a shot, they withdrew and backed off. I heard Galina shouting, �Stop, get back here!�
I dropped the camera and stuck my head up to look over the balcony. Anna was striding toward the Mercedes. The door to the residential building she had just emerged from slammed shut behind her. The group at the back of the Mercedes was dumbfounded as Anna approached. The Skater barked something at the two men. They took off. She slammed the trunk and spun around to face her daughter. The official ducked back into the Prokuratura followed by his bodyguards. Vladimir made a beeline for his Lexus across the street.
Sergei, forgotten in the background, leaped into action, sprinting toward where he heard Galina�s shout. Hoping she�d seen him, my mind screamed silent warnings of screw ups and betrayals. Fighting to control surging panic and the impulse to do something really stupid like cry out a warning to Galina, I watched, and even photographed, Yana frantically dealing with her daughter�s unexpected confrontation.
Fixating on what I saw through the viewfinder, I almost missed Vladimir�s Lexus fishtailing out of the driveway and onto Gusovsky Boulevard. I could hear Anna shouting at her mother, but couldn�t make out the heated conversation. I certainly heard the Skater holler for Sergei as Anna broke free of her mother�s grasp. She sprinted for the entrance of our apartment building. Paralyzed, I watched Anna punch in the lock code with Sergei closing on her fast. She swung the door open and pulled it hard. It slammed just as Sergei crashed into it. He yanked at the door a couple of times, then scanned the building. I yanked my head back, pressing my body into the snow on the balcony. I was afraid to breathe. He returned to the Mercedes. Before getting in behind the wheel, he looked the apartment building up and down. The Mercedes drove off slowly.
I crawled into the apartment. Anna was pounding on the door before using the key. She burst in, flung her mitts across the room and kicked off her boots. I said nothing. I was frozen, physically and emotionally.
�I saw the money.� Anna muttered. �What do we do now?�
�We?� I was finally moving. First thing I thought of was collecting canisters of exposed film, taping them to the back of the cupboard. I sure as hell didn�t want to be caught with that kind of evidence. I�d be holding a smoking gun pointed at the syndicate.
Anna said nothing. She just watched me hiding film and pounding on laptops. I backing up and re-encrypted data on memory chips. Those I pocketed. I was pretty damn sure of my own encryption.
I heard Galina�s key in the lock. She stomped into the apartment and grabbed her bag. �I got nothing,� Then, turning to Anna, �You bitch! You are either a traitor or you are very, very stupid.�
�Nothing?� I asked.
�Not a thing. I was too busy keeping us both from getting killed.�
�I�ve got film. And there�s data.�
�No good. This investigation is over, at least my part in it.� Galina snapped at Anna. �It is over for everyone. They know we are here now. They will do anything they can to find us, find out what happened and stop the damage. That was not only your mother down there!�
�I am not a traitor, I did not tell anyone about you.� Anna said.
�Well you ran right for the apartment. Pointed it out for them. Your mother is going to think it is an accident you showed up in the middle of a payoff? If they are not looking for me, they certainly are looking for you�� daughter of The Skater�� and now they know exactly where you are. It is just a matter of time.�
Galina started for the door. �I am done,� she told me. �We are in great danger.� She punched something into her cell phone and hit send. �You must right away get out of Ukraine.� She emphasized it in English for my benefit. Then she popped the back off her phone, pulled out the SIM card, snapped it between her teeth and pocketed the pieces.
�I don�t know what to say.� I reached out to shake her hand. �Where are you going?�
Galina pulled away. �Right.� She said sarcastically. �You think I will tell you? With her standing there? I am leaving Kiev now. You better do the same. I hope we never meet again.�

NINE

�Gavin, what do I do with your stuff?�
�I don�t care. Just don�t get caught with it.�
�That�s it? That�s all you�ve got to say?� I wanted to hear something�� anything�� reassuring.
�Well shit, Jess. You wake me in the middle of the night, calling from god-knows-where after screwing up god-knows-what.�
�This has never happened before. Never! What now?�
�What do you want from me? Deep-six the gear and get out of there.�
�Okay, okay, okay��
�And do it now! Figure it out, Jess. This is your line of work. Why are you on the phone to me? Get the lead out and call me safe�� Click.
A bushel of documents and photos littered the apartment. Anna was catatonic. Hugging herself, she stared down at the street in front of the Prokuratura. My clothes were spread randomly throughout the place, including an abandoned wad, wet and molding in the washing machine. The fridge was full of leftovers. The sink was buried under dirty dishes. Rotting garbage overflowed the wastebasket onto a platoon of empty whiskey bottles beside it. Anna�s suitcase looked like it exploded. The contents�� makeup and toiletries included�� covered every horizontal surface of her room. In short, I didn�t have a hope in hell of hiding my tracks before getting out of there or getting caught.
I put the phone down before throwing it. For some reason I remembered most of the cowling and the starboard cylinder-head blowing itself off a Cessna 150 Aerobat on takeoff. That was years ago and I was just as panicked then. Jack, sitting right-seat, laughed, put his hand on my shoulder, told me to lower the nose, set up a glide and do nothing until I had taken a breath and gathered my wits. I could almost feel that hand and hear him say, �Take a breath. The answer will come.�
�And what if it doesn�t, Jack? Huh, ever think of that?� I growled to myself while breaking the situation down into individual problems, each with its own outcome and ramifications. I went at the computers and their not-so-legal peripherals, ripping up cables I�d run, prying loose cameras, antennas, hubs and transceivers. They had somehow multiplied and entwined during their few weeks in service. There was more junk than I remembered, and none of it, other than the two laptops, was the kind of stuff one would find at the corner computer store.
My frantic network demolition got to Anna. �What are you doing?�
�What does it look like? Getting out of here.�
�What about me? The Skater�� what you call my mother, she will find me.�
�The Skater?�
�Da, The Skater. I saw your pictures� papers.� Anna waved at the documents spilling from the table. �I found them today, remember?�
�Wish I could forget, and yes, I suppose your mother will find you. You practically begged her to snatch you out there.� I piled more computer junk on the table.
Anna paled. �But I told you, I had to see for myself what was the truth, what is going on. Now I do not know whom to trust. Where will I go? My life is falling apart because you dragged me into this and now you are just getting out?�
I slapped a rat�s nest of cable and peripherals onto my growing junk pile. My mind reeled. I was focused on getting to the airport and getting out. Visa requirements imposed on Russians meant that Anna wasn�t getting out anytime soon. Either I ditch the girl and make a break for the first plane heading west, then poison my guilty conscience with enough whiskey to drop a water buffalo, or I find her somewhere to hole up in Ukraine. I hate snap life-and-death decisions! �Why does this shit always happen to me?� I growled in English.
�What is happening to you?� Anna picked up in Russian. �I am sorry. I know it was stupid. What was I thinking? I saw her there� so close. My mother! That was my mother out there. Those people, Sergei, boxes of money! I could not be sure of anything. Oh Jess, I needed to be sure.�
�Well, now you are! You have all the confirmation in the world and because of your need-to-know we�re in some damned serious danger. They�ll kill us in the blink of an eye! No joke. You don�t cross these people. You don�t even let them know you exist!�
�Jess, I am no spy! How was I supposed to know what these people are or how to deal with them? I did not ask you to get me into this.�
�Holy crap, am I ever sorry it came out like this, Anna, but you had to know. It�s for your own good. Your survival is at stake. I thought you knew what was involved. Showing you the evidence sure should have cleared up any doubts. You had a chance to get out quietly before it all came crashing down.� I shook my head. �Down there, on the street, all you had to do was stay down and keep your mouth shut. Don�t you get it? You signed your death warrant out there! Probably mine too, if I don�t cut and run.�
�Do you take me with you? Please, Jess. I can be useful and I want to be with you.�
�Oh shit, this isn�t going to end well, I just know it,� I switched back to Russian mid sentence, �Fine, I�m not going to leave you in this mess. I can�t! I don�t have it in me or I�d already be gone.� The roof would have fallen in on her eventually, but my letting her blow that payoff brought it down a lot quicker. She just might survive the implosion of her world if she stuck with me. �Grab what you can then help me get rid of this junk. We�ve got to run and I mean now!�
The doorstop, a cast-iron, bandura playing, Ukrainian Cossack, effectively pulverized most of the electronics. Anna held a doubled green garbage bag and I dumped in rotting kitchen waste followed by the smithereens of illicit computer gear. I gave the thing a good shake, turning it into one stinky m�lange. I�d find a dumpster somewhere, preferably one on fire, and chuck the bag in. The documents were another problem. There were a lot of them and they were a security risk. Without a fireplace to burn them in, we were taking them with us.
Into my Roots Canada pack, I stuffed the two laptops, all the memory cards I could find, my Leicaflex camera, ID, money, credit cards, phones and anything else that would fit. It felt like an overstuffed bag of doorknobs. Anna crammed her travel documents, toiletries and who knows what else, into her nylon bag. In an I heart NYC duffel bag I found lying around, I packed what I hoped were all the documents from the job and a terabyte size external hard drive. That thing, resembling a hefty metal brick, wasn�t designed for portability in any way. With luck, the I heart NYC bag wouldn�t burst at the seams.
It was 8:00 pm. Time to go. Other than the usual megaphone protester, it was dark and quiet around the Prokuratura. Every parked car was a threat, approaching headlights, a pursuit and dark passageways, hiding places. Heading for the Pecherska subway station, we ended up retracing the route of that morning�s Block Yuliya demonstrators.
The Central Election Commission�s square was lit up and noisy. Dozens of booths from different parties occupied the open area. A carnival atmosphere provided good cover and a chance to lose any tail we might have picked up. The radical Green Party encampment looked like the right place to ditch the mashed electronics. They�d set up a camp, complete with oil-drums, marked as radiation hazards, spewing flames and choking black smoke. The young radicals were more than happy to add my garbage to the fire. They chortled at my promise the electro-junk, plastic and other nasties, crammed in the hefty-bag, would produce lots of toxic smoke. It would stink up the Central Election Commission�s offices, big-time, or so they hoped. I�d have given them the I heart NYC duffel bag of documents, but wasn�t going to wait around to ensure they all got burned�� and stirred, just for good measure.
�What now, Jess?� Anna asked. �We have to go somewhere.�
�I know and it�s bloody freezing.� The black granite maw of a subway entrance gaped nearby. �Downtown, my dear, that�s where one goes for nightlife in the glittering heart of Ukraine.�
�Choomeechka�� crazy girl.� She stood, staring at me.
�Come on, let�s go.� I grabbed her by one bright red mitten.
We ducked underground, hopped on the subway and ended up resurfacing in Maydan Nezalezhnosti�� Independence Square�� right downtown.
�So, where do we go now?� Anna�s breath became an instant ice cloud.
�I don�t know, but it�s cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey.�
�What?�
�Forget it� an expression. It loses something in Russian.� I turned toward what looked like a hotel. �We need to get inside.�
The Grand Eastern�� Hotel Kiev, a nondescript anonymous monolithic structure was convenient and as good a place as any to come in from the cold. I got a room using my credit card, wondering too late if that was a good idea. What the hell, nobody knew my name� or did they? On the way to the elevators I noticed a topless bar stuffed to the rafters with male clientele. �How do you like that? We�re spending the night in a brothel.� I was steamed.
�How can you care about that? It is inside.� Anna looked almost relieved. Taking one of the I heart NYC duffel bag�s straps and some of its weight, she said, �Have we not, as you are so fond of saying, �got bigger fish to fry?��
The room�s 1970�s decor gave it a Soviet hominess reminiscent of the Grand Eastern�s previous incarnation as an Intourist flagship. The prevalent stench of stale cigarette smoke left my eyes watering. I booted a laptop and risked the Wi-Fi to establish a connection to my email through Sandy�s cousin�s proxy server in Germany. Just a WHAT-THE-HECK�S-GOING-ON-NOW? rant, from Gavin, written in the all-caps chat equivalent of yelling.
I fired back a lowercase missive letting him know all was okay, so far at least, and that I�d cleaned out his tool box. I didn�t bother with encryption. It was activity on the account, encrypted or otherwise, that would tip someone off, not content. Itching for information and feeling vulnerable as hell in the disturbingly Soviet hotel room, I pushed my luck with Ben�s proxy server and the sketchy Wi-Fi to check the records on the democracy forum. Fresh logins from the same Menchikovskaya IP address Anna had used when we first met! Also several new Kiev IP addresses had shown up since the blown payoff.
�Anna, have you been on the democracy forum?�
No response. She sat on a bed, still in her coat and boots, staring trance-like at the floor.
�Anna!� I tried again, �Listen to me carefully. I need to know if you�ve been on the Internet today.�
�The Internet? Why?�
�I need to know. It�s important.� I put my hands on her shoulders and tried to make eye contact. �Have you accessed the��
�Internet, Nyet!� Anna pushed my hands off her shoulders. �I did not do anything wrong. Why is this happening?�
Not an optimal time to fall to pieces. �Okay, never mind. We�re okay. Take off your coat. Watch television� if we have one.� I gave up on Anna and logged into the Russian chat site. ANNA PREKRASNAYA was currently logged in. �Shit! We�re screwed!� Ripping the battery pack from the Dell Inspiron wasn�t a recommended shutdown procedure, but a fast and bloody effective way of getting offline. �They�re logged on as you! They will have just seen me come online and they have access to all your past chats and emails�� including the ones to and from me.� I started to pace, thinking, they have my name and I just used a credit card to check in.
�So what? I have nothing to hide. I am not a criminal.�
�Maybe not, but they are!� I shoved the Dell into the backpack.
Silence.
�Anna, don�t you get it? Your mother, as well as others a lot less savory, know about your activity on the democracy forum. Not only that, but they have probably gone through our entire correspondence, chat and email. They will know everything by now like who I am and that you are feeding me information.�
�Information!� Anna locked her eyes on mine. �Is that really what this is all about. I am only a source for you to catch the big bad Skater?�
That hurt. �Are you kidding. I love you. I�m doing everything I can to get you, to get us, out of this� alive!� I pulled her toward me.
Anna resisted. �You are a spy. You are trained for this. So, get us out, �alive,� as you say.�
�Anna, I�m not trained for this. I�ve never been exposed, running for my life or anyone else�s. Never been in the line of fire. Never had anyone actively gunning for me and you better believe it, they are gunning for us now.� I rifled through the documents and photos, showing her the most important, dangerous, and closest subjects, literally waving them in front of her at times.
She got the drift. Shoulders slumped, she asked, �You love me?�
�Yeah, I do.� I paused to consider it. �Seeing you like this is killing me. It�s tearing me apart, Anna. If I knew you would be safe by handing you over and running for home, I would do it.�
�Jess, don�t leave me!� She wrapped me in her arms, pressed her ear against mine. �Don�t ever leave me. My life would be over. You are all I have now.�
* * *
At just after 10:00 pm, Anna�s cell phone played a patriotic Soviet melody she�d assigned to her mother�s number. Throwing off her blanket, she dove for the phone. �It�s Mama!�
�Are you crazy? Don�t answer!�
She fished the phone from her bag and headed for the bathroom.
That was it. I�d had enough! It was like nothing I said mattered. I crammed the documents and photos back into the duffel bag. I had to get rid of them before the operative people knew I had them. I still had time, borrowed time maybe, but time�� otherwise I would already be dead.
The bathroom door opened. Anna watched me trying to zip the duffel bag shut between my knees. �Wait. Are you going?�
�Are you kidding? With you and Mama all chummy, I�m out of here. She�ll be here faster than you can say �Tupperware party� then we�ll both have a chance to see a gun barrel close up.�
�I have said nothing about us or where we are. She wants to see me. She says she is innocent and that she was forced into that meeting at the Prokuratura. She was doing it for me, to save me. They threatened her.�
I moved toward the door, bag in hand, gritting my teeth and recalling flight schedules.
�She says those people at the Prokuratura say you are a very dangerous American spy, they are the good people. That it is you who will stop at nothing to get what you want and that you are a dangerous international criminal. That you kill people. That you killed many people in Kazakhstan, dozens of them, she tells me. And they were only poor and simple villagers.�
�Oh-kay, that�s it, I�ve heard enough.� I hefted my backpack.
�Just listen, they have your photo now. They took it from my computer. Mama let them because she was worried about me and needs to know who I am with. What danger I am in. She asks me just to meet with her. She wants to explain to me everything so that I see for myself that she is innocent.�
�You mean they hacked your computer? Sure you didn�t just leave it for them on a silver platter?�
�Of course not. I formatted the drive before leaving.�
�Formatted huh? Guess you didn�t overwrite the drive with zeros.�
�I am sorry, I did not know. I am not a hacker. I did not want to hurt anybody.� Anna tugged at my elbow trying to move me away from the door. �Maybe my mother is not as bad as it looks from all those photographs. I am sure she will explain to me everything when we meet.�
�Meet! You are going to meet��
Anna cut me off. �I have a right to know. This is my family, my own mother. It will be safe. We will meet in a public place with nobody but her, I promise. She wants to make sure I will be alright.� Anna took a breath. �She is taking the train back to Russia tomorrow and wants us to meet her at the station. We will make sure that she is truly alone before approaching.�
�We? Both of us?� I was floored. �And why in hell does she need to take a train when she�s got Sergei? Something�s definitely not right.�
�She said you can be with me when I meet her so that you can make sure nothing happens.� Anna said.
�I�m a bloodthirsty killer of poor and simple villagers, but I can watch over you and Mama to make sure everything is okay? What a joke!� I turned the knob and pulled the door toward me.
The swollen red face of a drunk, inches from mine, blathered something like, �Come on, let�s drink!� before Anna shoved the door closed against my grip. Her strength surprised me. �I told her you are my friend and not the criminal she has been told about. I do not know what those people are saying but I can see for myself what you are, who you are, and I want to be with you. I told her that. I am living my life now. As for Sergei, he will not be there. She tells me he has left Kiev already. She is going home without him. It will be just her. Please, let me see her before she goes back to Russia. It is important to me. Trust me, Jess.�
�No way! Can�t you see it�s a setup? You go to the train station, see your mother and after what�s happened you�ll never see daylight again. I�ll go to the airport and get out. I�m not sticking around to watch you self destruct.�
But Anna stuck to her guns, �Don�t leave me. I need your help now. It all will return to normal after I see her off. We will escape. I will be useful. I will identify people. I promise you, Jess. Do not leave me in the middle of this. I want to go with you and I can not go back to Russia, not now. But please understand, she is my mother and I need to talk to her. Who knows what they are doing to her.�
�Nobody does anything to her. The reason she�s so chummy is because she�s likely under some pretty significant pressure to stop the damage, tie up loose ends�� like you, for instance.� I let go of the door knob and dropped my pack. �Vladimir will have a gun to her head to shut you up, especially now that he knows I�m on his trail. If that judge you interrupted the deal with this afternoon knows about the surveillance, Vladimir himself will be under an even bigger gun to make the problem go away.�
�Oh god, my head is bursting from all of this! I understand nothing anymore. I don�t want to know about all this. I don�t want to see any guns. I just want to help my mother and I want to start a new life.�
�You don�t have a choice. It�s happening and you�re in it�� now. You can�t switch it off, you have to deal with it, we both do. We�re in serious danger here. By that, I mean we can die, Anna! Stone cold dead, and you are telling me you want to see your mother. Can you really have no idea what kind of people we are dealing with? Vladimir and his goons will kill anyone he even thinks is in his way, you, me, your mother.�
Canisters of exposed film came to mind. I stopped talking. They would definitely kill for the film I�d taped to the back of the cupboard before leaving. They would kill for the documents and photos in my duffel bag, for that matter, but those were copies. The originals were already in the wrong hands as far as the syndicate was concerned. But that film, actual tamper-proof film� that was the evidence that could salvage the mission, maybe I could bargain for our lives with it, maybe I could barter it for protection and a way out. It was the only thing I had left that could make a difference.
Anna was going on about her mother and how nothing would go wrong. I�d stopped listening, turned inward and started to formulate a plan to get the film and get us out.

TEN

Anna was hell bent on seeing her mother. It was a trap for sure, but she just didn�t get it. �This is my mother. I know her, she only wants the best for me. You�ll see.�
�Yeah, that�s what I�m afraid of.�
�Afraid of what? That my mother will see that I am happy, making my own decisions, living my own life?�
I rolled my eyes. �Well� yes! I don�t think your happiness is her primary concern. She wasn�t exactly happy to see you at the Prokuratura. Can�t we just get out of here and call her from, say� Minsk?�
�Nyet! The Prokuratura wasn�t her fault. She was forced into that. She is innocent. I know her. When she sees us and knows I am okay she will even help us. Maybe she needs our help. Would you deny my own mother that?�
I tried to convince myself I could handle whatever came up, but the reality was, I had no idea what I was doing. My common sense screamed at me, �This is wrong!� but the irrational part of me wasn�t going to abandon Anna. I counted on channeling my inner Gavin to pull her ass out of whatever fire she was about to get it into. That�s how, knowing it was crazy, and wanting with every fiber of my being to get out, I agreed to go along.
* * *
We were up and out of the hotel before first light. I was antsy to get going and feeling really exposed by my idiotic credit card blunder. At a barely open cafe, I inhaled coffee and punched the first speed dial on the phone Galina had given me. I wasn�t expecting anything, so Luda�s �hello� caught me off guard.
She still didn�t know what had happened the day before. I filled her in and set up a meeting to pass on the documents. My thinking was, if Luda didn�t know the operation was wiped out, neither did our various employers. I might still have support or, at least, options.
Using my Canadian cell phone as a modem, I sent an encrypted email to my contact, good-ol� Roger. I pointed out that although the operation had ended abruptly, I had the photos, reams of data, and Anna�s promise to act as a witness if I could get her out. I was grabbing at straws and desperate.
When we met, Luda was dressed to the nines and completely cool. In the meantime she�d made contact with her and Galina�s employer and told me, rather curtly, �The investigation is now closed and they want their phone back.� I handed over the little Motorola and watched her try to snap the SIM card in her teeth.
�Allow me.� I said, guillotining the card with my Swiss army knife and handing back the pieces. �Can I call you?�
�Not a good idea, but if it is an emergency, maybe.� On a sheet of paper from the documents bag, she scrawled a number using an eyebrow pencil. �Only in an emergency, okay? You should go home. It is very dangerous in Kiev.�
�Funny, I�ve got that feeling too.� I mumbled.
* * *
Anna was convinced she could trust her mother while proving that I was plain paranoid. Reminding her she had to effect an elaborate escape to visit Kiev didn�t undermine her conviction that beneath it all, her mother loved her and wished her only the best. I, on the other hand, was hoping The Skater�s biological programming was stronger than her desire for power.
The subway train slowed at Vokzalnaya�� the train station, our stop. It was half past ten, darker outside in swirling snow than it had been in the subway, and we were half an hour late. Around the subway entrance small gangs of protesters halfheartedly waved Soviet banners, hopping from foot to foot in an attempt to save their extremities from frostbite.
Kiev Central, like all Soviet train stations, is a massive industrial complex consisting of miles and miles of switching yards, maintenance sheds, factories, power plants, and freight handling complexes. Soviets didn�t really travel much, but more than a dozen tracks and platforms had been wrested from the steel strafed landscape and tasked for human cargo. Then a huge cement, barn-like structure had been erected as a passenger terminal. Over the years a myriad of incongruous additions sprouted from the bunker like terminal, giving the whole place a dystopian, post apocalyptic ambiance I wouldn�t describe as inviting. It was labeled, in green letters over the barn door entrance, Tsentralnaya�� Central.
We set out for the doors under those green letters, our hoods and collars pulled up against the biting wind. It would have made sense that during a blizzard, a meeting would take place indoors. In the station itself, perhaps? Not so for The Skater.
Anna skidded to a stop halfway to the passenger terminal. �Eta Mama!�
I squinted through the snow at a lone woman on one of the passenger platforms. She was waving her outstretched arms like a lost climber signaling for help. Although she was well insulated, had The Skater been standing out in that deep cold since ten, she must have been freezing.
Anna grabbed my hand and headed for the signaling woman. She stopped short. �What is she doing? We can�t get to her without crossing the tracks.� The Skater hadn�t moved. She was still separated from us by several tracks and platforms.
�Yeah, this is nuts. There�s no train for miles and she�s standing out there like a Yeti, enjoying the cold and snow.� I nudged Anna toward the terminal. �She can meet us inside where it�s not snowing and there�s people.�
Like any train station, access to the trains is via the platforms. Since the tracks run continuously through the station, access to the platforms is provided by walkways from above or via tunnels running perpendicularly under the tracks and platforms. Kiev Central has both a wide heated concourse above the center of the platforms connected to the station building and, at the western extremity of the platforms, an unheated and mostly unused pedestrian tunnel running under the sixteen tracks. Why anyone would use the western pedestrian tunnel in the dead of winter with the nearest train hundreds of meters away, was beyond me. Too bad it hadn�t occurred to Anna. She nudged back and said, �No, if that�s where Mama wants to meet us, that is where we will meet her.� Then she dragged me, skidding and lurching through the snow and ice, down into the deserted western pedestrian tunnel.
Deeper into the tunnel, the stench of urine and vomit hit me like a rogue wave. It was dark and nearly impossible to differentiate the asphalt from patches of black ice. I was constantly on the verge of losing my footing. The Skater appeared in silhouette at the bottom of a stairway. The kind leading down from the platform above. Anna rushed toward her. �Mama, oh Mama�� Then skidding into her mother�s open arms, Anna twisted around and screamed, �Run! Jess, run!�
Sergei flew from an opposing stairway, seized my collar and propelled me, backpack first, into the tunnel wall. The impact sent a sickening crunch through my spine.
Anna�s shrieking, �Let me go!� was weirdly muffled.
My feet dangled half a meter over the asphalt. Sergei, his face closing on mine, jeered, �Faw-king ee-dee-awt bee��
The Skater�s screaming cut him off. �Nyet, stop! Get Anna!�
Sergei was gone. I crumpled to the asphalt. The Skater sprawled on a patch of black ice. Anna had wrenched herself free and was making a break for it. Sergei bolted after her, letting me run the other way. Anna�s screams echoed through the tunnel as I got to daylight.
Stunned, pissed off and disgusted at myself for running, I made for the Vokzalnaya subway station and downtown Kiev. Anna�s screams tore at me. I�d gone blindly into a situation I had absolutely no training or experience with and Anna paid the price. She trusted me. She might have reconsidered had I refused to go with her. Sure, I didn�t really think The Skater would kill her own daughter, but I was pretty sure that Vladimir would. Deals had been made since the blown payoff. It was a sure bet. Deals that weren�t in Anna�s or my favor.
I couldn�t face being downtown or anywhere I�d been with Anna. I got off the subway and flopped down on a bench by the platform. I felt another disturbing crunch through my spine and, come to think of it, something was awfully warm back there. The pack! I�d forgotten about the backpack. I pulled it off and emptied it beside me on the bench.
The seventeen inch custom laptop, Gavin�s pride and joy of unorthodox engineering, was folded around my bombproof Leicaflex SL2. The 1970�s vintage SLR camera was none the worse for wear, but the big laptop was mangled and throwing off a lot of heat. I pried out the battery pack with my Swiss Army knife. Gavin had wrapped the lithium ion cells with something that was now a scalding ooze. I cut the leads from the superheated metal canisters and waited. The impromptu incendiary device stopped smoking. Preventing an embarrassing backpack conflagration was a huge relief. I removed the hard drive and pocketed it. That�s when I noticed I had attracted the attention of a couple of teenage boys.
�Can I help with the computer?� One of them asked.
�I don�t think so. It�s broken. I sat on the damned thing.� I lied.
�Sat on it pretty hard. You okay?�
�Look, I really have to go.� Getting up, I offered them what was left of the computer.
They headed for the escalators, happily arguing over the electronic treasure-trove. I knew I�d catch hell for that from Gavin, if I lived, but at least I had the hard-drive, and besides, the backpack was now considerably lighter.

ELEVEN

Abandoning Anna and bugging out wasn�t an option. No matter what she had done in front of the Prokuratura�� and then that ridiculous meeting with her mother�� I couldn�t, �walk away, move on,� or whatever it was Gavin accused me of doing when the, �going got tough.� Undeniably, I�d lost control of the situation and, yet again, someone I cared about was shoved into harm�s way, and on my watch.
I�d let emotions hijack a decision making process that should have been clear cut, but there was more at play with Anna. She reached out for a lifeline, trusted me with her entire being. I sure as hell wasn�t going to walk away or move on
Digging in my pack, I begged my Canadian Fido cell phone to work. �Roaming, choose network,� whew. I punched in Anna�s number and waited. Ringing, then English, �Help! Train station. McDonald�s. Put me in crazy house! Help, Papa coming�� then the connection was cut.
Crazy house means a Russian mental hospital. Locking someone away in one of those is one way of shutting them up without outright killing them, at least not right away�� common procedure in Russia. Jail-for-hire, and with the right treatment regime, probably the best option for someone with Anna�s particular disorder. The Skater had to silence her to hang on to her place in the hierarchy. Not only could she shut her up, she could still marry off what was left, drooling or otherwise, to cement those syndicate ties.
In McDonalds, stairs lead down from the main floor to a basement and up to a second floor eating area. If I were holding someone against their will, I wouldn�t do it in a fast food joint. But if I had to, I�d at least want to see what was coming. The second floor, with its picture windows, was where they�d most likely be holding Anna.
I crept up the stairs. From the top I saw Anna across the room. The Skater and Sergei, their backs to me, had Anna pinned against the wall. I melted into the crowd and sat down at the closest table. The absence of diners near Anna�s group had me concluding there�d been some kind of action on that second floor eating area prior to my arrival.
When I�d called from the subway, The Skater snatched Anna�s phone. Yelling and blows ensued, none of which prompted the intervention of bystanders. Apparently scenes like that are a common occurrence in post Soviet society and nobody�s bloody business.
By the time I got there, Anna had been subdued. What she didn�t know was that her mother was playing out a bargain she�d made with Vladimir. He had agreed to let The Skater shut Anna up before he did�� permanently. I was pretty sure I had been part of the bargain too: a bigger prize for Vladimir. But when Anna made a break for it in the tunnel, The Skater, seeing that she could only hang on to one of us, chose her daughter.
The guy beside me told his companion, �The girl is insane. I think that is her mother and maybe her father.�
�No, not her father.� The companion corrected him. �A friend or something. The woman told the girl they are waiting for her father to come and take them to Russia.� They were enjoying themselves! Good thing the pair was moved to discuss the key points of the free dinner theater.
What Anna�s father and a slow train to Russia might have to do with anything was beyond me. Especially with Sergei�s Mercedes, no doubt, parked just outside. Was it me they were after?
Anna smacked the tabletop with both hands, palms flat. �Let me go! I am an adult. You can not do this to me!�
�Swine! This is your fault! There is nothing for you to say.� The Skater reached across the table and grabbed a fist full of Anna�s hair. �Look what you have done to me! Nyet, nyet, nyet! You say nothing. You were brainwashed by that criminal!�
�Criminal! Then why have you not called the police? Tell me, Mama, why not call the��
The Skater pulled back and shoved the table into Anna�s diaphragm. �Enough! Shut-up now.�
Anna doubled over.
Sergei analyzed the crowd for signs of unwelcome intervention. I froze. Maybe he wouldn�t notice me. I�d slipped off my backpack, concealing it by my feet. My oversized suede, fake-fur-trimmed, parka was one thing, but that Roots Canada pack was a dead giveaway.
The Skater finally came apart at the seams. Her voice hoarse, she accused her daughter of being an embarrassment, of betraying her, of being a danger to both of them and probably not worth saving.
I figured The Skater was on thin ice with the syndicate and running in damage control mode. I wasn�t sure what Sergei was up to. Was he there to help The Skater or was he marching on someone else�s orders?
It was only for a split second, but Anna made eye contact. Instant recognition, then she stood, lifting the table with her hips, and faced off against her mother, �No! I will not go with you!�
The Skater sprang for the table. Anna flinched. My autonomic reflexes had me standing before I realized it. No turning back; I was involved now. �Stop! Let her go.� I shouted, sweeping back my hood.
Anna shoved hard on the table, calling for help. This time it was Sergei who slammed it back. The Skater snapped around to look at me and I swear I saw a replay of the hatred I�d seen in that 8 by 10 glossy, her fist-like face contorted grotesquely and she screamed at me, �Go away!�
Go away, didn�t make sense.
I saw Sergei thinking the same thing just before his face hardened, expressionless. Military programming was taking over and everything was about to change.
Lunging for the table, I yelled at the stunned diners, �Call the police!�
Sergei�s pistol whipped across my right temple. My vision cracked with lightning and my knees buckled. I became hyper-aware of Sergei�s hands clamping on my collar, hauling me up. I saw the gun jammed in his waistband, his right fist pistoning up toward my sternum. Some kind of Tai Chi embedded programming took over and I think I repulsed the monkey at light speed. His strike slid up my left arm, glancing off my shoulder. Holding my collar with his left, he pulled his right fist back for another blow. I went for his gun with my right hand while bringing my right leg up between his. Concentrating, I didn�t know where his right fist was or where he intended to land it. All I could think about was planting my right knee where it would count most, and getting that damn gun.
Three things were about to happen, in what order, was going to make all the difference.
I felt the gun�s grip in my right hand. Someone was screaming. My knee had stopped moving upward. There was an impossibly bright flash and the world was spinning.
Sergei�s right fist landing squarely on my jaw and an extra shove from his left, sent me flying. I was aware of the floor, hard and cool through an onrushing tide of pain. Rolling to see my attacker, I spotted the pistol skidding on the floor by my feet. The loose gun had the diners bolting for the stairs and Sergei scrambling to retrieve it. I kicked the gun into the stairwell and then� nothing.
Next thing I was aware of was a security guard barking at me with a wad of wet paper towel. Strange offering, I thought, until I tasted blood and noticed my eyebrow dripping. �Where are they?�
�No problem. The police took them� outside. You are okay? Need a doctor?�
�Nyet, I need to go.� I grabbed the wad and got up. Wiping blood from my eyes and concentrating to steady myself, I started after the group.
A full blown blizzard had whipped up. Getting outside into the deep cold and blowing snow sharpened my focus and felt good. Several cops worked at lighting cigarettes in the wind shadow of McDonald�s while their prisoners stood near them in handcuffs. No one was in a hurry. I got within a few meters and stood, watching, wondering where the police cars were. Eventually the security guard opened the restaurant door and called me over to get my backpack. I couldn�t come up with words, Russian or otherwise, and just took it. The cops, cigarettes lit, led their prisoners away.
I followed the group, hanging back a few meters. The cops didn�t care. We got to a road-spanning iron gate about a block down a service road from McDonald�s. A guard, sporting a machine gun, opened it and the group entered. Then he sneered at me, spat in the snow and slammed the gate in my face.
Police intervention certainly added another layer of complication to a situation I saw as nothing less than an irrationally evolving chaos. Losing track of Anna dashed any hope I had of getting her out. She must have had a similar thought because she stood her ground and started shouting, this time in English.
English hollered outside a Ukrainian police detachment cranked the excitement up a notch or two. I begged the gate-guard to let me in, promising I would defuse the situation once inside. All it got me was tersely brushed off. �If you want to file a report, you have to do it at headquarters. No foreigners in here!�
In spite of this, one of the cops decided to let me in. He and the guard shared a few good whispers and chuckles, parting with genial back slaps. The gate was opened a crack and the machine gun toting guard ordered me to stand just inside the compound. Anna�s group headed for the police building and the guard waddled into his ramshackle hut. That was it. I was left standing, bleeding from my head, out in the compound during a blizzard.
An hour went by. I was literally freezing. Blowing into my mitts and stomping my frozen feet was ineffective. It was a matter of minutes before I�d be forced to find shelter in a public building outside the compound. No doubt that was the deal between the cops and the gate guard.
Then Sergei came trudging through the snow. A half grin on his face resolved as he approached. No handcuffs, no escorts this time. I thought it was curtains when his eyes locked on mine and his right ungloved hand slid into his jacket. He pulled out his cell phone.
I flinched.
He laughed, �Tee-lee-phone, Eee-dee-ot!� and kept laughing as he plowed a path toward and out the gate like nothing at all had happened. Outside the compound he poked at his phone like an overacting mime. Whomever he called, while looking at me through narrowed eyes, he didn�t talk to for long. I held his eye contact until he snapped his flip-phone shut like an electric castanet and turned away.
I figured they were placing bets on how long I�d last, when the phone rang in the gate guard�s shack. He hung up and called me over. �You there. They want to see you. Side door.�
A man in a suit yelled at me to hurry it up. He was a plainclothes detective in his fifties, his suit looked like a thrift-store reject. His polyester tie was graced with a good size cigarette burn and he reeked of booze and stale smoke. I followed him up a flight of stairs to his cluttered, dilapidated office. �Sit down. Want a cigarette?�
�No, thank you, I don�t smoke.�
�Fine, I will get right to the point,� He started, earnestly. �Miss Ducat, your situation is not good and you could be in very serious trouble.� He looked at me for a response.
I nodded. �You know my name. What kind of trouble might I be in?�
His voice hardened. �Being caught spying in Ukraine is as bad as it gets.�
�Okay, so spying is bad. Good thing it�s not my problem. What�s happening with my friend and her mother?�
�That is none of your business! You are a spy. You can�t ask the questions.� He knuckled an open folder on his desk. In it were over-enlarged, low resolution versions of the photos I�d emailed Anna. Flipping through the folder, he showed off notes, in Russian, containing my home address and the transcripts and translations of chats and letters between Anna and Sandy and me.
Then the detective pulled out a photo I hadn�t sent Anna. My blood ran cold. I knew that photo. It had been taken in another time and another place by Vladimir�s wife. In it Vladimir and I grinned at the camera with a chess table between us. It confirmed that Vladimir knew I was involved and probably thought Anna was working for me. �Oh, shit. Where did you get this?�
�Maybe now you see this is not a joke. Spies are rats and in Ukraine we kill rats, especially arrogant rats like you.� He grinned at me. �But maybe I can help. Maybe today you can be a lucky rat and not get arrested.�
�Thank you.�
�Thank you will not butter my bread.� The detective rattled off the Russian saying with well-practiced ease.
I wanted to kick his filthy brown teeth down his throat. This was all a shakedown for a bribe? To him, I was a rich westerner, an easy target. With forced calm, I explained that Anna had been kidnapped because she caught her mother in an act of corruption in front of the Prokuratura. The detective was unmoved. He�d seen it all, and buying off the Prokuratura was nothing new to a Ukrainian cop.
�Mother and daughter are waiting for Papa and a train back to Russia. They are safe from you.�
�They aren�t safe, and what papa? That man, Vladimir Ambalov? He will kill them.� I said.
�Mr. Ambalov is a respectable businessman.�
�Right�� I exhaled, folded my hands on his desk beside the overflowing ashtray and asked in as businesslike a manner as I could muster, �Fine, there�s no time to argue. How much? Twenty dollars?�
He laughed. �Flowers and chocolates for my girlfriend. That is nothing to you.�
�A hundred?� I asked.
�Let�s see it.�
Going for my pack got me to the grimy office window. Three blacked out Lexus sedans were pulling into the police compound. �Holy shit, we�re fucked!�
The detective recognized the expletives and gaped at the window. �Give me the hundred and get out of here.�
Vladimir stepped from the middle Lexus and adjusted his coat.
�He�s going to kill them!� I saw bodies in a ditch. A fire hose cleanup and never mind a few more craters in the concrete floor. �A thousand dollars for the girl and her mother, and get us out of here now! You know what we�re dealing with.�
The ashtray flew from his desk as the detective a snatched a ring of keys. One story below us, Vladimir and his henchmen headed for the detachment doors. �Come, fast. You have the money?�
�Yes! Get us out and it�s all yours, just go!� I followed the detective scrambling into the stairwell. Jumping two or three stairs at a time, I dug in my pack for the rest of the fifties.
Anna cried out as the detective and I clattered to a stop on loose floor tiles.
He fumbled with the keys. Loud voices and guffaws echoed down the hallway from somewhere up front.
�We�re getting out of here right now.� I had the wad of fifties crushed in my fist. �Vladimir is in the building. We�re going to get killed.�
The cell door swung open. The detective snatched the cash and, pointing at the side exit, rasped, �Out! Go! Never come back. Never come near me or this detachment again!�
The Skater, blathering accusations and threats, backed into the cell yanking Anna with her.
�Look here! I�m not your enemy. I know your boss. You�re both dead for fucking up.� I hauled Anna from the cell.
�Go now!� The detective pleaded. Leaving the keys dangling from the cell, he bolted for the stairwell.
�Nyet! You come home with me now or go to the Devil!� Anna�s mother growled at her.
�Mama, please. Don�t do this. Come away from here with us.� Anna begged.
�Go to hell!�
We were already clattering over loose floor tiles, sprinting for the side exit. Crashing through the door to the courtyard, the last thing we saw, looking back inside, was Yana heading the other way, toward Vladimir and his henchmen. �Anna, she�s going to bargain. Can you bloody believe it?� I whispered outside in the snow.
�I can not believe anything now. Not a single thing!�
I grabbed her hand and we rushed through the swirling snow for the iron gate. Vladimir�s drivers huddled by their cars, disinterestedly smoking.
�Jess, he will not let us through.� Anna slowed.
The gate guard stepped from his shack, blocking our way.
�Want to bet on that?� I pressed my last twenty into his hand.
He snorted, spat, then shoved the gate aside with the butt of his rifle.
We squeezed through and broke into a staggering run. The wind howled insanely through the overhead wires. Still, we heard the huge iron gate clanging shut behind us.

TWELVE

Bad breath and body odors permeating winter layers had the air in the packed subway nearly unbreathable. At the time, it smelled great�� the stench of ordinary. Anna clung to a strap, swaying beside me. A delayed reaction to the narrow escape at the police station was playing catch-up and I was trying to outrun it. Regardless, riding the subway with Anna at my side, struck me as some kind of wonderful.
Desperately ill-conceived ideas I had of getting Anna started on a new life in Ukraine had been quashed by the reemergence of my old acquaintance, Vladimir, the Dnipro Don. Knowing him, he�d be convinced Anna was working for me�� or for whoever signed my paltry paycheck. Regardless, we were squarely in his sights. I had to get out of Ukraine and, unless I wanted another black-and-white memento of someone else I�d let down, Anna was coming with me.
In this part of the world the fuzzy line between cops and criminals is nearly imperceptible. We made a beeline for the consular division of the Canadian Embassy. It was high time to get an official take on how fast and how far the local police could reach. What my country could do for me, and the shell shocked Russian I had in tow, was another matter.
The Canadian Embassy in Kiev is like a miniature of Canada with its lawns, multilingual signs, and the proud red and white maple leaf flying out front. The transition from frantic, brash Kiev to self-effacing Canadian earnestness is jarring. The man at the security desk greeted us politely in both French and English. I asked to speak to someone in the consular division, and without blowing up, pulling a gun, demanding a bribe or becoming abusive, he asked to see our identification.
�My passport, it is gone!� Anna rifled through her bag.
I was confused. She held what looked to me like a passport. Anna handed it to the man at the desk. �She may be correct,� he said, examining the document. �This is an internal passport. It is an identity document for use inside Russia. It is not a passport or an internationally recognized travel document.�
�I do not understand how I could lose it. I always keep it with my internal passport in this zippered pocket.� Anna held it open to demonstrate. �I checked this morning when we left the hotel. I definitely had it.�
�It�s okay, miss Keitel, this will do for now.� The clerk reached for the phone. �I�ll call the vice consul right away.�
�You know, Jess, when they were dragging me to McDonald�s, mother kept asking me if I had my documents. They �set me up��� like you say. She was alone with my bag. She had a chance to steal it.�
�Ladies, please take a seat.� The clerk indicated a bright orange sofa. �It will be just a moment.�
At the time, the possibility of Anna�s mother stealing her daughter�s passport, hadn�t crossed my mind. It had, however, just crossed Anna�s.
The Vice Consul saw us right away. He escorted us from the lobby, through the consular inner sanctum, then to his office on the second floor. I gave him the run-down on the mess I�d gotten into with Anna and he told me what I already knew: that I had a Canadian passport and was therefore free to travel. He warned me, as if I didn�t already know, about the possibility of corruption and official or police payoffs that could, at any time, render travel very dangerous. He then offered me an escort to the airport where I could get a ticket on the first available flight out of the country�� obviously, without Anna.
Anna was silent throughout the meeting. She knew that as long as we stuck together, I was just as trapped in Ukraine or Russia as she was. What it amounted to was that my safety could only be guaranteed if I abandoned her and fled westward.
By stealing her passport during the attack at McDonald�s, Anna�s mother added an entirely new and unpredictably dangerous twist to our situation. First off, a passport is required to obtain a visa. Losing a Russian passport outside of Russia effectively dooms the traveler to a one way trip back home to replace it. Getting one in the first place is no mean feat, and with a leftover Soviet system of registration in place, it means going back where one is authorized to live within Russia. In other words, replacing the missing passport would effectively force Anna back into the waiting arms of The Skater and a reserved room at the Cuckoo�s Nest if she was lucky. If she wasn�t, a headfirst shove through an ice-fishing hole. My stomach tightened as I thought, it was no wonder The Skater let Anna get away.
�Thanks for the ride, but it�s not going to work. I�m not leaving her to the mobster relatives, associates, or whoever is closing in.� I glanced at Anna. Her cheeks were as red as the mittens she was kneading in front of a colorful Quebec Winter Carnival poster. �She�s as good as gone here, no matter what she does. If I�m in any position to help, I will.�
�That�s commendable and there�s no denying the danger, but in reality all the consulate can do is recommend evacuating. The Russian doesn�t fall under our jurisdiction and we likely couldn�t intervene on her behalf if we wanted to.� The Vice Consul turned to Anna�� the Russian. �Personally, I think you two need to get as far away from Kiev as possible, at least until you figure this out. Without a passport Anna, here, is not going anywhere.�
�What about a refugee claim?� I asked, grasping at straws and mentally kicking myself for not seeing The Skater�s disappearing passport trick a mile away.
�Not possible unless she applies here, to this country first. A foreigner in Ukraine can�t make a refugee claim in a foreign embassy unless it has been documented and denied by Ukraine first.�
�But Ukraine�s not going to protect her. They won�t even bother denying her. You and I both know that. Officials here are as corrupt as the Russians. Hell, they probably are Russians. They�ll feed her to the goons she�s running from rather than give her the time of day.�
�Then she must return to Russia. It�s her country, after all, and they have a duty to protect her.�
�Yeah, right, they�ll look after her.� From the work I had done in Russia, I knew the residential registration database all too well. It�s a countrywide system left over from the Soviets that tracks every citizen and which, for a few dollars, can be accessed by anyone. Not only can friendly cops sell information from police or government databases, but for a modest bribe, people can plant information of their own choosing onto those databases, anything from internal government records up to and including Interpol. �Russia is completely unsafe for her now.�
�Well, it appears that she can�t realistically make a refugee claim in Ukraine,� The Vice Consul said. �The missing passport is definitely a problem too.�
�What about Canada? Can she make a refugee claim in Canada?�
�Considering the situation, she would probably have a claim, but she needs to be on Canadian soil to make it. First of all you need to get out of Ukraine. If you�re not leaving without her you need to, in the very least, get out of Kiev,� he said.
�I�m not leaving her.�
�I suppose you aren�t. I wish there was more I could do but you�re sitting ducks here.� The Vice Consul eased into his desk chair. It emitted a familiar metallic groan. �I�m going to go out on a limb and give you my private number. While you�re in Ukraine, you can use the embassy as a contact point and address. Let me, or the embassy, know where you are at all times. In fact, why don�t you get in touch tomorrow morning? I�ll make a couple of calls and see what can be done.�
�You mean stay here?� I was confused.
�No, we�re not equipped for that. We can�t shelter an alien under these circumstances and you�ve made it clear you will not make use of an expedited departure to a safe country or Canada, which, Ms. Ducat, is all we can offer.� He took a breath and wrote his private number on a business card. �I�m asking you to keep in touch and allowing you to use this address as a safe drop off and pick up point for messages, mail, the police�� if completely necessary. I wish there was more I could do.�
* * *
Maydan Nezalezhnosti�� Independence Square�� is Kiev�s obligatory Red Square. All Soviet cities have them, gigantic parade grounds to celebrate the glorious Revolution and military might. Since the Soviet collapse, Ukraine�s way of utilizing its own Red Square was to dig it up and turn it into an underground labyrinth of shopping malls. Taking shopping underground was probably wise, given the irradiation the city took during the Chernobyl nuclear meltdown in 1986. Around the square, various Stalinist and postwar structures house cell phone stores, fast food joints and Internet cafes. It was to one of those street level Internet cafes that we headed after leaving the Canadian Embassy.
Without thinking, I found a table, guided Anna to a seat and ordered designer beverages. Anna was an emotional wreck. For her, things had gone from bad to worse, then to worse-than-that. There was nothing the consulate could do for her and all they�d do for me was provide a lift to the airport. Either I take the offer or not. Their obligation was met. I was furious, but I knew the consulate had zero jurisdiction in the case of Anna. Protecting the interests of Canada was a top priority and a Russian national involved in something they had no way to assess could prove diplomatically embarrassing.
I didn�t know what I was drinking, something sweet and vaguely coffee-like. I yanked the remaining laptop from the Roots pack and, tunneling onto Ben�s proxy server through the cafe�s Wi-Fi, I downloaded an encrypted message from my employer. Playing it safe, I took the computer off line before running decryption on the short text file.
�Contract terminated. Submit evidence gathered for reimbursement of expenses incurred before this date. Subject ANNA KEITEL, not considered to be of interest. There will be no further contact. Be advised this agency rates the current situation unpredictable and dangerous. Recommend reaching safe third country immediately.�
I killed the laptop and stared over it at Anna. I was somewhere else, looking right through her.
She slurped the foam off her chai-latte. �What happened?� Side-to-side head movement. �Jess, hello, what did it say?�
�I�ve been fired.�
�Ramifications?� She put her cup down.
�Not good.� I looked out at the street, cobalt blue in the late twilight with incandescent snow swirling in headlights.
�Come on, tell me what kind of trouble that makes for us.�
�Other than having no support, being totally on our own, having nowhere to turn, and don�t forget your missing passport, I need to submit the evidence or I won�t even get paid for expenses.�
�You have the evidence, so submit it.�
�Yes, but the pictures I took, they�re on the film I hid back at the apartment before we ran.�
�You mean all the evidence you were collecting is on that film?� Anna was incredulous.
�No, but the damn film is the best tamper proof evidence there is. Without it there�s no reimbursement for expenses and let me tell you, those expenses have been huge.� I looked at Anna, this time actually focusing on her. �I�m going to get that film.�
�Why did you leave it at the apartment? That is crazy!�
�Because getting caught with it would get me killed.�
�But Jess, you know they are going to find the apartment, probably the film.�
�Right, but they won�t know it was me that took the pictures.� I had a chilling insight. �Actually, my dear, you�re the only one from the apartment they will have identified.�
�So, we have to go back there to get it? The film?� Anna asked.
�You don�t need to come.�
�But I want to come. I need to be with you and I want to know what�s happening. You are all I have got now. I got you into this nightmare and I�m sure not getting out of it without you.�
�I thought it was all my fault for inviting you to Kiev in the first place.�
Silence.
�Anna, maybe you don�t realize this, but I don�t know what I�m doing.�
�That�s not true. You got away from Sergei, not once, but twice and he really does know what he is doing. He was in Chechnya.�
�I don�t doubt it, and great, Chechnya is a badge of honor for guys like Sergei.� Recalling how I got away from him, I said, �Actually, the first time it was you who saved me from Sergei! The second time, the cops��
�But you got his gun��
I cut her off with a raised hand. �And I bribed them, the cops, that is. I purchased our freedom. Guess I was the highest bidder. Spies aren�t soldiers, and hell, I�m not even a spy, whatever that is, I�m a contractor, and guess what.�
�What am I to guess?�
�I�m not even a contractor anymore!� Saying it out loud made it way too real. My stomach tightened. �Geeze, Anna, I really have to get into that apartment.�
�Don�t you think they�ll be there waiting for us?�
�I don�t think so.� I stared outside into the swirling snow. �Oh, I don�t know. I�ll keep a sharp lookout and I need that film to get paid. I have a feeling we�re really going to need the money.�
�I�m not sure I want either one of us to die for that film, even if it means you get paid.� Anna said.
�I agree, but you really don�t need to come. I, on the other hand, have no choice in the matter. We�re going to need the money. � I stood up. Cinching my coat, I dug in my pockets for change.
Anna didn�t move. �Hold on, let me just think here for a second.�
I threw some coins on the table. �It�s not your job. You don�t have to go. I�ll meet you back here. Play with the laptop. This cafe is open longer than it�s going to take me to get back.� I turned for the door.
�Wait. If you are really going to do it, I am going with you. I don�t have a choice either. I�m not going to sit here thinking you�ve been killed.� Anna hefted the Roots pack. �Can�t you see it, Jess? You�re not in this alone.�
* * *
D�j� vu hit me hard as the subway decelerated into the Pecherska station. Less than twenty-four hours before, we�d been on our way out of there, heading downtown with nowhere to go. Returning, nothing was unusual. Just like always, riders getting off piled against the doors as the train slowed. On the platform, those waiting to get on, had assembled opposing forces. The train stopped. The doors opened like chutes at the Calgary Stampede unleashing a ton of riled bull, and the commuters commenced battle. It�s a relentless shoving match repeated every couple of minutes throughout rush-hour at every station at every egress point. The daily commute honed to an extreme sport.
The Kiev Metro authority, in an attempt to calm the crowd surging to and from the semi-functional escalators, pipes in the soothing strains of Chopin�s Raindrop Prelude on a continuous loop. The hypnotic Prelude was nearing the end of its second repetition by the time we neared the top of the escalators.
�Devil!� Anna pointed down the escalator. �There is Sergei.�
We shoved our way up the last dozen steps.
The Central Election Commission�s square was deserted, a barren expanse of blowing snow. �A bloody turkey-shoot if we don�t high-tail it.� I grabbed Anna and pulled her toward the last of the crowd crossing Kutuzova Boulevard.
Tires spun on gravelly ice. I snapped my head around. A white Lada sedan was headed right for us. Its overtaxed engine roared painfully as the car fishtailed through the red light. I shoved Anna toward the panicking pedestrians a split second before it struck me from behind. My knees buckled and my rear-end caved in the tin-can hood. Sliding off the passenger side of the car, my back hit the road first. The shockwave drove my knees up into my chest.
In photographic detail, I watched the passenger door leave its frame as the skinhead inside shouldered it open. I pivoted off my shoulders, arching my back, driving my legs toward the car. My heavy boots accelerated past my face, past my raised hips, and squarely into the door. It caved in, catching the guy�s fingers, giving me seconds to get on my feet and scramble to the opposite curb.
I grabbed Anna by the straps of my Roots backpack�� good thing she�d been wearing it or the laptop would have been toast�� and yanked her into motion. �You shouldn�t be here! Run!�
�We shouldn�t be here!� Anna yelled, breaking into a sprint.
Running down Lesi Ukrainky, I heard the Lada�s engine-RPM red-line. It mounted the sidewalk in hot pursuit. We were hemmed in on our right by a palisade of apartment buildings and by the boulevard to our left. An opening into a courtyard lay dead ahead. I grabbed Anna�s hand and yanked her in behind me. The Lada bounced off the curb and skidded by.
I knew from previous shortcuts that the courtyard was a typical Soviet inspired vertical sided crater formed by several apartment blocks enclosing a common area. The buildings, like the apartment we�d abandoned twenty four hours earlier, were accessed by stairwells and shafts. There was only one opening at the bottom of each shaft and no connecting corridors. Only one way in and only one way out, through heavy steel self-locking doors at the bottom of each shaft. I scanned light sources for one that reached all the way to the ground, desperate for a stairwell door left ajar.
When I�d lateraled right, into the courtyard with Anna, I�d heard the Lada�s doors slam. Now it was hollered threats accompanied by jack-booted feet pumping pavement, crushing ice. It was like the thugs were right on us when I saw a sliver of light. One of those steel doors, left ajar. I whirled, colliding with Anna. Begging the door not to shut, I jammed my hand into the crack and hauled it open. We flew through into the stairwell, pulling the handle hard behind us. The door slammed locked just before the skinheads piled into it.
�Go, go, go!� I yelled, pointing up the stairwell. Anna scrambled for the stairs and I punched the top floor button in the elevator and jumping out before its doors closed.
We climbed five or six floors up through the crumbling cement stairwell. The skinheads� pounding on the entrance below went silent. Like hikers treed by a grizzly, we waited and listened.
Anna sat on the sixth floor landing. The upper floors might have been abandoned. There was no light other than an eerie mercury vapor glow oozing in through filthy stairwell windows. �Well, what now?� Her feet rested on the top stair, she hugged her knees.
�I have no idea.� I eased myself down beside her. It invoked an interesting symphony of pain.
Anna might have sensed it. She put her arm around me and my layers of insulation, sighed and lowered her chin to my shoulder. �I guess we wait.�
Eventually we descended. I cracked the door to the courtyard, half expecting the business end of a handgun to poke through. Nothing� we were okay, so far. �I knew this wasn�t a good idea.�
Anna said nothing.
�What do you think? Should we go back?� I opened the door enough to see most of the courtyard.
�Back to where?�
�The subway, downtown, I don�t know.�
�The Grand Eastern?�
�Obviously not.� I gently closed the door, I wasn�t ready to enter the courtyard and hear it lock behind us. �But I wonder if we should go for the film or just forget it and get out.�
A woman with a small dog emerged from the elevator, stared at us standing there before flinging the door wide open. �Make sure you close it hard behind you or it doesn�t lock.� The dog and woman left. The door slammed and locked.
�She�s right about it not locking. Good thing for us.�
Anna smiled then got serious. �Okay, we need that film unless they are already at the apartment. Can you find out if they have been there?�
�How?� I shrugged.
�Phone someone. You are a spy. Do what you do.�
�I�m not a spy. I don�t do this. Besides, I�ve got no one to call. We�ll head for the apartment and if it looks like anyone�s been there, get out fast.�
With Sergei at the station, we�d either been followed or he�d been expecting us at that stop. Either way, our pursuers didn�t know about the film and must have assumed we wouldn�t be stupid enough to go for the apartment after being detected. At least, that�s what I was counting on.
Anna started out first, walking into the freezing night toward the apartment. On the lookout for trouble, I watched her go and then followed slowly, moving inconspicuously and keeping to the shadows.
The Prokuratura loomed over the street, bathed in sodium vapor light. �Okay, we�re home. What do you think, Jess?�
�I think we go in. Carefully.�
Anna entered the code and hiding behind the door, pulled it open. The old familiar stairwell, no sign of trouble. We crept up the stairs to the fourth floor. Peering around corners, we watched for any of the tufted upholstery-over-plate-steel apartment doors open a crack, ready for ambush. Muffled squawking from TV sets leaked into the stairwell along with the usual sounds of domestic life. Our door was locked and apparently untouched. Taking a deep breath I inserted the key and turned it.
Everything was just as we left it. The abandoned laundry had acquired a stronger stench, though. Rooms and closets checked, we changed into clean clothes. Anna, her hunger taking a backseat to danger, went for the fridge and began wolfing down whatever she found. I hauled out the cupboard and reached behind for the canisters of exposed film. I was sure they were gone, then what? No, there they were! I tore them loose and packed them in the lead lined Pelican case. �Film�s safe in the film-safe. Time to go.�
�Just a second.� Munch, munch, munch.
Hearing Anna toothing into whatever she�d found had me ravenously hungry. I tossed the Pelican case down the hall into the vestibule, veered right, and made a beeline for the open fridge. Sinking my teeth into a hunk of well aged asiago, Russian orders, course and distinct, erupted in the stairwell. It sounded like several men and they weren�t Ukrainian.
�Dinner�s over. We�ve got company!� I crammed the rest of the cheese into my mouth.
Swearing, banging and crashing from the floors below got louder. Doors were kicked and slammed. Tenants added to the cacophony with their own shouts, threats and expletives. The intruders, moving from door to door, were looking for a couple of women. I had a pretty good idea which ones. When they kicked at our door, Anna shrieked. I tried to muffle her, but too late. One of them heard and barked an order to, �Open up, or you�re dead!� followed by the promise that there would be no trouble.
We held our breath.
Then, gunfire.
�This is bloody serious!� I yelled at Anna. �Balcony! Drop ice on the cars. Make the alarms go off. Get attention!�
I lifted the receiver on the land-line phone: dead.
�Stay down. Go!� I added, careening around the corner toward the entrance hall and the film case I�d left there. Plaster and splintered wood blasted from the vestibule into my face. Whatever the caliber, the bullets were cutting through both the steel outer door and the solid hardwood inner door with enough force left over to crater the opposite wall, and they were coming from something seriously automatic.
�Shit!� I screamed, dropping and scrambling backwards on my butt. With my foot, I hooked the strap on the Pelican case and dragged it with me. The first crash made it sound like the thugs were using a telephone pole for a battering ram. Anna ran toward me and froze. I reached for her ankles and yanked her down. She fell hard. �Stay down! They have fucking artillery. Don�t think these walls will stop those bullets!�
There was another shuddering crash, machine gun fire, then something else, just at the edge of my hearing�� sirens. Another crash� shouting� then sirens growing louder, what sounded like dozens of them. The gunfire stopped, replaced by the sounds of a chaotic retreat.
�Come on, we�re going!� I said, throwing on my coat. The wooden inner door came away in pieces. The outer steel door was bowed inward and riddled with holes. They cast weak beams of light through the swirling plaster dust. I shouldered into the outer steel door. Jagged bullet holes cut into my heavy suede coat. The door, however, didn�t budge. It was jammed solid in its frame.
Cops were just outside the building. Someone had a megaphone. They were either playing it safe or thought we were cornered. �The police could be working for the same bunch those thugs are.� I said. �At any rate, let�s not stick around to find out.�
The jammed outer door was a problem, but the two footed kick into a car door from flat on my back generated excellent results earlier. Why mess with success? Down I went, kicking hard with both feet. The lower corner gave and started to bend outward. �Unlock it!� I ordered, landing my next two footed kick a little higher, closer to the deadbolt. A surge of pain shot from my left ankle and figured I had only one good kick left.
Over the sirens, more megaphone calls cackled. Car alarms provided a weird counterpoint. Anna�s aerial ice bombardment had at least set off a few of them. Echoing up the stairwell were the excited cries of tenants. The police were evacuating the lower floors. They probably thought we were the shooters.
Anna pulled the bolt back and I wound up with every bit of kick I had left in me. One foot landed on the lock, the other, just below, near the frame. Over my own cry and the grinding of metal screeching out of the frame, I heard a distinctive crack. The pain was way more than I expected.
�Push it!� I got my right leg under me. �We�re going for the roof.�
The door ground open just enough to let us squeeze through. I hopped up on my right foot, tried my left, and was immensely relieved when it held me. The landing was littered with shell casings and shattered building debris. Crashing though it, I grabbed the rail and peered up the stairwell. Five stories straight up to a trapdoor onto the roof. One of the first things I had done before settling in was to explore the building�� just in case�� so I knew that trapdoor was unlocked.
�Move! Up! Fast!� We power climbed the stairs. Reaching the roof, I jammed a piece of rebar, I�d left there on my initial exploration, into the access door from the outside. No one was coming up through that trapdoor without a fight�� or a cutting torch. The temperature had dropped a couple more degrees and howling wind tore at us. We pulled up our hoods and shoved our rapidly stiffening hands into mitts. Catching my breath, I gazed at Kiev spread out like an electric galaxy below us. The sky had cleared and ice-bright stars shone above.
The night was absolutely freezing�� stunningly beautiful, but deadly. I didn�t know if I could get another stairwell roof access open, but it was imperative to find out before frostbite set in. From nine stories below, car alarms still wailed, although the sirens and shouts had died away. �I�m impressed, Anna. You really got those car alarms going.�
�Yes, and it was not easy!� She shouted back over the wind. �The icicles were not heavy enough, so I pushed down that cement block and the flower pot.�
�What?� I was floored. �You could have killed someone!�
�What was I to do? The icicles didn�t work. You said we needed a diversion. The flower pot and its base was the only heavy thing.�
�Well shit, we�re criminals now,� I muttered. �Some poor sod, minding his own business when a cement block caves in his skull�� or at least his car!�
Anna fumed at my unfair lack of gratitude.
I pulled off a mitt to get my phone. Luda�s eyebrow-pencil scrawled phone number was crumpled in my coat pocket with it. �Luda! I almost forgot about her. She said, �in an emergency,� and this sure feels like an emergency to me.� Punching in her number with frozen fingers was a challenge.
We traversed the roof, skidding over wind polished ice and low drifts. I was limping badly. Eventually a stairwell access door yielded. Sheer luck or we�d have been climbing down our own stairwell, right into the arms of the police. They lingered in front of the Prokuratura and, having no idea who else lurked with them in blacked out sedans, we decided to split up. I sent Anna down the unfamiliar stairwell on her own. It opened onto an entirely different street, but two women skulking off together would be like shouting, �You-hoo, over here��
Anna had the instructions I had just gotten from Luda on how to find her grandmother�s apartment. From the roof I watched her cross a busy street and disappear. I descended a few minutes later, fighting to ignore what I hoped was only a sprain. It wasn�t easy, less than an hour after kicking our way out of the apartment, my ankle was swollen to the constraints of my boot. Reaching the street, I stopped a taxi and asked the driver to pass by our former building�s entrance. Sure enough, there in the lot, favored for special business deals, was someone�s beloved Lada Samara, roof crushed, alarm still sounding. Turning my head, not wanting to see, I told the cabbie to drive on.

THIRTEEN

The brick building we pulled up to was incongruously attractive. Lacking Soviet, soul crushing architectural ugliness, meant it was built before the revolution. How it survived since then was a mystery. A sharp intake of super cold air and a Russian expletive got me up and kind of standing by the cab�s open door. The driver grunted something sardonic, reached over the passenger seat and snatched the cash I held out. The door slammed as he accelerated into a flawless execution of the change-making-avoidance maneuver. I was left somewhat awestruck in his wake.
�Why do you for so long stay outside? Waiting for snow to fall?� Luda waved me into the lobby.
The heavy, frost veneered entry door slammed. Anna, who had been hiding in a corner, emerged and embraced me. I felt her heart beating though our combined layers of insulation.
Luda interrupted with a briefing on the roles we were to play in front of her grandmother. �You are nothing more than a couple of visiting foreign acquaintances. American girlfriends traveling to see the world. Such a pity that you speak no Russian!�
�Ukrainian?� I asked.
�Nyet, not even Latin! You are not to speak with Grandmother in any language.� Luda was adamant. Inside the apartment, communication was to be strictly in English. Baba was never to learn of her granddaughter�s clandestine activities or pick up even a hint of who we really were.
By the time the glacially slow hydraulic elevator made the third floor, Luda had become her usual lighthearted social self. Her chameleon-like transformation was, to say the least, vaguely disturbing. Reaching the terminus of a convoluted passageway, she swung open one of the mismatched doors. �Welcome, friends of mine, to the flat of my grandmother!� She ushered us inside. �Please, make at home your selves in this, our modest flat.�
Baba, waiting up to meet us, innocently insisted on providing tea for her granddaughter�s weary friends. Luda�s body language told us, in no uncertain terms, that rejecting the offer was not an option.
�What a treat! A nice cup of tea would really hit the spot.� I said in English.
Anna rolled her eyes.
�Especially after that long flight from America. I dare say, the turbulence over Tuscany was more than a mere trifle.� I picked at the dried blood matted into my fake-fur collar. My face had probably bruised up like a prize-fighter�s.
Luda�s elbow drilled into my ribs. �With such a flight it is a miracle that you survived! Maybe you want to take off your coat and boots?�
�Coat okay, boots not.�
�I do not understand.�
�I might have broken my foot. If I take off the boot I�ll never get it back on. That will be a lot of turbulence to explain to��
�I understand.� Luda cut me off, then in Russian, �My friends would love some tea, Grandmother. Thank you.�
Sighing and waving her gnarled hands, the old woman lamented having so little food to share. She tried speaking to Anna, and then to me in Russian, Ukrainian and even a bit of French. We pretended not to understand, smiled and spoke to her in English. Luda had actually managed to keep what she did to make ends meet, over and above teaching, from her baba.
Granny�s apartment might have been somebody�s dining room, a long, long time ago. Since then, hastily erected walls had divided it into two rooms. The building itself had been liberated from the bourgeois by the Bolsheviks, who then carved it into a multitude of ill-conceived rabbit hutches for the proletariat. An opening from one of Baba�s two tiny, high ceiling and impossible to heat rooms led to a communal toilet, basin, and kitchen shared by several other apartments of similar size and layout. One of the two rooms had, much later on, been provided with a sort-of kitchen: a counter, sink, and hotplate; but the single toilet and bathtub were still communal. I wondered if the later additions to the sitting room had been Luda�s. The other room contained their beds, a desk, TV, wardrobe and Luda�s enormous Great Pyrenees, their own personal bodyguard, asleep in a nest of moth-eaten blankets after curiously greeting and approving of us.
Luda had taken it upon herself to make some changes to our appearances. Following my desperate rooftop phone call, she�d run out for boxes of cheap hair dye and cosmetics. With Baba in the other room and down for the night, Luda went to work on us, me first. The wound on my scalp from Sergei�s pistol-whipping burned like crazy. What the hell? The ammonia, peroxide and other reagents in the super-cheap hair color not only turned my hair black, but disinfected and cauterized the wound.
�Hey, jet-black is better than gangrene.� I�d joked, getting punchy. My humor went unappreciated.
Anna�s light brown 1980�s perm was sacrificed for a short, bleached-blonde punk cut. It looked like something had gone terribly wrong at the salon, but without question, it changed her appearance. I, on the other hand, might as well have stuck my head in a bucket of printer�s ink. We found it uproarious, more so after being scolded by Luda for our bad behavior in Baba�s flat. Chastened, Anna was the first to give in to exhaustion. With what was left of her hair still damp, she stretched out on the kitchen floor, pulled up a ratty dog�s blanket, and was out like a light.
Luda motioned me to the far corner. �Early in the morning you must go,� I caught the slight tremor in her voice. �If it was only me you could stay, but you bring great danger to Grandmother. She is too old to know anything about this terrible business and her life has already been hard enough. Please understand, I can not get her involved.� Luda wished me goodnight and disappeared into her, and her grandmother�s, bedroom.
Through the closed door, I heard a whine from the huge dog then Luda�s harshly whispered command to �lie down�� sleep.� I kept my left boot on and buckled tight as I could stand it. It provided the sprained�� possibly broken�� ankle some compression and support. I was fading fast. Every muscle in my body cried out for sleep and multiple sources of bodily pain were losing the battle to keep me conscious. I lay down on my own holey dog blanket, covered myself with my parka, and felt the room spinning.
Anna was barely visible a few feet away. �Goodnight, young voyager.� I whispered, reaching out for her.
Anna�s reply was a long sigh. She was beyond REM and into deep sleep.
�I dare say, turbulence be damned, you�re in for the ride of your life.�
The dog snorted from the other room followed by a loud, �Shhhhh.�
Drifting off, my last thought was, how in hell was I going to get us out of this one.
* * *
�Time to go.� Luda stage whispered, shaking me awake.
�Yeah, yeah, yeah, I�m up.�
She poked at the mound under Anna�s blanket.
Anna groaned.
�Anna, time to get up. I do not want to explain to Baba why you must go.�
The rickety elevator hadn�t survived the night. Someone noted its demise with a scrap of paper, �Not working,� impaled on a loose screw. I glanced at my watch, just shy of seven.
Seeing as leaving together wouldn�t be the smartest play in the book, Anna headed out first. From the lobby, I watched her disappear up a deserted, snow dusted side street. Her instructions were to catch a bus to the Arsenalnaya subway station and wait for me�� inconspicuously. The station wasn�t on our usual route and far enough away from the apartment�� the scene of the previous night�s shootout�� to just maybe, not be watched. With Anna out of sight, I left Luda�s building and waited across the street for a taxi.
At Arsenalnaya, I limped down stairs decorated with dollops of frozen spit. Anna paced back and forth just outside the super-heavy steel and glass doors of the metro station. Great way to get attention. I signaled her to stay where she was and elbowed my way toward a bank of payphones. In a gravelly voice the Canadian Vice Consul told me to meet him at the embassy ASAP.
On the way, we emerged from the subway at Khreshchatyk. Right downtown in the glittering heart of a city that always seems to be in darkness. �Is the sun ever up around here?� I growled under my breath.
An automatic teller machine in Mandarin Plaza cranked out twelve hundred American dollars without complaint. I stuffed the cash into my pocket, then with Anna�s support, hobbled back through the empty mall. I desperately needed coffee and to get off my feet�� the left one, in particular. We rode one of the glass elevators to the fourth floor where a bar and restaurant were both closed. High-end dining doesn�t rise and shine with the junior executives of new Kiev, but I could see them outside, through the glass curtain-wall, alighting from their limousines and taxis. �Dear god, let there be coffee at the embassy.� I hit the call button for the elevator. �And maybe some good news for a change. We could really use some good news.�
The sky, an oppressive slate gray, had lightened somewhat above the traffic choked streets. Streetlights were randomly going dark when I hailed a taxi and we made our way to the Canadian Embassy. Of course, there was coffee, tea, and even muffins. With Anna reasonably content, enjoying her breakfast in the embassy�s homey common area, I joined the Vice Consul, coffee in hand.
�Look, you need to get out of Kiev.� The Vice Consul looked out at Anna and gently closed his door. �I made a couple of calls on your behalf. The girl�s mother, one Yana Keitel, known apparently as The Skater, seems to be quite the interesting character. There are those who would be very pleased to avail themselves of her cooperation if you could get it. The daughter is another matter, though. Under the circumstances, she would be welcomed in Canada as a refugee and potentially useful witness, but she would have to make her way there herself�� she�s not valuable enough to qualify for government help. If you can find that missing passport, you can probably get her to Turkey or Egypt where it would be safer. Then you could travel to Canada from there.�
�Sure, getting the passport makes sense, but she tells me her mother took it to force her back to Russia. I�m thinking there�s no way she�s just going to give it back. Can�t someone here help with that?�
�Sorry, no, you�re on your own there. I inquired, but as things stand there�s nothing to be done. She�s on her own until she reaches Canada, and with her or without her, you need to leave here now! There was an inquiry at the Embassy yesterday after you left. Police were at the Embassy yesterday after you left. They have photos and a bulletin out for you and the Russian.�
�A bulletin for what? When did that happen?� I was stalling for time, trying to think through and assess the new data.
�Yesterday, I�d assume. It doesn�t take them long when someone�s looking for you with deep pockets. But Ms. Ducat, it doesn�t matter. It�s what they think or what they�ve been paid to think. You know how it works. It is a good thing that you�ve moved to alter your appearances somewhat, at least. You have to get out�� now�� and don�t use transport that requires identification. That means any, and I mean any, public bus, train, plane or donkey cart that leaves the city.�
I nodded, took a long sip of steaming coffee�� Tim Horton�s, no doubt�� and looked at the Michelin road map of Ukraine masking taped to the wall.
�If you insist on taking the girl, which I must emphasize that I do not recommend, then you might consider Odessa. It�s on the coast, not too far, has an airport and a seaport� worth a thought, anyhow. I can offer you the use of a room here in the Embassy to shower and rest up, and I would ask you to keep in touch whatever you decide to do, but aside from that, you are on your own.�
�Well, thanks. �On my own,� happens to be the story of my life nowadays.�
We took advantage of the Embassy�s offer of a shower and a proper meal. I found Anna�s incredulity at the kindness of the Embassy personnel vaguely amusing, kind of endearing, but ultimately unsettling. Canada might be paradise, but for the moment it was pretty much out of reach.

FOURTEEN

Riding back to Mandarin Plaza, in a death-trap taxi, I mentally went over our options and their ramifications. I had been to Odessa and was reasonably familiar with it. It seemed as good a place as any to hide out and buy time.
A throng of cars choked the passenger drop-off area just outside the plaza�s ultra-modern glass foyer. Among the metallic herd of expensive, blacked out sedans disgorging businessmen, were at least a few regular looking passenger vehicles. In the former USSR, and much of the world for that matter, there are official taxis with a little sign affixed to the roof of a usually seriously decrepit car�� like the one we�d just gotten out of�� and there are regular private vehicles with drivers eager to offset their costs by driving for hire. Virtually any semi-serviceable vehicle with a driver is a potential taxi. I spotted a sound looking, nondescript light blue Opel by the curb, engine idling. The driver sat behind the wheel reading a paper.
�Screw it!� I started toward the Opel.
�Jess?�
�Time to get the hell out of here. You coming?�
�You mean now? To Odessa, by car?�
�Don�t see an alternative. It�s too far to walk and we can�t take the train.� I knocked on the passenger window. The driver signaled us into the car. I eased myself onto the front passenger seat and Anna got in the back.
�Where to?� The curly blonde driver, thirtyish, conservatively dressed in a shirt and tie, and still focused on his paper, asked.
�Odessa.�
�Train station or airport?�
�Just downtown. Near the Odessa Opera House.� It would put us in the hotel district.
�All right, wherever. Are you going by train or plane?� He folded the paper, slapped it on the dash and glared at me.
�No, you misunderstand.� I said. �We need to get to Odessa and we would like to get there by car. Can you drive us, and if so, for how much?�
He put the car in gear and pulled around the corner. �Odessa is very far. A thousand kilometers, certainly. Very expensive to drive there.� He spoke to me in simple Russian, recognizing my foreign accent.
�It�s about six hundred kilometers. How about two hundred dollars, cash.� I said.
Anna, in the backseat, was silent.
�You crazy? That won�t buy gas! I need to drive back from Odessa and the car belongs to my brother-in-law.� He�d reverted to completely colloquial Russian.
�Fine, two fifty, cash, no names, and we go now.�
�Blyad, you are on the run or you would take the train. Maybe you murdered someone. Maybe drugs. I don�t care, but I need something for my risk.�
I upped the offer. �Three hundred�� take it or we get out and find another car.�
Anna popped the back door, stuck a leg out.
�Okay, okay, okay, three hundred in American dollars and I want to see it. We get pulled over and it is everyone for himself. All I know is you missed your tour bus or something.� He handed me a card. �My name is Dmitri.�
Anna got back in.
Keeping the cash concealed, I thumbed fifteen twenties from the wad in my pocket, pulled it out, showed it to him, and off we went. Our first stop was a couple hours south of Kiev: a seedy truck-stop with hookers trolling the idling rigs. A crumbling building, once a Soviet stalovaya�� cafeteria�� made up to look like a Swiss mountain chalet, was surrounded by rusting car and truck hulks. Dmitri needed a payphone. He claimed his cell phone didn�t work outside Kiev. Waiting, we leaned against the car, matching the suspicious stares of working girls, one for one.
�Jess, how can you know they are prostitutes?�
�Know anyone who isn�t that wears short-shorts, fishnets, spike heels and bares their midriff in winter?� Honestly, I was starting to wonder if Anna was actually Russian and just how sheltered an existence she had endured.
Dmitri swaggered toward us, hitching up his trousers. �Oye, I forgot, it�s a long trip. I need junk food and pop.� He stuck his hand out.
�What?�
�Money. I�m not driving all the way there hungry.�
I pulled some Ukrainian bills from my wallet.
�Dollars, give me dollars. They work better.� He snatched a twenty from my hand. �You ladies want something?�
�Can�t afford it. Just bring me the change and let�s get going.�
Laughing, he headed for the chalet.
On the road again, Dmitri sucked back can after can of some kind of highly caffeinated energy drink. Anna slept blissfully in the backseat while the Ukrainian steppe passed hypnotically by. An endlessly undulating prairie of snow and stubble accented occasionally with clumps of brush, rusting machinery, and lonely decaying buildings. I dozed off with my head wedged between the seat and the doorpost. Until I was jerked awake from the depths of a nightmare involving swerving, honking and revving engines, to find Dmitri in the heat of a caffeine fueled highway duel with a delivery van. I didn�t even know a delivery van could actually go 180 km/h! It took threatening to chuck his three hundred out the window to get him to finally break it off.
At first he�d come across as a decent enough guy. On the highway, however, he morphed into a total jerk. I was counting the kilometers to Odessa, when a police roadblock appeared over a rise. Of course, we were signaled over. I groaned, surreptitiously peeling a couple of twenties from the wad in my pocket. I slipped them to Dmitri.
�You�ve done this before.� He sneered, getting out to meet the officer walking toward us.
They chatted on the shoulder a couple of meters ahead of the car. I scanned the ditch and the frozen field beyond, running the odds Dmitri would kiss off the three hundred for a chance to sell us out. I noticed he�d taken the keys. Eventually, though, Dmitri and the officer shook hands, he got back in and I breathed a sigh of relief. �That forty does not come out of my three hundred,� Dmitri said, pulling away from the shoulder and waving genially to the officer.
The crumbling outskirts of Odessa were sliding past by early evening. The highway had widened into six or more lanes, an asphalt ribbon traversing an immense valley of unhealthy scrub forest interspersed with half collapsed warehouses, abandoned factories and fields of tangled metal. Attention grabbing billboards appeared randomly, extolling a better life with the products they touted. There was one of the smiling former prime-minister, Yuliya Tymoshenko, lovingly cradling a seedling. It was disturbingly out of place in the post apocalyptic landscape.
Dmitri, scheming for a way to continue the flow of American dollars, declared we would dine together in Odessa. Having a feeling it would be my treat, I suggested the food fair at a downtown mall I�d frequented before.
He insisted on a table in the deserted smoking section.
�We don�t smoke.�
�So what, there�s nobody here.� Dmitri plunked down his tray and pulled up a chair. �Blyad, I need a cigarette and some fresh air.� He shoved his chair back, got up and walked away.
Anna jabbed me with an elbow.
�Ouch, what?�
She pointed at the cigarettes and lighter Dmitri left on his food tray.
A few minutes later he was back, examining the cell phone he�d said only worked in Kiev. �We need to find a place to stay tonight. And I think you are going a lot further than Odessa. Out of the country, probably.�
�What do you mean, �We need to find a place?�� I ignored the part about where we were going.
�Da, you do not expect me to drive all the way back to Kiev tonight. In the dark, all alone, so tired. It is one day each way. You buy me food. You rent me a room.�
�I do?�
�Da, and not out of the three hundred you owe me, understand?� He stabbed at a Tater Tot with a plastic fork. �Do not worry about it. I know an excellent cheap hotel near here. It will not cost many of your precious dollars.�
Long after we had finished eating, Dmitri was nursing his third or forth diet Coke, Anna was complaining, and I wanted to go, but Dmitri insisted on, �Just a few more minutes. After all I have done for you, you can�t let me finish my drink in peace?�
�Fine, whatever.�
Finally, a wiry old man in a leather cape and tall riding boots sauntered in. He was casting his gaze around the empty eating area as though it were occupied by a Roman legion on a dinner break. Until, that is, he spotted an empty seat. What luck, it just happened to be at the next table. He opened a notebook, stared at us and started taking notes. The strange man�s blatant eavesdropping annoyed the hell out of me. About to launch into him with some snide remark, I noticed that his notebook was full of navigational calculations. Beside him was a neatly folded maritime map of the port of Odessa.
�I do hope we aren�t crowding you.� A snide comment is a terrible thing to waste.
�Not at all. I�m doing calculations for a cargo delivery.� He paused, �I�m Captain Alexi Laddin, ship�s captain, at your service. I do my best planning here, around people. It is so lonely, you must understand, on those long ocean crossings.�
�A ship�s captain. Really?� I shot Dmitri a sideways glance.
�Absolutely. I am from Rotterdam. I will be taking a freighter back to Germany soon.�
That he made a point of saying he was from Rotterdam but taking a ship to Germany didn�t make sense. Nonetheless, what were the chances of running into a ship�s captain just when we needed one? Serendipity certainly seemed to be on our side all of a sudden.
�Are you going to stop in Rotterdam or go all the way to Germany?� I asked.
�No stops. Going all the way to Rotterdam.�
Hearing me geographically trip up the old man, Dmitri parachuted into the conversation. They spoke in rapid-fire Ukrainian, wrapping up when Dmitri had a sudden hankering for another cardboard skiff of Tater Tots. He demanded money and headed for the counter. Speaking comically pompous Russian, Captain Laddin informed me that Dmitri, our business partner, had told him of our need for discreet, safe passage out of Ukraine. The good Captain, Alexi Laddin, then deigned to meet with us the following day outside his office building.
* * *
Dmitri�s �excellent, cheap hotel� must have been condemned. Once upon a time it had been an ornate nineteenth century building of several stories and grand staircases. Now it was a neglected ruin with holes in the walls, torn rugs, and naked bulbs dangling on wires. Dmitri insisted on carrying all the bags, including the Roots Canada backpack with my money and the Pelican case of film.
The front desk wasn�t staffed at the time. Dmitri bellowed down dark and musty corridors. �Hey, how about some service here!
�Are you sure this place is open?� The carpet squished. I was afraid to look down.
�Shut up, you know nothing!�
�I know we�re not staying here! I�ll pay you the three hundred and give you something for a room. Then, we�re done.� I reached for the backpack.
�Ach, ti suka�� you bitch. I can turn you over to the police right now.� He backed away with the pack. �You are obviously criminals. You owe me. I�m your business partner now. The only way you two are getting out of Ukraine is by doing things my way.�
�Alright, alright� I understand.� I said, trying for an escape ruse. �But we need to talk in private, in the car. Away from prying ears.� It got us out of the seedy hotel and back into the car. I proposed that a criminal enterprise such as ours would be far more successful at a luxury hotel. �The kind of place you see in the movies. You know, where the truly powerful criminal connections and high rollers hang out.�
Dmitri thought for a moment and agreed.
Odessa�s version of Park Avenue, Prymorsky Boulevard, provided a brightly lit hotel with doormen standing at the ready. �Pull over. That�s the kind of high class place we�re looking for.�
�Da, of course.� Dmitri pulled a brusque u-turn and came to a spasmodic stop in front of the hotel.
�Classy driving.�
�It shows them we mean business.� Dmitri said.
�It shows them we�re assholes. It�s obvious, you don�t know your way around a place like this. Wait in the car while I get us some rooms.�
�The girl stays with me,� He was suddenly defensive, �I have your bags and your money.�
A doorman, dressed vaguely like a Beefeater minus the tall fur hat, started toward the car. I jumped out to intercept him.
Taking a chance on his knowing English, I growled, �Stay away from the car. Call security.� I didn�t make eye contact, passing by him on my way to the entrance.
The frail elderly man changed direction and beat me to the hotel�s leaded crystal doors. �Welcome to the Windsor Arms Hotel. How may I be of assistance?� His English was impeccable.
The regal lobby enveloped me in a world of civility I had almost forgotten existed. The doorman listened to me explain the situation then smiled thoughtfully. Holding his pointy chin with a white gloved hand and tapping his nose with his index finger, he said, �Let me see what I can do.�
A couple of well-dressed, largish young men showed up seconds after the doorman picked up an antique desk phone. He briefed them, then told me to wait inside while the three of them headed out. Moments later, Anna walked into the lobby looking dazed.
The doorman followed with our bags. �As you can see, there was no trouble at all. I shall take payment to the driver now. I believe he requested it in American dollars.�
�Three hundred, and a room for the night.� I pulled the fifteen twenties from my pocket.
�A room for the driver here? Oh dear, I regret we are rather booked up. Perhaps the young gentleman and his the automobile would be better accommodated elsewhere.� He took the damp wad of twenties.
�Oh god, no. I definitely didn�t mean here!�
�Very good, madam.� He was visibly relieved. �I shall recommend one of the motor hotels on the way out of the city. I believe thirty American dollars will be more than sufficient to accommodate the young gentleman.�
I smiled and dug an additional thirty from my pack.
�I do not believe he will give you any more trouble.�
At the front desk, filling out the register, I heard the muffled squealing of tires and breathed a huge sigh of relief.

FIFTEEN

Downtown Odessa is so unlike Kiev; it feels like another country. I wasn�t used to seeing people actually enjoying themselves outdoors. I�d grown accustomed to the Kiev dash�� a sprint from one underground passage to the next. Not only that, but the perpetual leaden ceiling of cloud that hangs over Kiev doesn�t make it all the way to Odessa. It�s an entirely different ballgame climatically, and all it took was that one crazy taxi ride to leave winter behind.
On the way to Alexi�s office, I noticed the interplay of shadow and light for the first time in weeks. Living in Vancouver, you�d think I�d be used to the dank and gray, but Odessa reminded me how starved for sunlight I�d become. The address Alexi provided, the previous night at the mall, turned out to be The Port Authority building, an out-of-place modern structure. It had likely been built in the last quarter century on a lot made suddenly vacant during the Second World War. Various government offices occupied its several stories of uninspired glass and concrete. Predictably, nobody in the place had heard of a Captain Alexi Laddin.
�What a bastard! I can�t believe I fell for whatever that crazy old goat was selling.� I was steamed. �You see a lamp around here?�
�It is daytime, Jess. For what do you need a lamp?�
�I�m looking for A. Laddin, as in �Aladdin,� last I heard, he lives in one� or is it a bottle?�
�Jess, look. It�s Alexi!�
He strode toward us through the lunch crowd, his cape flying. �So sorry. Very important business meeting, very important.� He stopped. �Ah, lunch would be called for at this time, do you not think? Let us eat while we discuss business.� He led the way to a dark wood paneled restaurant where the ma�tre d� looked at us strangely. In no time, he�d ordered a bottle of about the most expensive German beer I�ve ever heard of, and then, almost as an afterthought, a bottle of Georgian wine for the table.
�It is very important that we are completely honest with each other. I am a businessman and I do business only with people who are serious about doing business. If you are not serious about business, you must tell me now and we can part ways honorably.� Alexi was firm. �You have money? You can pay for my services? I will not waste my valuable time helping you for nothing, you know.�
Undeniably, he looked a bit like a down-on-his-luck genie, but it wasn�t enough to convince me he�d make good on any wishes granted. �I�m not sure what game you�re playing, and I don�t really care at this point. This, my friend, is what�s going on. Maybe you have something to offer.� I gestured at Anna. �Her passport has been stolen. I am Canadian. Holland works fine as a destination, if you can get us out of Ukraine. Providing, of course, you really are a captain, or even have access to a ship� then I have money.�
Alexi whined, �Holland? Why Holland?�
�Didn�t you say you were sailing to Rotterdam? As far as I know, it�s in Holland!�
The waiter came to take our orders. Alexi evaded my question about what he had to offer. Instead, between mouthfuls of food and swigs of intensely sweet wine, he bragged of harrowing sea voyages and cargo only his finely honed skills could get in and out of various countries. With his fingers and long filthy nails glistening with grease, he held out a photocopy of a seaman�s certificate. It was written in German and issued in the city of Bremerhaven. I didn�t see his name on it, but he sure didn�t give me a lot of time to look for it.
�Ah, Bremerhaven. I can see how that�s easy to confuse with Rotterdam.� I wasn�t buying it. �Hey Captain, can you get us on a ship out of here? Yes or no.�
He went silent and looked around theatrically, �This, we shall talk about somewhere safe. Not here in public.� He leaned over the table. His stench was overpowering. �If you have money, I can get you out of Ukraine.� Then, gulping the last of the wine, stuffing a couple of buns in his pockets, and writing his very private number on a linen napkin, he rushed off to another �most important meeting,� leaving me with the bill.
* * *
�She still says you stole my passport.� Anna thumbed end-call on her cell phone.
�You�re completely sure she has it?� I looked at my watch. �What an idiot.�
�My mother?�
�No, that Alexi! I told him, �the Athena mall food fair, fourteen hundred hours.� He even repeated it. How can he screw that up?�
�I�m surprised that you, of all people, Jess, are still dealing with him. To me he is an absolute swindler, a crook� and yes, I would say he�s an idiot.�
�That idiot, like it or not, swindler or otherwise, is the only chance we�ve got right now.�
We were about to leave when he finally showed up. Strutting through the food fair, he greeted us with an excuse about a very important meeting, �Back at the office.�
�Look!� I started in on him. �You have no office. The address you gave me is the port authority, and there is no Captain A. Laddin there or anywhere.�
�But, you are mistaken��
�Hey, I don�t even care if you are a ship�s captain; you aren�t, are you? What I care about is getting out of Ukraine, and that�s something you might be able to help with. I assume you know people?�
�What people? I am an honest businessman, a consultant.� Alexi straightened up.
�Well consultant, now�s your chance to do a little consulting. I�d like to consult you on how you can get Anna out of here without her passport.�
Alexi looked thoughtful. �I can get you a boat, maybe even a passport.�
He got my attention, at last. I agreed to meet Alexi the following day in Sobornaya Square. He had mentioned a passport. Not promising, but worth a try.
* * *
A canopy of vines and ironwork filtered bright sunlight from a blue sky. Beneath it, a number of older Mediterranean-looking men puzzled over chess games. Alexi, like usual, was late. Not a big deal; Anna and I were enjoying the comfortable, old-world atmosphere of Sobornaya Square: soaking up the sunshine, relishing the downtime, pretending to be normal and wishing we actually were. Alexi finally ruined the moment by showing up with his usual bluster.
�Time is money, and money is time� Very important meeting, yes, indeed, so very important. You must forgive me for my late arrival.� If anything, he was theatrical.
I cringed.
Anna rolled her eyes.
�I have a solution to all your troubles, a friend in business who has boats for sale.� Alexi was boorishly loud. Perturbed chess players glared. �I can do business for you with my esteemed business comrade. It will be for a boat that will sail you to the new world. We shall go meet him now. This is a serious matter.� He paused dramatically. �Very serious, indeed. You have money?�
�A boat? Wouldn�t it be easier to just get a passport?� Either my clavicles suddenly dissolved, or I unconsciously slumped my shoulders. Yup, the guy was nuts, I figured.
Anna chided, �He was your idea.�
�I wonder how to get the genie back in the bottle?�
Alexi snapped around, cape trailing in his wake as he goosestepped away from us. We ended up chasing him to a marine outfitter�s store at a strip mall. He strutted in and ordered a clerk with disfiguring acne to show his clients, �The boats for sale in Odessa.� The young man glared disdainfully and moving with deliberate disinclination, swung the monitor around, opened a browser, and navigated to a website called Yacht World. In the search parameters, he entered Odessa. Then he asked Alexi a run-on series of single word questions: �sail-power-length-range?�
Alexi in turn asked me, �Do you want a boat with a sail or a boat with the motor? How much money do you have for your boat?�
�I don�t want a boat!� I looked at him for even the slightest glimmer of cognition which might indicate he had heard me. �What I want is to get Anna out of Ukraine, and you said you could help us, Captain Aladdin.�
�Captain?� The clerk raised an eyebrow. At Alexi�s insistence he showed me some frighteningly neglected sail, power and fishing boats on offer in Odessa. The blas� clerk flashed from one ad to the next, rattling off prices in US dollars.
�Whoa, enough! I can�t come up with that kind of cash, I don�t want one of those boats, and this is a complete waste of time.� I looked at the clerk with contrition. �Sorry about this.�
�Whatever�� He shrugged and turned away, muttering some Ukrainian curse.
Maybe Alexi really was actually nuts. Outside the store, I told him, in the simplest terms I could muster, that I was not going to buy a boat and, unless he came up with some other way of getting us out of Ukraine, our acquaintanceship was finished. We left him silently cogitating.

SIXTEEN

Not being in Vancouver to push Gavin or pull in new business, our network security firm was inexorably grinding to a halt. Cash flow concerns had literally become palpable. From the hotel�s business center, and thanks to Sandy�s cousin�s proxy server, Gavin and I kept in touch via an encrypted email correspondence. His latest email was a threat to shut down our business and terminate my last trickle of income. Unless, of course, I ditched Anna and returned to my senses.
I had barely been aware of Anna, at an adjacent desktop, finally having it out with The Skater. She was speaking to her mother over an anonymous Internet-to-phone service. Anna�s side of the conversation had increased in volume to the point I couldn�t help overhearing. Neither could anyone else, if we not been the only two there. I looked over at her. In response, Anna cranked the volume on the desktop�s speakers and glared back at me. Eyes locked on mine and narrowed, cheeks bright red, she leaned toward the tiny boom microphone protruding from the CRT monitor and carried on. �How can you do this to me? How can you be attacking me like this? You are lucky I am still talking to you after what you�ve done to me and Jess�� my friend. Why can�t you just let us be?�
The Skater�s voice, modulated by the familiar rasp of Internet telephony, squawked from the desktop�s plastic speakers. �I did it for you, Anna. I was so worried. I don�t know who she is and where she is taking you. Who else can help you, but me? Who will look after you?�
�I�m an adult. I can look after myself and Jess isn�t taking me anywhere. I can go where I want with who I want. I�m not going to live under you for the rest of my life. I told you I am happy, why can�t you just accept it?�
�Look what you are doing. You must be insane! That woman, that �friend,� she could be a cult leader. She has brainwashed you. Do you really think she likes you? She probably wants to sell you into prostitution or kill you for your organs. How can you possibly trust her? A woman, Anna! What could she want from you?�
Anna clenched her fists. �Stop this! Jess is not a criminal. It is you who is a criminal.�
�What? What are you saying? You are speaking in this manner to your mother? If only your father could hear you.�
�I phoned the bank. You took all my money. Every last kopeck! The shares too.�
Only hissing from the speakers. It might have been The Skater inhaling for another tirade.
�You stranded me here. Do you know that? You took my money, my stocks, my passport. I�m entirely dependent on Jess now. If you think she is going to do me harm and you care about me, you would not have done this to me.�
More hissing.
�What stocks? Shares of what?� First I�d heard anything of Anna�s finances. �How can she take your money from the bank, Anna?�
The microphone was open and The Skater heard me. �So I can hide it from you, Americanka!�
�But Mother, it is my money. I earned it.� It was Anna. �How dare you! Do you not have any conscience?�
�It is only because of me you had this job! Nobody will ever hire you on your own. You are a weak and sick woman! You betray Misha, such a perfect man for you. He loves you more than you deserve and you abandon him for stupid dreams of western perversion. If you think life will be better there with that woman you are insane and one day you will crawl back to me and beg my forgiveness.�
�Mama, stop. Enough!� Anna pulled back from the microphone. The speakers emitted an earsplitting, rasping squawk. Anna cut the sound with the speaker-mute button. Taking a breath and leaning back in to the microphone she spoke without knowing whether or not her mother was even listening. �I am not insane, I know what I am doing, and I want you to give me my passport back.� When Anna disengaged the speaker mute, we heard the tail end of a series of square-wave modulated shrieks and yells. The skater hadn�t heard a thing.
Anna turned down the volume, looked at me and waited for what sounded like a coyote attack on a chicken coop to abate. Then she repeated her request. �Give me back my passport.�
Silence.
Then, �No, no, no!� rasped from the speakers. �You are in danger. You can not leave like this. Come home and we�ll talk it over. You will explain to me and father where and why you are leaving and then go. I need to see you off.�
�You had a chance to see me already. Why didn�t you use it?�
�We needed to take you away from her. She is a criminal.�
�If she is a criminal, why didn�t you call the police?�
�They wouldn�t help. You know our police, come on, you are not that stupid. They wouldn�t move a finger.�
�And that�s why you trapped and beat me? What am I supposed to think about you after that? Do you really believe that I will respect or trust you after that?�
�I was terrified for you Anna. What could I do?�
�If you worry about me, give me my passport and money back so I�m not trapped and completely dependent on Jess.�
The Skater reverted to ice-cold. �No, Anna. I won�t give anything to you. You don�t know what you are doing! I am not going to help that criminal. You have already taken everything from me. I am destroyed now. Think about my well being for a change? I might need that money, your father and I, we are not getting younger.�
�Then at least give me my passport.�
�No! I won�t give it to you. You are not going anywhere. I gave up my entire life for you. You have no right!�
�Yes I do! Don�t you understand that? In the real world you would get arrested for this!�
�What do you know about that real world of yours? What kind of fairy tales did she tell you? Anna, don�t be so naive. Whatever she tells you isn�t true. All you need to know is that father and I love you and want the best for you.�
�Do you really know what�s best for me? You think I want to be with your dearest Mikhail, marry him and raise his children? If you really know me and care about me, how can you not see that I am hurt, that I am in pain every single day? I�ve never told you this, I was never strong enough and I knew you would destroy me if I did. Well, I�m telling you now, I don�t want to live the life you intend for me. I hate this life and from now on I am deciding what�s good for me, not you!�
�Anna, I am tired of this, you are definitely not well. God, knows what she is doing to you there. I will not give you the passport. Do not ask me again. I am doing this for your own good. And please, Anna, don�t tell your friends about this� whatever you are doing there, it is such a shame on us.�
Anna cut the connection with a blow to the mouse that had me wondering what a replacement would cost. �I am sorry you witnessed that.�
�I�m not. It gives me some idea of what you�ve been dealing with.�
�What I am dealing with.� Anna corrected me. �This is actually not bad. Things could be worse. Mother once wanted to make me the wife of an oil sheik in Dubai.�
�You have got to be kidding.�
�Not at all. A friend of my mother�s was visiting with her daughter. She was so happy because her daughter was going to marry a rich sheik. Mama was so impressed, she wanted me to go along as a bride for one of the sheik�s rich friends.�
�What about those shares she was talking about? I didn�t know you had money, stocks, investments. I�m bleeding money here keeping us alive.�
�I guess I should have told you. The shares are from my uncle. He gave them to me for my future. I didn�t know my mother could take them. I didn�t believe she could or would steal my passport, or the money, or even the shares. Right up until she admitted it, I just didn�t believe she could do something like that to me.�
�When did you find out that the shares are gone?�
�In Kiev.� Anna turned away.
�What are the shares of? How could she get them from you?�
�Gazprom, they are the actual paper certificates. I was told there are 60,000 of them.�
�Hoo-lee shit! Do you know what that�s worth?�
�Enough to buy a nice apartment or house.�
�Enough to buy a passport and first class ticket to anywhere. I don�t know why you needed me.�
�Without you I would not need the whole world! Don�t you see, I don�t need the West, I need you. I ran away with you because I could not be without you. I can not be with you here in Russia, which means there is only West.�
I went back to the share certificates. �Because the shares were actual sheets of paper your mother just took them from your room?�
�I never saw them. I was only told about them. Maybe it was even a lie, but I don�t think so because my uncle kept telling me he gave them to me so I should be grateful.�
�But you never saw them?�
�Mama said they would be sold to buy a home for Misha and me after I marry him.�
�Do you know this uncle? You have met him, right? He exists?� Even by Russian standards 60,000 loose share certificates was far fetched.
�Absolutely, we would visit him in Volgograd. You know, you had a picture of him. You showed it to me in Kiev, and I pointed him out, remember?�
�Yeah, and if I had a picture of him, it�s not good news. He�s probably dangerous.�
Anna laughed. �Him? He was a little bit crazy. Maybe a lot crazy. He always had guns and thought everyone was out to get him. He was always afraid of things and kept the drapes closed.�
�You didn�t find that scary?�
�Jess, I was a child. They were adults. They were always right. He also had lots of western things. JVC video player, candy, toys. To me he was like a magician to have things like that.� She picked up the computer mouse she had pounded on, examined it then went on. �It was before the end of the Soviet Union. After that he just had everything. I knew it was unusual, but adults, your relatives especially, are always right. You don�t question them.�
I had a hunch who the magician uncle was. �He had lots of money around too? I bet he liked to show it off, right?�
�Yes, boxes and boxes of it. He would give lots of it to my mother.�
�Any of it in Soy Sauce boxes, like the ones in the trunk back at the Prokuratura?� It was a snide comment. I felt the usual after after-the-yap remorse. �Anna, your uncle is a money launderer.�
She stared at me.
�He takes money that comes from criminal ventures and makes it look like it came from a legitimate source.� I took her hands in mine. �It would be difficult and risky to sell more than a few shares at a time. Believe me, you haven�t lost much.�
* * *
Alexi resurfaced at the Windsor Arms Hotel a couple of days after we�d last seen him. With appalling timing, we emerged to find him convincing the doorman he was expected.
�Miss Jess, Miss Anna!� He�d seen us.
�Don�t make eye contact. Maybe he�ll go away.� I hissed.
We walked down the stairs and passed him on the sidewalk.
He chased us, babbling about doing business.
The Turkish embassy, where we were headed to see about Anna making a refugee claim, lay less than a hundred meters ahead. We forged onward.
�Listen to me. I can get you a passport.�
I stopped, turned and faced him. �Really? No cockamamie boat buying. An actual, real passport?�
�Pravda, a real Ukrainian passport.�
�How much?� I asked.
�Let us talk over lunch.� He cracked a smile.
Yet again, in the basement of the Athena mall, we followed Alexi through the cafeteria line while he skillfully overloaded his tray. I grabbed a coffee and Anna, a tea. �Is that all you are going to eat?� Alexi noticed we didn�t have trays.
The cashier looked at me questioningly and I nodded. �Da, I�m paying for him.�
At the table, he leaned conspiratorially toward us and talked in a low voice about his niece, a young woman in an eastern Ukrainian village who could help her Russian comrade escape. Alexi was willing to arrange the whole exchange for a modest fee, and promised it was foolproof. He claimed that right from the start he thought Anna looked so much like his beloved niece, he was driven to help us. We would discuss the fee after we had seen the passport, which he promised would arrive within a week.

SEVENTEEN

The Russian consulate is at least an hour�s walk from downtown Odessa. The terrain is predominantly dusty crumbling streets traversed by packs of wild dogs. Not a pleasant stroll at the best of times, but with an ankle on the mend the walk was excruciating. A lawyer, recommended by the hotel, suggested we try it in a last ditch attempt to replace Anna�s passport legitimately. Personal experience with the Russian consulate in Odessa had convinced him there was no reciprocity with Kiev or Ukrainian law enforcement. Unless an order to apprehend Anna had come directly from the Kremlin, they would treat her with the same disregard and contempt afforded anyone. Anyone without money, that is. �You do have money, of course?� He�d asked.
�Dollars? Yes, I have some money.� I thought he was asking for payment.
�Dollars, Euro, Rubles� doesn�t matter, it�s all money. Just as long as you have enough of it.�
�How much do you want?�
�Not me, them! The lizards at the Russian consulate. Without money they won�t do a thing, and don�t worry, they are not into kidnapping. Too much work, I imagine.� He stood, looked down at us across his desk, wished us good luck and dismissed us with firm handshakes. He never asked for payment.
From the street, only the sentry huts and a high concrete wall are visible, the consulate itself isn�t. Entry is gained by standing on the sidewalk in front of an intercom panel and making a request via closed circuit TV.
Anna pushed the call button and waited.
�Da, what do you want?� A perturbed voice squawked from the wall.
�My passport was lost. I need a replacement.� Anna said.
�We are too busy. Go away!� Click.
Anna pressed the button several more times at my insistence while I wondered what the chances were of getting a cab back from there.
�What? Speak!� The voice in the wall barked.
�My passport was lost��
�Oye, it is you! Go away. We don�t deal with passports here.�
�Yes you do.� Anna�s voice was a nervous tremolo. �Our lawyer said this consulate must replace it.�
�So lawyers run the consulate now? Show your passport to the guard.� Click, silence� Clank. A welded steel door in the concrete wall opened a crack.
�Now, what do I do?� Anna panicked.
�You push it and go in.� I said, shoving the steel slab from over Anna�s shoulder.
�Passports!� Rasped a rotund man with three days of stubble, a cigarette and shotgun.
I dug out my Canadian passport and Anna handed the guard her internal passport.
He knew it was an essentially useless document outside of Russia. �What is this? Give me your passport. You think I am stupid?�
Anna stammered, �I am Russian. Ah ah, I lost my passport. The lawyer says I can get a new one here. My friend from Canada is helping me.�
�The Russian goes in,� the guard ordered, �The friend leaves.� He jabbed my passport into my chest.
I snatched it from between his tar stained hirsute fingers before he could poke me again.
�No, my friend must stay with me�� Anna stood firm.
I was impressed.
He straightened, getting as big as he could as I reached into my pocket and pulled out a fist full of Ukrainian hryvnya, candy wrappers, and lint. I placed it on a rusty table beside the wall. Before the breeze could disperse it, the guard had his meaty hand over the small pile. �You and your lawyer can go in.�
We entered a stuffy gray room packed with tired-looking gray people slumped on gray plank benches. The only place to sit was at an empty desk with a banged up metal chair. Anna and I took our places there and waited. There was no counter, no service window�� no windows at all�� just the door we entered through and a couple of gray doors leading who-knows-where. It felt good to sit, though.
An hour passed. Nobody had come or gone from any of the doors. I had just about given up when an inner door crashed open and an enraged woman shouted at us to get the hell away from her desk and chair. I recalled her voice squawking from the intercom embedded in the concrete wall. Anna jumped with enough violence to topple the chair. Nobody else reacted to the commotion. Maybe they were used to it, or maybe some of them had been sitting there so long they had died without being noticed.
�Please forgive me, there is nowhere else to sit.� Anna gave it her best shot, picking up the chair.
�Ah hah!� Barked the woman. �You should have thought of that before demanding to be let in. You stand!� She slammed the door.
I noticed a closed circuit camera I hadn�t seen while seated, and nudging Anna, joked, �Look, we�re on candid camera!�
CRASH! The gray door exploded open. �Silence! No talking!� The woman pointed a sausage-like finger at us and, SLAM! She was gone.
Fifteen minutes passed and my injured ankle was killing me. I was getting pretty ticked off, but gave the Russian consulate one more try by upping the ante. I felt for the wad of US twenties I carried for contingencies like this, and held one up to the camera. Nothing. I peeled off another twenty and held two of them up to the camera. Still nothing. When I had five twenties spread out like a poker hand, we finally got action. The voice-in-the-wall calmly entered the gray room, sat at her desk and politely said, �I will see you now. Please, do be seated.�
Anna took the only chair. I stood behind her.
�Now then, sorry for the wait. May I see your passport?�
�I don�t have one. That is why we are here, to replace it.� Anna replied.
�I see,� She gave me a significant look. �Where is your passport?�
�Oh, yes, of course, that passport.� Cluing in, I handed her the five twenties folded into my passport. The woman expertly palmed them, pretending to examine the document. Anna told her that her own passport had gone missing in Kiev. The woman started to smirk and get up. �If you lost it in Kiev, you must go to the Russian Embassy in Kiev to report it.�
�Nyet!� I said, ostentatiously slapping another twenty down on the desk. �This is a Russian consulate which is obligated to see to the consular needs of Russian citizens.�
�Fine,� she snarled, producing a form, �fill this out and get it signed by the police where you lost your passport. Kiev, was it? Bring it back and you will wait three months for a temporary travel document.�
That�s nuts! I thought. You only get three months when you enter Ukraine. Anna would be illegal by the time they replaced the damned thing. I started laying twenties carefully on the woman�s desk. �What if we were officials or if we were rich?� The zombies on the benches were starting to take notice when the woman bolted from the room, horrified.
�Oh well, that�s that.� I said to Anna, picking up the bills. �We gave it a try.�
We were headed for the exit when the other gray door opened, revealing a sumptuously appointed office. An imposing man in an impeccably tailored suit stood in the doorway. �You there. Come in here.�
On the office walls hung paintings that could easily have been on loan from the Hermitage. The consular official�s well-stocked bar revealed his refined taste for rare single malt whiskey and Cuban cigars. The desk looked bigger than the entire waiting area, and his leather furniture struck me as custom made. Sitting behind his desk and folding his chubby hands on the blotter he demanded, �What is the meaning of this disturbance in the waiting lounge?�
�I lost my passport and�� Anna started.
The official cut her off and looked at me. �You do not come in here and wave money around! Nothing gets done around here with cash. There are cameras everywhere. I deal with all sorts of people, important people, and they show some decorum. They know how business is done and they certainly don�t do it here.� He deflated, letting his shoulders sag with a long sigh. �Do you think I am paid by the government for all the work I do?�
�As a matter of fact, yes, I do.� I said.
�Well, I am paid less than it would cost to buy one bottle of that Scotch.� He waved a soft manicured hand at his impressive collection. �Still, I work. I get things done. I do the government�s business and it lets me do my business.� He re-inflated, inhaling loudly. �By when do you need the passport?�
�In two weeks.� Anna said.
�Two weeks is a problem. A big problem� But problems, they can be solved.� He scrawled on a pad and slid it toward me. �With these documents I can solve your problem.�
�Holy shit! He wants twenty thousand bucks!� I blurted in English, then, switching to Russian, �For a Russian passport? He must be crazy.�
The official exploded. Standing and punching his desk with both fists, he looked like a finely coiffed and manicured gorilla. �Out! Get out! English will not be spoken in this office. You insult me. You insult my hardworking staff. You insult Russia! You mongrels get out of my sight before I beat you both to your deaths!�

EIGHTEEN

It was just after 8:00 am when the front desk rang. �Miss Ducat, please pardon the intrusion. A woman and child have been waiting for you outside. She insists you sent for her and will want to see her right away.�
�Bizarre� What�s her name? How long has she been there?� Seeing as the last time I�d seen Galina she was very pregnant, I figured it was her.
�Since half past five. She wouldn�t give me her name. I�m terribly sorry to bother you, shall I send her away?�
I thought for a second and told the receptionist I�d come down to meet the mystery woman.
�What was that about?� Anna stuck her head out of the bathroom.
�I don�t know, a mistake, a scam, a joke.� I said, grabbing a room key and heading out. �I�ll be right back.�
It turned out to be Alexi�s niece, Valeria, with her seven year old son in tow. �Uncle Alexi sent for me. He does not know I am here in Odessa yet, or with you. We must meet without him. He is not part of anything between us.�
�Between us?�
�Yes, between us. Listen, we have been sitting here for hours. There is frost and the hotel would not let us inside. My little son and I have spent twelve hours crossing Ukraine by bus and train to go to America with you.�
I was dumbfounded. Flashing contrite sorry, wasn�t expecting this smiles at the staff, I got mother and son seated in the lobby. I went back to our room and called the front desk to confirm the pair was still there. In perfect English, I was told they were being watched and would not be wandering in the hotel without my escort.
�Jess, will you tell me what is going on?�
I hung up the room phone.� You wouldn�t believe it. I barely do. Toss me the mobile, I need to call The genius Captain Aladdin.�
Alexi�s very private number provided a recorded message for some kind of enterprise. Beep! �Just so you know, your niece and her son have dropped in to go to America with us. They�ve shown up at our hotel for some kind of deal you arranged. Whatever you�re up to, it doesn�t sound like anything to do with a passport. And, just in case you don�t know this,� I added, �your niece doesn�t look anything like Anna. What were you thinking? Her passport is useless to us!�
I snapped the phone shut and turned to Anna. �So, the old goat dragged his niece and her child out of some village half way to Siberia. Mother and son are in the lobby to pawn her passport. Wait until you see her. She looks nothing like you! Alexi either has no idea what his niece actually looks like or he�s trying to guilt-trip me into something. I don�t know, but I�m feeling rather put upon, not to mention sorry for that poor woman trekking all that way for nothing.�
I offered mother and son breakfast at the hotel. Valeria really couldn�t have looked any less like Anna. Her enormous round face appeared twenty years older than her actual age, which was at least ten years older than Anna�s. Her eyes were blue, Anna�s were brown. She had several centimeters on Anna, and at least twenty five kilos. In addition, the child documented in her passport would have to be accounted for to officials.
Before we approached the buffet, something Valeria had never experienced, she prompted her bewildered son to present Anna and me with gifts he�d made in school.
�Lovely, how thoughtful.� I held something made from glued together slices of walnut shells that looked like a cranium. In English, to Anna, �What is it?�
�I do not know. Something for collecting of dust, maybe.� Anna replied in English.
Valeria glared at her, declaring, in Russian, �I have also been studying English. It is necessary for life in America. If my dear son�s heartfelt gift of love does not measure up to your high Russian standards, perhaps you will find this more to your liking.� She told her son to present the next offering. A mosaic of crosscut twigs glued to a frayed scrap of burlap.
Puzzled, we looked at each other and thanked the little boy. My guess was we�d been given a decorative, delicate porous bowl�� the cranium�� and a hot pot holder�� the burlap and twig thing. I didn�t know what to say.
�They are for the boat.� Valeria beamed.
�Boat?� I said.
�Yes, my uncle told me all about it. I will cook, and clean, and work hard on your boat on the way to America.�
�America?�
�Yes, USA, on the boat. Is it not arranged? You need a cook, crew, hardworking and strong for the big ocean.�
Anna glared at me.
�Alexi! What a bastard.� I growled.
�My uncle?� Valeria asked in her comical soprano.
�Your uncle, da.� I sighed. �There is no boat. I told him I wasn�t getting a boat and we aren�t going to America. I thought you were here to sell your passport.�
�Sell my passport? Nyet. I need my passport for America.� She turned to Anna. �Without a passport, one can not go to America. One can only go back to Russia where they came from.�
Anna shoved her chair back into the curtains and stomped to the buffet.
I told Valeria about her uncle�s plans to sell us her passport and why we needed it. She thought about it, discounted her uncle as an idiot, and changed tack. �Why Anna? She is rich, she has dangerous criminals after her, she has no child, and she has no passport! You should not help this Russian; you should help my beautiful son. My God, look at this child. He has no future in Ukraine. He can only grow up to be a criminal here.�
�Well, let�s try that delicious buffet.� I attempted to break into Valeria�s hysterical imploring. I was ignored.
�You are American. My son and I have a passport. I am not a criminal. I will cook and clean and work in your home as long as you want if you give my boy a chance at a decent life. It is nothing for you to save us, to save him. Change in your pocket. Please.� Valeria�s shrill pleading was affecting me like fingernails on a blackboard.
�Listen, I am not saving anyone. I know your situation is bad and I wish I could help, but I can�t.�
�But you are a rich American.� Valeria wailed. Her son tugged at her elbow, �Mama?�
�Your uncle has lied to you and I feel bad about that. I am not rich. I am not even American, and I certainly had no plans to take you or your son there.�
Things cooled down, and Valeria took very little time getting the hang of the buffet. She was polishing off her third or fourth heaping plateful when Alexi strutted into the dining area and tore into her with very course Ukrainian. Hotel security men rounded the corner, and I knew it was high time to get my entourage out of the Windsor Arms. Valeria and Alexi snatched at fruit, buns, tiny jars of jam, and tea bags while leaving the table. Passing the buffet, Valeria steered her son toward a small mound of pastries, slipping several into his school bag on the way out.
Alexi was relentless. On the sidewalk outside the hotel, he demanded ten thousand dollars for Valeria�s passport. When I protested that his niece and Anna looked nothing alike, he dropped the price to five thousand. Valeria yelled that she wouldn�t sell her passport. Then Alexi told us both to shut up. After a pause, he promised to doctor the passport by pasting Anna�s picture into it for a mere one thousand dollars.
A mock Beefeater doorman was on the approach. His sour expression clearly conveyed his opinion that our squabbling ought to be conducted away from the hotel entrance. His expression changed when I asked him to, �Please hail a taxi for my friends.�
�Right away and with pleasure!� He raised a white glove, and a rusting black and yellow Lada sedan materialized almost instantly and seemingly out of nowhere.
Valeria, her son, Anna and I, pretty much overloaded the taxi. There was no room for Alexi. Mercifully, it was the last time we�d ever him. �The train station, and please hurry.� I told the driver as we pulled away from the curb.
The next train leaving for eastern Ukraine was full. Even first class was jammed. I sure as hell wanted them gone, so I bribed a conductor to give mother-and-son his personal staff cabin. It worked. We stood, kind of shell shocked, watching the train accelerate past the platform and out of our lives.
The platform was deserted, mercifully quiet. We stood there a few more minutes. Finally, I put my arm on Anna�s shoulder. �Well, that should take care of them, but we�re right back where we started when we first got to Odessa.�
She put her arm around my waist. �The train station?�
�Nope, square one, and it�s high time to stop screwing around and get serious.�
* * *
A week at the Windsor Arms had cast a dangerous spell on me. The place is like living history. Dating from the 1830�s, and having miraculously survived the horrific wars and upheaval of the 20th century, there is a feeling that once one is surrounded by the building�s intricate stone facade, time is irrelevant. Disconnected from the 21st century, it was just too easy to slip into complacency and give in to a powerful urge to never leave.
We�d taken to commemorating our evenings by ensconcing ourselves in the Windsor Arm�s casino for a nightcap�� or two. Anna was mellowing into yet another glass of something new to her when she asked, �Jess, am I doing something wrong?�
It caught me off guard. I was expecting a critique on Grand Marnier, Anna�s latest adventure in fine spirits. �What do you mean? Sniff it like cognac, swirl it slowly in the glass��
�Not the liqueur, but going against my parents. I can�t help but feel I�m betraying my entire society. Betraying Russia.�
�Really? How is that?�
�Not doing what they want, Mother especially. Does that make me a selfish person?�
�Holy kapoosta�� you�re twenty-seven, an accomplished engineer and you�re asking me if it�s selfish not to live with your parents in a two room flat?� I gave it a little more thought. �Where I come from, being an adult living with your parents isn�t exactly something to brag about.�
�That�s not what I meant, it has nothing to do with living with my parents. It�s about not doing what they want me to, not making them proud. They want me to have a husband, to have children and a home. Only then can they be proud of me. If I don�t have this, I am worthless, a disgrace to the family� a weirdo, or worse.�
�Wow, what can I say? You�re an adult. You can do what you want.�
�Don�t just say that�� support me. I need a whole new foundation, the old one is collapsing. My family squabble must look silly to you, but it isn�t funny for me. If I went home, and managed to stay alive, I wouldn�t see the light of day again. You know, my best friend told me to stop being an idiot and go back to Mikhail. She says, �I am dead to her,� after running away and doing who-knows-what liberated crap here. You know, she actually phoned my parents to express her condolences and offer her help getting me back?�
�Good lord, I had no idea.�
�Yes, I�ve had enough of this. One way or another I have to get away from here with you� somehow.� Anna put down her snifter and leaned toward me. �My passport is going to be a problem.�
�Going to?�
�She is very serious and determined. She is going to make it as hard as she can on me, on us. It is just one trick she can play on me. She told me this.�
�I need a lifeline. It�s time to phone a friend.� I quoted a popular game show.
�Phone a friend?� Anna had no idea what I was talking about.
�You need a passport. Dealing with creeps and criminals has been yet another fiasco, to say the least. There is someone I worked with before, a man in Moscow with government connections. I wonder if there�s some way I can reach him?� I mused aloud.
�Work? I thought you were fired.�
�Right, and I really shouldn�t do this, but there�s this guy, Timo, a Finn working in Moscow, he can get documents in a matter of days.� I inhaled the vapor from my glass of Jameson and took a long slow sip. �He did it before; even hand-delivered them. Then again, I wasn�t paying him, my employer was�� back when I had one.�
Anna, thinking it best to switch into English, formulated her words. �This Timo, he is an agent like you?�
A lone Brit whooped from one of the roulette tables. At least someone was having a good night.
I shushed Anna. We weren�t the only Anglophones in the joint. �I don�t know just what he does, but he�s in the right place and can get passports. It�s a chance and I�ve got to take it.� I finished the last of my whiskey, letting it roll down my throat and infuse me with golden warmth. �The real kicker is, it might be our last chance.�
After I left, Anna and the intoxicated Englishman were the only non-employees left in the opulent casino. Anna said she wanted to stay a while longer, and I think the bartender appreciated her company. In the business center, I flipped on the lights, signed onto a desktop, and sent Gavin an encrypted email. I needed him to search my files for Timo�s contact information. I hoped he�d get on it right away. That was all I could do for the time being. I went back to the room, slid between crisp sheets and relished being briefly but blissfully alone.

NINETEEN

I�d set the ring-tone on my cell to a retro-cool, nostalgic simulation of an actual telephone. When it went off at three in the morning, I grabbed the room phone: a real-life, old fashioned telephone with an actual, physical ringer. Nothing. I hung up. It rang again. I picked it up. Nothing. I hung up. It rang again. Anna groaned, �Get your mobilenick, dummkopf!�
�Oh yeah, I forgot.� With a slap, slap, thump, and crash, I located the cell phone on the bedside table.
�Hey sis, did I get you up?� It was Gavin. �I�ve got a number for Timo. It�s Moscow, right?�
�As far as I know.� I stumbled across the room, wrote down the number.
�I don�t know what you�re up to, and I�m sure I don�t need to tell you that calling an operative from a closed contract is a bad idea.�
�You don�t have to tell me, and it�s not really your business. I appreciate the number, though.� I yawned.
�It is my business if it involves our business and I never agreed to that spy crap. Oh yeah, the office lease is up. What do you want me to do with your stuff?�
�What stuff? International roaming on my cell and you want to talk about stuff? Geeze, Gavin, get a grip.�
�I�m shutting it down, Jess. You�re not here to help and I sure can�t do it all myself. Maybe when Sandy graduates� I�ve been seeing her lately, you know.�
�Congrats, I like Sandy and I know she likes you. As for the so-called business, do what you need to do. Besides, Chang won�t rent that hole-in-the-wall before I get back, and I�ve got way bigger fish to fry over here.� Then it hit me. ��Like international roaming on my cell phone! Five bucks a minute, Gavin. You keep on talking, I�m hanging up.�
�Wait, what you want me to do with your stuff?�
�Oh, I don�t know, pile it in my living room. How much stuff can there be? You�ve got a truck. Get Sandy to help you, then wine and dine her for her efforts. It won�t take much convincing, believe me, little brother.�
�Hey, yeah. I�ll ask her. Okay, go back to sleep.�
I killed the desk lamp. When my eyes adjusted to the dark, I looked over at Anna. The slope of her shoulder was silhouetted under the blanket. Tufts of her mangled, chemically damaged hair stuck out crazily, catching mercury vapor light from the courtyard. She sighed like a child, completely content. I envied the way she felt safe enough to sleep like that.
* * *
�Moscow�s an hour ahead, right?�
Anna cocked her head to give it a think. �I had to put my watch back an hour coming to you in Kiev and I have not changed it since, so yes.�
�Good, let�s hope it�s not too early.� I tried the number I got from Gavin that morning at three. Profoundly surprised, Timo spat out a new number and told me to call him back on it. He hung up. I called back and told him about the passport incident at the Russian consulate in Odessa.
He might as well have been chit-chatting about the weather. �Jah, twenty thousand is about right,� he concurred with the Russian consular official in my story. �It is not so much. You want British passport, is over a hundred thousand.� Timo insisted on speaking English. Maybe it provided a tiny extra layer of encryption. If anything, it took a few minutes to find a translator.
�You can�t bribe a British official, and this woman has a passport. She just needs it replaced.�
�It mostly same thing. New passport must be made, documents authorized and database entries for many ministries. Takes time. Two weeks is fast and I cannot do better.� Timo explained.
�But the passport already exists.�
�Why to replace it then?�
�Her mother stole it.�
�Her mother!� Timo said. �And you are asking officials for replacement? Why not ask mother? Is much cheaper.�
I explained the situation along the lines of blowing cover and running with collateral�� in other words Anna.
�Jessie, such trouble you make for yourself. Why not maybe steal money or cars from mafia? Easier than taking kid. You have death wish?�
�She�s not a kid. She�s twenty-seven and she ran with me. She wouldn�t let me leave her behind.�
Timo laughed. �Twenty-seven, she is kid and you can not leave her? She big strong kid, ties you with rope, makes you take her away from Kiev? Jessica, Jessie, Jessitchka.� Putting, ��itchka,� on any name in Russian turns it horribly sweet, endearing, cute�� patronizing.
�Enough, �Jessitchka,� already.� I took a long slow breath. �Timo, I like her. I�d rather die myself than let this kid down.�
Timo was silent for several excruciating seconds then, �She really confront mama in payoff?�
�Yeah, she really did.�
�Jah, okay, give me some minutes. I see what can I do and phone back to you.� He hung up on himself in the midst of, �Jessica, Jessitchka, Jess�� Click.
A minute later I got the inevitable text message reminding me that I was roaming, but to keep on talking. I groaned.
While Anna and I hovered over the breakfast buffet, my cell phone rang back at our table: Timo calling back. I ran for it, swapped my half filled plate for the phone, moved to the courtyard, and answered.
�You take long enough. You still in bed?�
�No, I�m down getting breakfast. So, what�s it going to take to get Anna�s passport replaced?�
�I don�t know. Too much. Forget replace, just get old passport back from the mother. She is called, �The Skater,� no?�
�Whoa, how much do you know, Timo?�
�Too much� not enough, but Skater, she needs to give back passport. I remember Saratov was not so long ago, and I am feeling like making drive in the countryside.�
I remembered Saratov too, a dark and depressed Russian city on the Volga in the dead of winter. Timo had shown up in the nick of time with a bundle of passports that probably saved the lives of a group of nuclear scientists.
�Nizhny Novgorod is not far and right there is passport for Anna. Real one. No forgery, no monkey business, like you say. I will have talk with Yana Keitel, Skater, and she will give passport. Is only reasonable way.�
�Why would you do this? You�re not involved.� I said.
�I am now, my friend. I not forget what you do in Saratov.� Timo paused. I didn�t know what to say. A couple of raucous magpies hopped around tossing dry leaves from an empty fountain out in the courtyard. �Sit tight. Take walk. Enjoy good weather in Odessa. Moscow very cold. No sun. I phone you tonight.� He hung up before I could say goodbye�� or thanks.
* * *
�Sit tight�� Who was he kidding?
I left Anna at the Windsor Arms, skulked to the Athena mall, and pulled my daily limit of American dollars from an automatic teller machine. I�d been doing that every day for a while, amassing a small fortune in US cash. No idea when we�d have to make a run for it or I got severed from my bank account. Getting back with some wine and groceries I�d picked up in the basement of Athena, I called my bank in Vancouver and liquidated the last of my savings. Some things are best not given too much thought. But we were alive, together and not entirely out of options. At least, not yet.
We were doing what we could to battle the skyrocketing cost of living on the run. We�d long since forsaken eating out for in-room dining and were gobbling tinned sardines with toothpick utensils when Timo phoned, as promised. I snatched my cell phone with oily fingers and poked at the green receiver icon.
�I have got it�� the passport of Anna Keitel. Mama, she give it back.� Timo didn�t waste time with a greeting.
I thought he was joking. �Really? She just gave it to you?�
�Keitel is reasonable. I meet her at office. I show identification, say it not good for Russian government to know she takes it away from daughter. She agree right away. Gave passport from handbag.� Timo chuckled. �Very humorous. She nervous. Not wanting coworkers to know I come for visit.�
�Timo, you�re FSB?� I asked, naming the current incarnation of the former KGB.
�We all work for someone now.� He sighed.
I didn�t push for more information. Timo was a rather imposing blonde Nordic giant, which in itself must have had some influence on the outcome of negotiations. �Well, however you did it, thank you. I�m buying the Finlandia when next we meet.�
�Tomorrow, but no time for vodka. I�m flying to Budapest. I shall go through Odessa to give to you passport. We meet at airport, just like old times.� Timo laughed.
Like old times, indeed. I thought back to a hilltop airfield outside of Saratov. It was well before 5:00 am, ice-fog and jet-fuel swirled behind a chartered Yak-42, its turbines whining. Then Timo, a grinning Wagnerian Siegfried, comes striding toward the jet, carrying a briefcase.
I heard honking in the background. �Are you on the road?�
�Jah, I drive and talk on phone, very bad. But not like Russian kids, drunk, driving like playing video game.� More honking and muttered swearing. �I get back to Moscow tonight� maybe.� Timo chuckled. �Then call with arrangements.� He never called, but my cell phone announced a text message an hour after I�d fallen asleep. His coding was hilarious, like something from a spy spoof. I answered in kind.
* * *
The art deco passenger terminal at the Odessa airport smacks of the golden dawn of commercial air travel. Then again, travel of any kind, let alone by air, was a luxury out of reach to the average Soviet. It�s part of the mystique that makes this icon of indulgence an oddity in a landscape of Stalinist architectural oppression. From the backseat of a hotel limo, I watched a tall familiar man in a scarf and sunglasses stride a dozen or so meters from the terminal before coming to a stop in the bright sunshine. He put down his briefcase and contemplated his cell phone. My own cell phone announced a new text message and, as arranged, my driver left the limo, met Timo and escorted him to the car. The driver held the back door open while Timo got in beside me.
We said nothing but �hello,� showing each other our cell phones with the text messages we had each sent. Formalities over, Anna, in the front passenger seat, turned and faced Timo. He held up her passport, carefully compared her smiling face to the photo, and asked a few personal questions that could only have originated in a database. Satisfied it was hers, Timo handed it forward. I watched the hotel driver through the windshield, his back to the car, nonchalantly smoking.
�There is more to passport than meets eye,� Timo started. �Yana Keitel made it too easy so I make a check at office. It not is good. Passport is tagged.�
�Of course, damn it! So, it�s no good?� I asked.
�Jess, so impatient, must let me finish. File says Anna is terrorist, dangerous, evade arrest in Kiev.�
�What! I�m a terrorist?� Anna shouted.
�Perhaps no, but that is what system says. Someone make charges against you maybe one week ago. You must not use passport in CIS.�
�Hoe-lee shit!� I said, knowing CIS was short for the Commonwealth of Independent States, a Russian imposed designation that includes (or did at the time) a reluctant Ukraine. �Anna can�t leave Ukraine with that! What about other countries? She�ll be arrested almost anywhere.�
�Maybe, maybe no.� Timo explained. �Charges only there for one week now. CIS only, not time to, how you say in English, grow, like tree with many branch, leafs?�
�Propagate, you mean propagate through the police and immigration databases of other countries?�
�Jah, that is it. Maybe, maybe not. If someone in Moscow have lots of money and make charges, propagate very quickly. Nizhny Novgorod with not so much money, maybe not so fast. Maybe not get onto Interpol.�
�Mama takes my money from bank, takes stocks also.� Anna said. �Can that much money make trouble?�
�Possible. Anyhow, never use passport in Ukraine or Russia, no CIS! Maybe it be okay for in Bulgaria, Poland, Greece for two, three weeks�� even Turkey, Israel, maybe. To tag passport not easy outside of CIS but possible with right people and much money.�
�Thanks Timo,� I sighed.
�Last time in Saratov you have plane ready to go. This time you don�t even have ticket. You must hurry, go.�
�Last time I had a job.�
�Yes. Terrible business.� Timo shook his head.
�You know about all that?�
He forced a grin.
�Whatever is done is done, I appreciate your doing this for me now.�
�I don�t always work for government and I maybe need favor some day. You two must go fast from this place. Be safe.� And with that he left the car, saluted the driver and disappeared into the terminal.

TWENTY

Flash! A brain piercing bolt of sunlight reflected from the terminal�s facade. I closed my eyes, begging the blind spot to fade.
�Back to the hotel?� The driver started the engine.
�No� I mean, okay, but wait just a minute.� Eyes still closed, I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
A minute later the driver killed the engine. �Gasoline is expensive. Anytime you�re ready, let me know.�
Blink, blink, blink. I still had the shocked retinal after image, but no telltale jagged edges surrounded it. With luck I wasn�t getting a migraine. A genetic inheritance, or curse, that could incapacitate me with excruciating pain and loss of vision almost without warning. Something I�d lived with all my life. I popped the back door to get out.
�Jess, what are you doing?� It was Anna.
�Staying here. Just for a little while. I need to check on flights.�
Anna opened the front passenger door, stuck out a bright green Doc Marten clad foot.
�No, I want you to go back to the hotel with the driver. I won�t be long. I�ll take a taxi back.�
The driver started the engine obliterating Anna�s reply. I smiled and pressed my palm to the tinted window as the car pulled away.
Less-than-free countries� propensity to decide on who can and who can�t leave, in conjunction with Anna�s passport being tagged, threw up serious roadblocks. I needed to scout the airport for a way of getting to the flight-side and onto a plane without going through Ukrainian passport control. In Saratov, chartering a passenger jet after befriending the airline�s chief pilot and loading the dazed passengers so early the previous night�s drunks still staggered on icy sidewalks, effectively eliminated the need for passport control. But in Odessa, I was on my own, facing commercial carriers with no contacts and no plan of action.
In the terminal, I watched passenger circulation, then used my credit card without incident to buy a one way ticket to Bucharest. So far, so good. The first real test came when the ticket agent examined my passport. A moment later she gave it back with a boarding pass allowing me to wait for departure on the other side of passport control.
Security was minimal. Ancient equipment, probably leaking enough x-ray radiation to cook a good size turkey, made for impressive optics. Bored looking personnel, decked out with assault weaponry, occupied various positions throughout the terminal. I thought they might be mannequins until one of them dug something out of his ear with a pinky finger. The crowd behaved, and things ran smoothly unless someone, convinced their suitcase wouldn�t survive without being mummified in layers of stretch wrap, was asked to open it.
The next step, passport control, was far more formidable than security. Personnel sat behind bullet proof glass, wearing Kevlar body armor. Their cubicles were equipped with modern workstations and scanning equipment. Of greatest interest to me were the thick fiber-optic network cables leading up into crudely hacked holes in the suspended ceiling. New toys for exceptionally well-equipped and officious agents. An officer, looking fresh out of boot-camp, took my passport and stared me down. I wondered what the chances were I�d be able to call the Canadian Vice Consul in Kiev if this went badly. He fed my passport to a scanner, stared at a screen I couldn�t see, and glared at me. I started to sweat.
�How you get here?� Kevlar man gave English his best shot.
�Through security. Here�s my boarding pass.� I answered in Russian.
�How did you get here, to Odessa? You arrived in Kiev. Why are you not leaving from Kiev?�
�Drove to Odessa with friends.�
He said nothing.
�In a car. I joined my friends in Kiev and we drove to Odessa in their car.�
Still nothing. I swear I could hear the air whistling in his nostrils.
�Nice drive?�
�What? Oh, the drive down. Yes, lovely. What a countryside.�
Then he asked me where I had stayed in Odessa and why I was going to Bucharest. I actually named the Windsor Arms before I could stop myself and suggested I�d do some hiking in Romania. I guess he was satisfied because he handed back my passport and boarding pass and waved me through.
In the vintage 1960�s lounge, I ordered some sort of cognac that tasted medicinal�� they didn�t have decent whiskey�� and planted myself by a glass wall overlooking the tarmac. Passengers deplaned into old trolley cars pulled by tractors. One of the smaller aircraft was being boarded by passengers walking the thirty meters or so from the terminal. As far as I could see, security was absent on the flight side, and ground crew in coveralls or jeans wandered around looking bored. I watched a blacked out sedan pull up to an isolated Airbus A320. The driver and an airline agent got out. The driver opened the back door for a bald man in a glossy business suit and long pointy shoes. Then the airline agent escorted the shiny suited man up the movable stairs and onto the plane. A few minutes later the car drove away and the hybrid tractor-trolley cars arrived at the jet with the regular passengers. At least I had gotten more than just cognac-fueled heartburn from my test run through the airport.
I triggered my cell phone to ring, pretended to answer, and staged a conversation that included, �I�ll be right back. No, I�m leaving right now. Forget the flight, I can go tomorrow.� I looked at the bartender, a man with a gravity-defying handlebar mustache, and asked how to get out of the airport from there. He took me past the passport control cubes to an airline desk where I explained there was a crisis in town and I wouldn�t be able to use my ticket. Surprisingly, the airline refunded my money. I made a show of hurrying from the terminal.
Once outside, I watched the sedan I�d seen deliver the shiny suited special passenger, leave the airfield through a manned vehicle gate. The car joined traffic and headed toward town. It struck me that getting VIPs onto planes like that was one way of avoiding the terminal and its passport control technology. I headed back inside and up to a second floor mezzanine where I�d spotted an office of the airline the A320 belonged to.
The airline official I�d seen on the flight side was unlocking the door as I approached. �The ticket office is downstairs.� He told me in richly accented Russian.
�Actually sir, I would like to inquire about arranging VIP boarding on one of your flights.� I spoke in English. �Is this the right place to ask?�
�It is, indeed,� the official beamed. �Please take a seat. Would you care for some tea?�
A dark skinned pre-teen entered the office from a side door, swinging a silver tray on chains. The tray was covered with tiny glass teacups, sugar cubes, little spoons, and sweets. She spoke to the airline official in a soft Arabic language and left. The official and I spoke English. �Now, what is the destination, how many people are traveling and what special, eh hem, services, will your passengers require?�
�Just one passenger requiring discrete boarding, and myself. Cairo or Istanbul as soon as tomorrow would be ideal.� I took an awkward sip of something that tasted like spicy apples from a tiny bulbous cup.
�Alright. As I�m sure you appreciate, we cannot expose the airline to any, shall we say, criminality� not that there is any, of course. Then there is the matter of payment.�
It occurred to me that I might soon be looking at figures that rivaled the Russian consulate�s twenty grand. At least this guy meant business, and I had, after exhausting all reasonable, and unreasonable, escape routes from the CIS, promised myself I�d get us out or die trying. �There�s no risk for the airline.� I said. �This passenger is free to travel, is not a criminal and is admissible to Egypt, but might have a problem leaving Ukraine owing to, shall we say, people, who want to stop her.�
�These people, they are perhaps the Ukrainian government? Perhaps the police?�
�No, this person�s passport was tagged by someone paying police in Nizhny Novgorod to ensure she would be stopped by passport control and returned to Russia.�
�Please forgive my curiosity but, tagged for what?�
What the hell, end of the road. I laid it on the line. �Terrorism. Suspected terrorism.�
�What nationality is this person?�
�Russian.�
�Who placed these charges?�
�The person�s mother, in Russia.�
�You know about this for a fact? Was this person arrested downstairs?�
�No, she isn�t at the airport. She hasn�t used the passport yet, and I know about the notifications for a fact.�
�This person won�t be allowed into any country with that tagging.� The official loosened his tie. �I can�t help with that. The airline would be responsible and would hand her over to authorities.�
�Well, I also know for a fact that the notification is only active, or visible, at this time anyway, in Russia and maybe Ukraine, so she should have no trouble outside the CIS getting into Egypt or Turkey.�
�Ah, I see, the problem is just passport control here, yes?�
�Correct. She needs to get on a plane out of here, that�s all.� I emptied my little glass teacup and put it on the silver tray with a metallic clunk. �As I recall, the airline is responsible to the country they enter, not the one they depart from insofar as passenger movement is concerned.�
The side door opened and the pre-teen started for the silver tray. The official muttered something I couldn�t understand and shooed her away. She lowered her head, retreating, and closed the door.
�You know a lot. You are a professional?� He put down his cup with a clank. �American?�
�What difference does my nationality or profession make? I�m asking if you can get a Russian, who is clear to enter someplace like Egypt on one of your aircraft without involving Odessa passport control down there.� I pointed at the floor.
�I do need to know how you would be paying for this service. Please take no offense.�
�So you can do it?� I asked.
�If all you say is true, I can get your passenger on a plane. However, I cannot get her into Egypt or anywhere else if the passport is compromised.� He reached into a desk drawer and pulled out a pad. �If the passenger is inadmissible to the destination country, the airline will be liable for returning her to Ukraine or Russia. If I put this passenger on one of our planes and she is denied entry, I will be obligated to cover all the expenses from my own wallet.� He started to write figures on the pad. �Being a professional, you do realize that would be very expensive.� He looked at me, raising a thick black eyebrow.
* * *
The airline official called the following morning. �You are in luck today, my friend. There is a charter flight to Istanbul. The first class cabin is for you and your companion if you may be to the airport in two hours from now. Also, I shall require twelve-thousand dollars. Do you understand?�
�Perfectly!� I pumped my fist in the air. �We will be there. Your office in say, one hour?�
�Absolutely not! You must not come near the terminal building. I know a driver at your hotel. I will make arrangements and you and your companion will meet with him in ninety minutes. Is that clear?�
�Ah sure� Ninety minutes, hotel driver� Okay.� I had a million questions, but he�d hung up while I dithered. I wasn�t used to not being in charge.
I dashed through our room, scanning for anything left behind. With most of our worldly possessions having been abandoned in Kiev, it didn�t take long. Anna was already down in the lobby with her nylon bag. She had also taken a loosely packed duffel bag of clothes we�d accumulated out of necessity while in Odessa. I picked up the Roots pack and Pelican case and pulled the door shut behind me.
We pulled up in front of the terminal in a hotel car. The official recognized the car and walked toward us.
�We�ve done this before,� the driver chuckled, �Nothing to worry about.�
I moved to the back seat with Anna and the official got in up front. He and the driver greeted each other like old friends. Pulling up to the vehicle access gate, I saw an Airbus A340 with the airline�s colors on the other side. �You are lucky, today you fly on the big plane.�
Nobody said anything while security went through the car and our scant luggage. The official told us he�d check in our only piece of baggage�� the Odessa acquired duffel bag. Everything else, which wasn�t much, we carried with us. It was a stroke of good luck that I didn�t have to explain the lead lined Pelican case to the officers in the terminal with the turkey-roaster x-ray scanners. A Soviet era jeep, sporting yellow flashing lights on a plywood sign that said �FOLLOW ME,� waited on the flight operations side of the fence for us. Security waved us through, and the FOLLOW ME jeep led us along a circuitous path over the cracked and weathered tarmac to the Airbus A340.
The hotel driver got out of the car, leaving the official, Anna and me, in the limo. I watched him strike up a conversation with the jeep driver in front of the car. This was to be an official meeting, CIS style. The airline official looked at our passports, examining them closely. �How is it you are already checked out of Ukraine?� He examined the exit stamp in my passport from the day before. Then he answered his own question, �But of course, you are a professional.�
I let that go, saying nothing as he scrutinized Anna�s passport, holding pages up to the sunlight to look for watermarks and embedded anti-counterfeit measures. Anna sat ramrod straight. Satisfied the passport was real, the official politely excused the wait, pulled out his phone and, reading from Anna�s passport, spoke to someone in an Arabic language. He nodded a few times, ended the call and announced, �The passport will get you into Turkey.�
We both breathed a sigh of relief.
�Now about payment.� He pocketed the phone and pulled a beautifully handwritten invoice from his breast pocket. �You may pay cash if you wish or by credit card.�
�Credit card? Really?� I asked.
�Why not? The airline accepts credit cards. We are not doing anything illegal. Perhaps your employer would be paying. Would it not be easier to use a credit card or wire transfer than to carry thousands of dollars in cash?� The official sounded a little hurt.
�It�s cash, six-hundred American twenties.� I sighed.
�As you can see on your invoice, four thousand dollars is to be held in trust pending your client�s successful entry into Turkey. If you wish, and since this passport appears valid, I can authorize a payment from your credit card that would only be processed in the unfortunate circumstance Turkey denies entry.�
I accepted his generous offer, hanging on to the remaining four thousand. It was the last of my savings and the inheritance from my father. At the bottom of the mobile stairs, I shook hands with the hotel driver, giving him the rest of my Ukrainian cash and asking him to share it with the kitchen staff. He agreed and gave Anna an awkward hug. The airline official escorted us to our seats in first class, had a few words with the pilots and left the plane. The stairs were moved back to an entrance closer to the wing and the tractor-pulled trolley cars showed up with the rest of the passengers.
First class was all ours. Provided one kept her face back from the windows, they provided a particularly discrete way of watching the passenger assembly area at the bottom of the stairs. �Anna, I�d like you to keep an eye on those people boarding the plane. We need to know if there�s anyone you recognize.�
�Okay, why?�
�Because I�ve come to realize you just can�t be too careful.�
I didn�t know where we would end up in Turkey or what we�d be doing there. I sure as hell didn�t know what would happen when the four grand ran dry. Convincing interested Western parties Anna was a valuable asset, was no longer a priority. But still, I stuck to my guns, what counted now was that I wasn�t leaving her to the circling jackals.
I sat back. An airliner seat felt good�� first class or otherwise. We were finally getting out of the CIS, going somewhere, moving forward, taking action, and maybe, just maybe, and with a bit of luck, getting out from under The Skater.

TWENTY-ONE

In Istanbul we were the first passengers off the plane. We�d been left entirely alone during the short flight over the Black Sea. An airline agent whisked us up a deserted flyway and through immigration without incident.
We�d done it! The CIS was behind us.
The pressure was off, or so it seemed to my subconscious mind. There�s a cruel metabolic trick the autonomic nervous system plays on migraine sufferers: initiate an attack as the tension eases. Letting down your guard for one second can be crippling. It�s subconscious payback for getting wound up in the first place. I was well on my way with several auras, the warning signs, already flashing in my visual field. In a matter of minutes I�d have a headache with enough kick to have me doubled over in pain and nauseous.
I stopped, took a deep breath and released it slowing, counting to five.
�Jess?�
Blink, blink, blink. Damn, the auras were spreading.
�I need a dark, quiet place! Bar, lounge, restaurant, somewhere dark�� now! I�m getting a migraine.�
�A kak zhe chemodan?�� What about the bag?� Anna, awestruck by the swirling multiethnic conglomerate of humanity that makes up the Istanbul hub, clung to my elbow.
�Let�s stick with English. Russian�s too conspicuous.� This time I blinked hard enough to evoke tears. No dice. The auras, getting bigger, brought smashed Christmas lights to mind. �Leave the bag. I�m in big trouble if we don�t find someplace quiet right now.� My vision was already seriously compromised. My brain was processing missing data from a visual cortex starved of oxygen by filling in the blanks with shattered stained glass. In minutes, arteries that had gone into spasm would dilate in a crippling overreaction, leaving me with a headache from hell. I had found through experience that using meditation to relax the arteries before they did so on their own was the only way to lessen the oncoming avalanche of pain.
The sprawling Istanbul airport was under renovation, at least, where we were. Then again, big airports are always being taken apart and put back together. The corridors were an endless maze of plywood and construction debris. Workers drilling into concrete, halogen lamps and chaotic activity wasn�t doing me any good. Finally, a cordoned off, �Closed for renovation,� waiting area provided refuge. I lay flat on my back, between rows of plastic bucket seats designed to prevent sleeping. Then, with gloves over my eyes, I forced myself to relax. I imagined myself in a rowboat, drifting on the glassy surface of Pyramid Lake in Jasper, Alberta. Deep breaths, and I could smell the mountain air, the evergreens, and the heat of a summer�s afternoon not quite at its zenith.
Something like fifteen minutes later, I opened my eyes to confront Anna�s visage inches from mine. �Pssst, don�t get up.� She had taken the gloves from my eyes and had a finger to her lips. �I�ve seen my mother.�
The auras were gone, but despite my frantic meditation the headache was brutal. �You have got to be kidding!� I hissed.
�No, I am not kidding. I have seen her walking down the corridor.�
I sat up. Taiko drummers hammered at my temples. We weren�t alone in the cordoned off waiting area by that time. Several travelers had randomly distributed themselves among the rows of plastic seats. None of them looked Slavic. �Did she see you?�
�I don�t think so. She did not turn her head toward here.�
�This really is not good.� I peered between rows of seats, saw nothing but scattered groups of arriving passengers. �Was she alone?�
�There were two guys walking behind who looked very much like my cousins from Samara.�
�Cousins� uncles� brothers� are these men related to you in any way or are those so called family designations?�
�Yes� maybe� I don�t know, but I don�t remember Mother spending a lot of time with them.� Anna gestured at the corridor. �There were a lot of Russians walking past. Looked like they were in a hurry; they did not look here.�
I scanned the corridor and its temporary English signs tacked to the plywood barriers. �They�ve gone to get their bags if they went that way.� A large set of one-way doors terminated the corridor under a pictogram of suitcases.
�Yes, that way.�
�Great! they think we�re getting off here, in Istanbul.�
�Are we not?�
�Not if your mother is here.� I crouched again, slapping a fist into my palm. �What is she doing here, anyway?�
Asians flowing past the cordoned off seating area had become a torrent heading for the baggage carousels. I signaled to Anna, and we made a break for it, joining the crowd. I hadn�t seen The Skater or the cousins, and hoped against reason that Anna had hallucinated them. Dead ahead, a passage branched off the main corridor under a CONNECTING PASSENGERS banner. I pulled Anna from the flow of exuberant vacationers heading through the doors to collect their luggage.
�Wait! Our bag!�
�Leave it! Your Mother�s going to be there. That�s the way she went, right?�
Anna nodded.
�She might even have the bag. Especially if you put your name on the tag.�
�Oh no, I did write the name. How stupid of me!�
�Just bloody excellent!� I pushed Anna ahead of me down the connecting-passengers corridor. �We�re getting out of Istanbul.� We navigated by following the crowds until we ended up in a large area with airline counters. The red and white of the Turkish Airlines logo reminded me of good old Air Canada, and I made a beeline for their counter.
�Two tickets on the first flight leaving Istanbul. Please hurry.�
The startled ticket agent typed at her terminal. Other agents glanced over at us. I was starting to sweat in my suede parka.
�Any bags?�
�No, no bags, just carry-on.�
�Maybe they can send the bag after us?� Anna said.
�No, no bag, we�ll call lost baggage and claim it when we get to wherever.� I cut in, trying to prevent Anna announcing to everyone we abandoned a bag in the airport.
The agent continued typing. I nervously scanned a flight information board showing arrivals. Our flight from Odessa showed as having arrived on time. Several flights below that, and just above a flight from Shanghai, a flight from Moscow was listed as having arrived late. I made a mental note of the time it came in. It was a stroke of good luck, had the Moscow flight come in on time, before we did, things would have been different.
�There is a flight to Dalaman if you wish, but we only have room in business class and it�s already boarding.� The agent didn�t bother looking up. She probably wanted us away from her station, pronto.
�Fine, two in business class.� I slapped the plastic on the counter with my passport. Anna started digging for hers. �We�re fast, we won�t hold up the plane.� I grimaced at my choice of words.
Running for it, I heard several �last call� announcements for our flight. My ankle was playing up, but the headache was a far more immediate problem. The boarding agents waved us down the flyway, and we barreled onto a waiting Boeing 737. Business class was empty and I flopped into the first seat I came to. Then, trying to control my heaving stomach, I wondered why they even bothered dividing planes into sections seeing as everyone flew economy. Nothing like inane ponderings to soothe a throbbing brain.
Anna looked past the heavy drapes demarcating business class. She scanned the jam-packed economy section for familiar faces. I hadn�t asked her to, and I didn�t think it was necessary, still, I had tears in my eyes. Maybe it was a reaction to the pain, but knowing Anna was cluing in to how this run for our lives had to work, and knowing I could lean on her, felt overwhelmingly good.
�Okay, it�s clear. Nobody on the plane that I know.� Anna took a seat beside me, placed her hand on mine and asked, �How is your headache?�
I smiled and closed my eyes.
* * *
It was dark when we landed in Dalaman. I didn�t know anything about the place, how big it was or even where it was. Someplace in southwestern Turkey, I figured. Did it have a train station, a seaport, hotels? Did anyone speak English? The terminal, like the one in Istanbul, was under some kind of major renovation. It was dark and desolate, with the exception of the red and white Boeing we�d arrived on. The structure itself reminded me of an American car dealership. Flimsy glass curtain-walls were topped by a thin slab roof and everything was open to the night. A gentle breeze smelling of flowers wafted through the place. Other than a couple of baggage handlers in yellow coveralls, our fellow passengers were the only signs of human life.
Some of the passengers gathered around a single baggage carousel. Others, including the pilots and flight attendants, vanished through open wall panels into the warm, black-velvet night. The eerie quiet was unnerving after the chaos and immensity of the Istanbul airport. Sounds were somehow muffled. My head throbbed, dulling my senses, yet I was acutely aware of the complete lack of bombastic Russian expletive filled insults among the background murmur of voices. I enjoyed hearing a language I didn�t understand and wasn�t obliged to eavesdrop on.
The baggage arrived and the passengers left. I�d held back, watching, regrouping, thinking. It looked like we were the only people left in the terminal. Beyond wide-open glass doors was a passenger pickup and drop-off area. It was badly lit and deserted. No shuttle buses, no taxis, no private cars, nobody at all. The few cars scattered throughout the lot looked like they hadn�t moved in years. I wandered back into the terminal. �Hello? Aloha, anybody here?�
I surveyed empty counters. Passing what might have been car rental booths once upon a time, I noticed an old-fashioned yellow phone missing the dial and numbers, the sort of phone you see near supermarket exits back home, labeled, TAXI. The phone I saw wasn�t labeled. It could have been for code-yellow aviation emergencies, for all I knew. I lifted the receiver and waited. Nothing, not even a dial tone. I waited a few more seconds. Then, about to drop the receiver into its chipped chrome cradle, I heard this tiny little voice rasping from the earpiece.
�Hello? English?� I asked.
�Yes please, speak English. You want taxi?�
�Please, and a driver who speaks English.�
A modern van, the color of the phone, but in much better condition, pulled up. A tall, dark older man, whose voice I recognized from the yellow taxi phone, got out and opened the side door for us. The question of �where to?� hadn�t come up until then. Apparently there was no point to staying in Dalaman. According to the cabbie, who had an astonishingly thick black mustache and platinum hair, it was a departure point for the various resort towns nearby. We could find a hotel in Dalaman, but that was about it.
I went over our options with Anna. �We can stay here for a few days, lay low and get some sleep, then go back, connect through Istanbul, maybe on to Cairo� Anywhere out of Turkey, I guess.�
�Nyet, I do not think going to Istanbul is a good idea. Mother is there!� Anna reverted to Russian. Good idea, I thought. Why share our problems with the driver? �My passport soon won�t work, so Cairo is not an option. We are here, we are safe and we should stick to this place. We do not have much choice. I don�t understand how could mother know we were in Istanbul? Do you think Timo could tell her?�
�Not a chance!� It had crossed my mind but I�d dismissed it. �She probably knew you were in Odessa from your constant phone calls. Got Vladimir�s henchmen to track us and pay off the VIP airline guy in Odessa, maybe. Then all she�d have to do was hop that flight from Moscow with the cousins and sit there waiting for us�� slick as snot. Good thing it happened to get in late, spoiling her plans. Otherwise she and the cousins would have been our welcoming committee. My guess is she thinks we�re in Istanbul and she might have planted something in that duffel bag.�
�Like what? A bomb?� Anna jeered. �You are paranoid.�
�Not a bomb, but a GPS device like a phone. And, if you think I�m paranoid, why don�t you explain just how she ended up in Istanbul anyway?� I stopped myself. The last thing we needed was an argument about passports, customs, gangsters, spies and bombs in front of a Middle Eastern airport and a taxi driver who may as well speak Russian. The operative words are pretty much the same in any language. Taking a deep breath, I turned to the driver and asked in English for a recommendation of places we might spend a few days relaxing by the seaside.
�Ah, the Turkish Riviera, such beauty, such luxury, but not so close to here.� The driver pulled out a map and showed us the various places we could end up. We settled on the closest viable port, a place called Marmaris. According to the driver, it hosted cruise ships and ferries to Greece. It was also a long way from any airport, meaning our documented electronic trail would go cold in Dalaman.
We each took a bench in the taxi-van and bedded down for the drive to Marmaris. I awoke a few times and watched a dry tortured mountain landscape, lit by a sliver of moon and starlight, sliding by. I longed to see it during the day or even right then, but my exhaustion and headache had me down for the count. By the time the van�s pulling up and parking awakened me, the sky had started to lighten over scrub covered hills.
The driver arranged a place for us to stay, in an apartment-hotel near the old town. We checked in and I slipped into a virtual coma until early afternoon.

TWENTY-TWO

It was day one in Marmaris.
By the time I crawled out of bed and shuffled to the patio, the sun was at its highest and impossibly intense. I acknowledged it with a reflexive groan and made for the not-so-great indoors.
Anna came in from who-knows-where. Her tiny Nikon was swinging from her wrist and on her face was a smile that looked like it had always been there. �Finally you are up! This place is amazing, Jess. It is ancient. There are ruins.�
�Coffee� need coooffeee.� I zombie walked toward her, arms outstretched. Turns out it was coffee, Kiev style: instant in oily tap water.
I spent the afternoon inside. Using the Dell�s Wi-Fi, I grabbed hit-and-miss Internet access from any number of insecure and randomly appearing wireless networks. It wasn�t a network environment I was about to do anything in but web-surf.
A Web search confirmed what I pretty much knew about Marmaris; it provides a back door to Europe via the Greek island of Rhodes and numerous ferry crossings. That is, if one carries a Western or free world passport to get into Europe visa-free. Obviously, the Greeks on the other side were well aware of their backdoor status. They were ready and able to deal with the flood of refugees scheming up ways to get in. Getting through with Anna would be like breaking into Fort Knox. Even had her passport not been compromised, she would have had little or no chance of getting a visa without significant money and, more importantly, connections. Seeing as how the only Turkish land border with the European Union just happened to be in the neighborhood of where we had last seen The Skater, our options were truly limited.
Hours of frustrating research, free-jacking mercurial open networks, enlightened me to the fact that Anna�s Turkish tourist visa would expire in two months, rather than the three months Turkish immigration had granted me. When that happened, she would either be illegal in Turkey or applying for an extension with a passport that would, by then, undoubtedly have her flagged as a terrorist. Either way, the clock was ticking and it was imperative to reach Canadian soil before time was up. I didn�t need to wait the half hour for Google maps to load to know that between Marmaris and Canada lay a lot of seawater. Not only that, but countries that would deport Anna back to Russia in a heartbeat if she came near them.
Seen head on, our goal was relentlessly straight forward�� get Anna to Canada without getting killed or getting caught. I worried that maybe Gavin was right about me. In pontificating emails he�d been sending with increasing frequency, he liked to compare me to, �A climber at the foot of Everest. Her goal, the imagined summit. Her irrational anticipation of success overshadowing any consideration of failure and driving her more so than the reasons for doing the crazy act in the first place!�
Bla, bla, bla, I thought. Then again, having finally gotten us stranded in a down-market Middle Eastern tourist trap, all out of options, I had to think that maybe my kid brother was onto something. I suppressed the niggling insight that all of this had really not been just about Anna, but also about me. It�s easier to risk it all when there�s nothing in it for me, or so I thought.
The few grand I had left in my pocket wasn�t going to get us far. We couldn�t just hop on a flight to Toronto. The Skater had drained Anna�s bank accounts then bought and filed charges against her. Anna�s passport was a Trojan horse. A visa was impossible. Not only was getting away not going to be easy, it wasn�t going to be cheap. Passage, legally on a freighter, would be more cash than I had; illegally, it would be more than that by a long shot and infinitely risky. Of course, I would also have to make the right connections, and if Odessa was any indication, I was less than successful engaging smugglers at that level.
It was dark inside the apartment-hotel and twilight outside by the time I looked up from the computer. We had a ground floor suite with a patio backing onto a canal full of small boats. Mostly wooden skiffs layered with so much colorful paint that they looked like iced cakes. Blood red Turkish flags with white crescents contrasted with lush greenery and raw stone walls. I had a sense of being somewhere very warm, and a long way from home. Brightly hued, delightfully fragrant flowers were everywhere. Birds called out in a last-minute cacophony before being subdued by the night. Not too far away, through a hedge of some plant that only grew indoors in pots back home, I heard what sounded like a hundred gamelan players warming up. Watching the shadow of the horizon climb scrub covered hills outside of town, I found myself thinking of Kiev and its ice and hostility, an infinity to the north and a lifetime ago.
Anna came in the front door with food she had found at little stores willing to take the American dollars I�d hoarded from cash machines in Ukraine. Practicing English, she told me about the ancient town she�d strolled through, and how much she had enjoyed it. I smiled at her effort, knowing how hard it was to function without one�s native tongue. I could only imagine what it was like for a Russian using English to communicate with Turks.
I flipped open the Dell and started in on what I�d dug up with my research. �There�s really no easy way out of this. You aren�t allowed in or over or through any country from here to Canada, and there�s a lot of ocean in the way. Nobody�s going to let you on a commercial plane or boat without a visa, and when your mother gets your passport tagged internationally, and believe-you-me she probably has by now�� especially knowing you�re outside the CIS�� it�ll become less than worthless in pretty short order.�
Anna pulled closer to me, resting her chin on my shoulder.
�Another thing, unlike the Turkish visa they gave me, yours runs out in two months, not three. Two months, Anna! Then you�re going back to Russia no matter what. Your mother doesn�t even have to look for you. If you�re not out of here by then, she can sit back and you�ll be delivered right into her waiting arms.�
�I see, but what can I do?� She slid her arm between my chair and the small of my back. �I�m sorry for everything you have to deal with, one problem after the other. I cannot believe you are still with me.�
�I�m not looking for apologies or soul-searching. I�m looking for a way out of this, with you, obviously, or there�s no bloody point.�
�But Jess, we�ve run out of road. There is only the sea ahead of us.�
�It�s not over yet, in fact, it�s never over.� The conversational trajectory was veering uselessly off course. I pulled up a spreadsheet on the laptop. �Take a look at this. I�ve been doing a little thinking.�
Anna leaned in closer to the screen.
�I can fly a plane, so I thought about buying something small, putting big temporary fuel tanks in it, and flying from here to Canada. A lawyer and officials would meet us when we landed someplace like Halifax. Then, in Canada, I sell the plane, maybe even pocket a few dollars, and we�ll be home free. Light aircraft are really cheap here for some reason.�
�Okay, so you will buy an airplane and fly us across the oceans with it?� Anna struggled to go on in English, gave up, and said in Russian, �Do I understand?�
�You do, but it won�t work. I wanted to tell you what I�ve been thinking, though. No matter how cheap they are, there�s no aircraft I can afford that�s big enough to carry both of us and enough fuel to get us all that way. We�d have to refuel in Europe and you are definitely not allowed to land there. Second, and this is a much bigger problem than mere engineering, the regulations for buying and licensing an aircraft in Turkey are so complex, I wouldn�t have a hope in hell of doing it in the two months you have left.�
�Great, it�s my fault.� Anna said.
�Blame is unintended and unproductive so, on to plan B!� I minimized the spreadsheet with the light aircraft calculations and opened the browser. A website familiar from Odessa graced the screen�� yachtworld.com.
�Look at that! The site Alexi�s friend was showing us in Odessa.�
�You mean the store clerk, but that�s the one. I used it to look for boats here in Marmaris, and there�s one heck of a lot of them. This place is yacht-central.�
�You are thinking of a boat? You seemed to hate the idea in Odessa.�
�Look, I think it�s our only chance. There are people here, professionals who sell boats, not idiots like Alexi, and there are boats here that can cross oceans. People sail boats, yachts, across oceans all the time. Heck, they even sail all by themselves around the world without stopping. I can assure you, more people cross oceans in yachts than in small planes like Charles Lindbergh did.�
�Really? I must take your word for it. I know nothing about yachts.�
I scrolled through boat listings instead of telling her I was just about as unfamiliar with yachts as she was.
�The closest I�ve been to a yacht is here and once when I traveled to Turkey with Mikhail. I could see the masts in the harbor. Ironic, huh? Besides, are they not worth a lot of money? You can afford such an expense?� Anna knocked my hand from the touchpad and scrolled the laptop through the listings herself. Prices were six figures and beyond.
I knew what she was thinking. �I can borrow money against my house. Then sell the boat when we get to Canada and pay off the loan.� It sounded risky, but damn, what an adventure! Besides, the losses couldn�t be that great. Anna�s testimony might even be useful in the fight against Menchikovskaya if we or the syndicate still existed by the time we got there. I wasn�t sure what damage she could inflict on them, but it had to be better than nothing. Spreadsheets on the laptop proved I could carry the half-million dollar line of credit for a few months, and realistically, what were the chances I would run it all the way up anyhow?
* * *
The next morning we were up and out before the sun got dangerous. It�s how we uncovered the mystery of the world�s biggest�� and worst�� gamelan orchestra. Frenetically clanging bells happened to be ropes, randomly animated by a breeze, slapping hundreds of hollow aluminum sailboat masts. Following the canal, heading for the waterfront, Anna and I saw a disproportionate number of marine outfitter stores occupying the old Greek, stone buildings. This town, or the part of it in which we found ourselves, was entirely about yachting.
Everything I knew about yachting came from day-sailing with friends on a twenty six foot sailboat in protected waters. To that hands-on experience, I gleaned what I could from a paperback expose of solo round-the-world yacht racing. Before fortuitously finding that paperback, I considered a yacht to be big motorboat owned by someone like Thurston Howell The Third, and upon which martinis and three-hour tours were de rigueur. A sailboat was, well, just a sailboat.
From Google I�d hand scrawled a map of yacht brokerages. We followed it to a square stone building, probably hundreds of years old, festooned with several immense Persian rugs. Just under the eaves GULET YACHT BROKERAGE had been painted in bold lettering. Between the building and the sidewalk a dozen or more rugs were laid out and draped over sawhorses. It didn�t take more than a few seconds for a well-dressed Turkish man to hurry right for us. �Yes, please. Finest rugs, best deals for you today. And, where are you from?�
I stifled a petulant impulse to answer in Russian. �Yes, lovely rugs, but I�m looking for a yacht brokerage.�
Anna forced a smile. She had no idea what to make of the exchange.
�Then, my friends, you have come to the right place. Please do follow me.�
�You sell boats and rugs?�
�Indeed, finest boats and truly exquisite rugs� As I am sure you can see.� A sweeping hand gesture encompassed his rugs with a flourish. He bowed elegantly.
Anna held back. �You go, I will stay here and take some pictures. The rugs and buildings are quite something. I wish to take pictures of flowers, buildings, this place.�
�Ah, I see your friend knows true beauty, and quality! Only the finest will do for this young lady, yes?�
Anna�s jaw dropped.
Sensing he�d lost Anna, the Turk carried right on with me. �You, my friend, shall see my brother about boats and then I will show you the most exquisite rugs in all of Christendom.�
Christendom? I thought.
He clicked his heels, bowed to Anna, and snapped around. I followed him into the building and up narrow stone stairs worn like hammocks. His brother�s lair was a single room taking up the entire second floor. It consisted of dark, massive wood-plank flooring, plaster over rock walls, and open beams and trusses. The rug seller�s brother got up from a desk placed precisely between two symmetrical windows, and introduced himself. Through the open windows, a breeze off the water was starting to stir air that felt as though it was ready to ignite. I learned that a gulet is a large traditional wooden boat with masts and sails, and in modern times, a motor. Looking like 16th-century sailing ships, gulets are prized in the Aegean and Eastern Mediterranean as charter vessels. The broker pointed through his window to the historic seawall. Dozens of meticulously maintained gulets were tied up, gangplanks down, waiting for customers. Although stunningly beautiful, they were far more boat than I could handle physically or financially.
�Do any of these carpets fly?� I joked to the main floor brother on my way down the stairs. He didn�t get it, but tried his best to assure me that he would take care of the shipping and even the customs clearance formalities for my new rug.
* * *
Omar�s Yacht Sales looked far more likely to offer a solution to someone needing do-it-yourself transportation to the other side of the planet. The brokerage�s building wasn�t clad with rugs and was located in the heart of that huge gamelan marina. I wandered in, looking like a tourist, and asked about, �Something one can cross oceans in.� It was an easy guess the dark eyed, gorgeous receptionist thought I couldn�t be serious. To her credit, she set me up with an impeccably well dressed young man who looked like he�d never sold anything in his life, let alone a yacht.
The Turkish man, early twenties, slight, and terribly nervous, introduced himself as Erdem. He started right in. �Madam, what type of yacht did you have in mind?� Then the same sort of questions Alexi had asked in Odessa: power, sail, price. He didn�t refer to a computer or a website, though. He just listened to my answers: �Probably a sailboat. We need to get to Canada and a motorboat won�t have the range� Am I right?� Money came down to, �As little as possible,� and size and type was, �Whatever two people can reasonably handle over long distances.�
Erdem considered my criteria then pulled one of many large binders from a shelving unit. In it were pages and pages of sailboat listings. Some looked like bigger versions of the sailboat I raced around buoys back in Vancouver; some resembled oversized bathtubs with masts, and a disturbingly large number of them looked like set pieces from the Costner flick, Waterworld.

TWENTY-THREE

Day three in Marmaris and the clock was ticking.
Out in front of the apartment-hotel, I cowered from the sun in a sliver of shadow. Barely 9:00 am and the heat was relentless. The only clothes we had were what we wore leaving Odessa. I was sweating in a turtleneck, dark slacks and the same heavy boots I�d kicked at doors with in Kiev. Anna had taken a knife to her jeans, making crude but oh-so-stylish cut-offs.
Erdem, the youthful yacht broker I�d met the day before at the gamelan marina, pulled up in a late model, compact sedan the color of old nylons. Disintegrating pavement crunched under his dress shoes when he got out to greet us. I didn�t know anyone in Marmaris could possibly be dressed warmer than me, but Erdem was. I figured he was mere seconds from heatstroke in his three-piece suit and tie. He hadn�t a trace of perspiration, and the windows of his sedan were rolled down. Meaning: no air conditioning. It was downright spooky.
Miles of tooth-loosening road, mortised into near-vertical rock faces, led to an aerial view of an isthmus far below. Erdem double clutched, geared down, and the car pitched forward into a steep dive. Approaching the isthmus, haphazard white rows of objects resolved into a myriad of boats lined up like enormous tombstones.
�Ookh-tee!� Anna said from the backseat. �All of those white things are boats? Sure is a lot of them!�
�There is where we are going, dry storage.� Erdem pulled one hand off the wheel to point. �My uncle Omar has many boats there. Bad charter season he says, this year very bad, indeed.�
�You have an uncle in the charter business?� I asked.
�Not anymore. Now he is in the brokerage business. He says selling boats is better than sailing them.� Erdem grinned at his play on words.
The wind-swept isthmus we�d seen from above was a desert at ground level; an improbable expanse of gravel, canopied by row upon row of yachts propped up on flimsy looking stands: tree limbs, boards, oil drums, or even stones. Up close, the boats were surrealistic behemoths. They towered overhead like the huge stone heads of Easter Island. Winter storms had sand blasted the upside-down dorsal fin keels where the concentrated weight of vessel meets Earth. Cloudbursts and flash floods had spackled them with mud. Dust was everywhere. It was not an inspiring sight.
From a pile of wreckage, Erdem located and extracted a homemade ladder. Half a dozen or so feral cats scattered. He didn�t notice them, but Anna did. The junk pile was home to a number of cats and their kittens. Anna crouched down, held out a hand and mewled, �Koshka, kotichka� kiss-kiss-kiss.�
Erdem shook his head slowly then propped the ladder against one of the delicately balanced boats. After a couple of good, reassuring shoves, he invited us aboard.
Anna preferred the wild kittens. She hung back by their junk pile dens. I called her over, but hearing a lot of hissing, snarling, shrieking, and the occasional Russian expletive, left her alone.
Erdem climbed the rickety ladder with carefree abandon and called me up to join him. The deck was easily as high off the ground as the roof of a single story house. The difference being, houses are rarely propped up with sticks. Staring down at a sun blasted desert landscape from the deck of a sailboat was deeply disturbing.
On deck, I was hyper-aware of every vibration and nuance of angle throughout the delicately balanced monstrosity. I actively concentrated on Erdem�s patter. �Rigged with such and such steel, so and so pulley things, Kevlar�� bulletproof?�� rope.� I knew what most of the stuff did. Saturdays at the yacht club with friends hadn�t been a total waste. I just didn�t know the nomenclature. I gleaned what I could from Erdem�s performance, guessing at components, like life rafts and things I�d seen before.
The sheer size of the components was nearly beyond my comprehension. The boat was only twice the length of what I�d sailed on back home, but parts more than doubled in size. It was obviously not a simple factoring of length that determined the size of parts. These were orders of magnitude bigger and heavier. I reminded myself, the Vendee Globe racers sailed boats like this around the world all alone. Hell, we had only half the distance to go and there were two of us! Yeah�� a piece of cake.
Looking up, the towering mast did nothing to alleviate my anxiety, gastric reflux or sudden hypoxia. The rigging was filthy, neglected and worn out. It was nothing like the carefully tuned and maintained day-sailor, racing boats at the club. Down below, however, was a completely different story: curtains, cabinetry, furniture, toilets with doors, sinks, shelves. Now we�re talking. It was a miniature, deluxe chalet compared to the fiberglass crawlspace I was used to. I was dreaming about sailing that baby into the Vancouver yacht club when Erdem intruded on my reverie. He wanted to make sure I knew about the non-romantic stuff. Things I was truly unfamiliar with: on board electrical, refrigeration, septic systems, inboard engines, and navigation equipment rivaling aircraft I�d flown.
The charter, cruising yacht I salivated over moments before was a complicated beast that not only had to sail, but accommodate the people on board�� in style. Kind of a weird combination of sailboat and bungalow. I had experience with both, but never in a million years thought the skill sets required for either would intersect.
The next boat we shinnied aboard was much like the first, dirty and worn out, but with a heavier, more seaworthy, look to it. One thing in its favor was its make, Beneteau�� a brand I�d heard spoken of around the yacht club in those same hushed reverent tones reserved for prestige automobiles. Anna, her arms and legs covered with nasty bites, scratches and welts, joined us on that one. Erdem asked if she�d enjoyed the kittens. Anna didn�t want to talk about it. She peered down below deck from the cockpit and asked, �Is that all there is?�
Never having been on or near a sailboat in her life, Anna maneuvered awkwardly down the companionway�� sort of a deluxe ladder into the living area below deck�� and looked around. She went through the cabins, sticking her head into closets, tapping on walls like a termite inspector. She seismically explored the area below the floor, tapping her foot with greater intensity when the sound was particularly hollow.
�Ah, she�s an engineer.� I excused her behavior to Erdem when I saw him looking at her, puzzled. Then, to Anna, I whispered, �What are you doing? This isn�t a building.�
�I�m looking for places to hide.�
�Hide what?� I flashed a beatific smile in Erdem�s direction.
�My body. To hide me. You�ve said it yourself, we�re going through the waters of countries where I�ll be illegal. I don�t want to get caught. Who knows what they will do to me?�
�What? You�re going to hide in a hole or under the floor and hope not to get caught?�
�How much room is there under the floor?�
�I don�t know. I�ll come up with a way to ask Erdem. Meantime don�t be so obvious. We�re coming across like smugglers. Oh and something else I know about from flying airplanes and clearing customs; they have dogs trained to sniff for more than drugs.�
�What are we going to do then?�
�For one, we�re going to stay as far away from countries as possible.�
Erdem looked more than a little concerned. We canned the furtive whispering and he transitioned smoothly back into boat broker mode. �The cabin layout and storage space this boat provides is truly the best in its class.�
�Yeah, great. A little more room would be nice. What about storing stuff below the floor, blankets, provisions, a bean-bag chair, that sort of thing?� I asked.
He didn�t see why not, and using embedded finger pulls, lifted a floor panel to reveal the space below it. Not much room, barely a crawlspace and it was divided by structural bulkheads. Provisions�� maybe, a living human body�� not a chance.
At Omar�s brokerage, Erdem and I presented an offer on the French built Beneteau. Considering the years of wear and tear in the charter circuit and the sorry state it was in, Erdem suggested an offer well below the astronomical asking price. Tea was served, phone calls were made, and the offer was not only rejected, but countered higher than the asking price. I was undeterred. It was still within the half million I could borrow against my house, and I wanted that Beneteau. Erdem tried to educate me on business�� Turkish style, explaining how the seller�s honor had likely been bruised by the low-ball offer.
I wasn�t placated. �Frankly, I don�t give a rat�s ass about so called honor, and I want�� no, I need�� that boat, Erdem. If you knew the seller would be offended, why did you let me make the offer?�
Erdem called in his uncle Omar for reinforcement. Omar�s presence and imposing manner commanded complete control of any situation. He was one of those guys you just knew was in charge. Within minutes, Omar engineered a deal on a boat of his own, a French built Beneteau Oceanis called Shadow. Recently outfitted for a no-show charter season, he was happy to unload it.
�Oceanis� Anna, it�s an Oceanis!� I whispered when Omar stepped out to grab an incoming fax.
�Nu ee shto�� so what?�
�Don�t you get it? A model called, �Oceanis,� has just got to be for crossing oceans.�
�You know this model of yacht?�
I didn�t, but Omar returned, preempting my need to respond. His voice boomed, �You, my friends, are in luck!�
With peak oil pushing inflation, the financial collapse looming on the horizon, and political unrest heating up, the Eastern Mediterranean charter season was looking was dismal. The charter operator planning to buy that yacht, backed out at the last minute, leaving Omar stuck with it. It was a Beneteau, like the one on which I had placed the ill-fated offer, but this one was an Oceanis. The descriptive model name reeked of the high seas and ocean racing origins. Maybe the model started out on an ocean racer�s drawing board and if so, it was sure to get us home. I had decided on a boat in the forty-five to fifty foot range based on what I had read about the Vendee Globe yacht race. It also had something to do with what I could afford, or to be precise, was able to borrow.
Erdem provided me his phone to call my bank manager back in Vancouver. I needed to confirm the credit was available and find out how to wire that much money. The interrogation I got about insurance, licensing, planning and experience simply blew me mind. The manager, with whom I thought I�d developed rapport during my bungalow renovation, held nothing back when it came to how he felt about sailing a yacht home from Turkey. In the end, he told me the money would be available, insurance in place and that I was, �Nuts to even consider a venture that fool-hardily risky.�
* * *
Maybe it was our maniacal state of affairs, or perhaps Omar just wanted to make sure the deal went through, but he let us move aboard Shadow before the sale was complete. I was chuffed, and not just because staying at the apartment-hotel was running up the credit card, but because it smacked of adventure. Indeed, the first night aboard, drifting off to sleep, gently rocking at the dock in a real bed, as opposed to the wet sleeping bag over a flimsy foamy I was used to when backwoods camping, was heaven.
Anna moved into a cabin, making it her own with the few things she had left. She hung her coat in the closet, stuck a postcard of Marmaris on the wall and placed her scuffed boots by the bedside table. On her pillow she lay a small teddy bear her father had given her in better times. How it made it all the way to a sailboat cabin in Turkey is a mystery to me. Anna quite literally had nothing left, but there sat that cheap little teddy bear.
She loved having a room of her own and imagined it a first class cabin on the Orient Express. Paneled almost entirely in dark polished wood, the cabin just naturally invoked an air of luxury recalling 1930s steam transport. Or so Anna opined, every chance she got. Of course, in our present reality the train hadn�t left the station�� or the yacht sailed, as the case may be. On deck in the blistering heat, Anna worked at familiarizing herself with the rigging and systems that would eventually make the boat go. She developed a rhythm of ship-board chores like, filling the water tanks, cleaning and oiling the teak decks, and studying manuals and information about sailing.
* * *
Buying a yacht is nothing like buying a car. With a car, you pay for the thing and drive it on home. But with a yacht, there are lawyers and conditions, registration, taxes, insurance; Erdem�s list went on and on.
�Next step is to remove conditions.� Erdem sat across from me at a patio table under an orange tree on the brokerage�s lawn.
I wasn�t really concentrating after having tried to eat one of the oranges. The tree was heavy with them and they looked delicious. But whoa, it tasted like some kind of insecticide. I thought I�d poisoned myself! I could swear my throat was swelling shut. Erdem had watched me peel a big juicy one and take a bite. When I started gasping and choking, all he did was raise an eyebrow and tell me they were only decorative, �Not for eating.� Then, unconcerned with the possibility of my imminent demise, he started in on those conditions.
�Whose conditions are they, and what do I do about them?� I wheezed.
�Well, they are standard conditions, in the contract for your protection and you need to remove them: a sea-trial and a survey. They ensure you will only buy the boat when you are satisfied with it.�
�I take it a survey is an inspection, right?�
�That�s right. The vessel must be surveyed by a professional surveyor to make sure there are no defects the seller didn�t know about or not tell about. Your survey report will help you decide if the boat is worth what you offered.� Erdem shuffled through papers in his leather folio.
�And the sea-trial?�
�That is like a test drive. I suggest you take Shadow for the sea-trial first because it does not require any expense. If you are unhappy with the yacht, there is no need to spend money on a survey and your deposit will be refunded.�
I was panicking, and it wasn�t just the aftereffects of that decorative orange. The oblivious young man in the three piece suit expected me to take that yacht out for a spin. I�d backed myself into yet another corner. Parking a neutral expression on my face, I racked my brains for some way out that didn�t involve my telling this kid, who was engineering the first yacht sale in his life, that I didn�t really know a thing about sailing a yacht of that caliber. After all, I had at least hinted to Anna, in his presence, that I was quite an accomplished sailor.
�Oh yes, the sea-trial,� I stalled for time. �Well, what time works for you?�
�Perhaps this afternoon is convenient?�
�Ah, no, that won�t work.� I was still cogitating. I needed more time. �Tomorrow, yes, that will be much better. Maybe there will even be some wind so we can sail. Really put that yacht through its paces.� Then an idea hit me. �By the way, since I want to be extra careful and make sure there is nothing I miss on the sea trial, would it be okay to hire a professional to sail it tomorrow? And, is there someone you�d recommend who knows Beneteau sailboats of this size and model?�
�That would be fine. I know the skipper from the charter company that was going to manage Shadow. He knows those boats. I believe he brought that one from France. He is a delivery skipper, so he will know what it sails like on the open ocean.�
�Delivery skipper� interesting.� The wheels were turning. �He delivers to North America?�
�No, very much less expensive and safer to send yachts across oceans by cargo ship. My uncle uses Dock Wise.�
That sounded divine, but my problem wasn�t getting the yacht to Canada, it was getting Anna there.
* * *
�Alors, bonjour!� The skipper was the first to show up. Typically Parisian, condescending, and rather put out. Barking orders in French, he jumped on board. He looked to be in his forties, wired and bean-pole thin. His face bristled with several days worth of stubble, and he puffed away on a foul smelling Turkish cigarette.
I looked around for Erdem.
�You are Canadian? Do you not speak French? Perhaps you are deaf?� The skipper flipped plastic covers off the instruments by the big wheel.
�I�m waiting for Erdem. We are not leaving without him.� I said in English.
�Why not? This boat, I can sail her blind. She was to be my boat, my job. Erdem, did he not tell you? You come and buy the charter boats and now I am without a job. Merde! Tell your boss not to do business around here.�
Anna came up from below, speechless at the antics of the Frenchman.
�Apparently, our captain.� The words left my mouth in Russian before I realized they were the same in French.
�Non, you are the cap-ee-tan. I am your humble servant.�
Craning my neck, I saw Erdem making his way down the dock and waved him over. He broke into a trot, arriving moments later, every hair in place, tie perfectly knotted, not even a hint of sweat. The skipper, in Turkish, initiated an argument with Erdem resulting in an immediate end to any communication in English or French.
�Just so it�s clear,� I told the skipper, who I assumed was listening, �I�m leaving control of the yacht to you. I need to concentrate on its performance by watching and listening carefully.� That seemed to me a perfectly valid reason for not taking the helm. The engine was keyed to life and lines were untied. I watched and made mental notes. On the way into Marmaris�s large bay I asked questions like, �How much does fuel cost?� to determine that the engine burned diesel, without the embarrassment of asking directly.
Away from land, a stiff breeze picked up. Turkish instructions were exchanged between the skipper and Erdem, and ropes, called sheets and halyards, were cranked through winches. In short order, the mainsail was up and flapping. Anna glared at me, wraith like, paralyzed on a cockpit bench. The skipper spat his cigarette butt into the water, turned the big wheel, and Shadow veered. FOOMPH�� the huge mainsail filled with wind, taking on the shape of a giant wing. The yacht leaned, tilting away from the wind. Anna gasped, scrambling for something to cling to.
Erdem, wrapping a giant metal spool with rope, saw her. �Are you okay?�
Anna glowered at me.
I exuded pure calm with a reassuring smile.
She wasn�t buying it. �Mamachka!�
Frightened by Anna�s reaction, Erdem signaled the skipper to steer Shadow back into the wind. The boat leveled out, but now the big mainsail was flapping violently. Yelling over the noise, he asked me if we should go back for Anna�s sake.
�Hell no!� I bellowed. The boat was sailing. That was finally something I understood. It was aerodynamics in action and I was thrilled. �She has to get used to it. Turn on back and let�s sail!�
Anna clammed up and stared forward. Erdem hauled on the sheets and the skipper, grinning at me with crooked orange teeth, swung the wheel around. Wind filled the main and Shadow accelerated and leaned away from it. The skipper killed the engine. Sudden tranquility, just the swish of water rushing by the hull was magic. Then Erdem released the big forward sail. It unfurled and filled with a colossal bang. After some more pulling, winching, adjusting and yelling, Erdem and the skipper had Shadow seriously heeled over and veritably flying. One thing was for sure, this yacht was fast! I was in heaven. Anna, however, seemed to be in purgatory at best.
Coming back in, and barely leaping distance from the boat to the dock, Anna jumped and bolted. She grabbed one of the dock�s sunshade struts for support and hung on. Her face was a study in extreme stress, not to mention a pale shade of green. Tying a couple of knots in the dock lines and jumping back aboard, the skipper found his English words. He gestured at Anna with a tar stained thumb, � Your crew, she maybe is not so happy.� He chortled and plunged down the steep companionway. On his way back up, he had the case of beer the charter company stocked all its yachts with. �Your broker, he says you are to sail the Atlantic� with her!� He thrust his chin toward Anna, laughing.
�What do I owe you?�
He jumped to the dock with the beer under his arm. Walking away without looking back he called out, �Paid in full� and, good luck, mes amies.�

TWENTY-FOUR

A survey was the last condition of sale. It wasn�t going to be easy. Of the professional boat inspectors Omar used: one was in the hospital with his third or fourth heart attack, one outright refused to survey sailboats because of their cramped spaces, and then there was the English alcoholic who hadn�t been seen since a near legendary bar fight days earlier. How bloody frustrating! All I wanted, was to pay for the boat and get us out of there.
Erdem, however, was strongly in favor of doing everything by-the-book. �The survey, it is most important. I insist and so, I am sure, will my uncle. You will not get insurance without the survey and for crossing an ocean, insurance, it is necessary.�
I didn�t see insurance as necessary for crossing oceans. If something went wrong, who was going to collect? Heck, in our case, who was even going to know? �What-ever!� Time was wasting. So, under the brutal afternoon sun, Erdem and I wandered the docks asking anyone we saw about boat surveyors. As luck would have it, we found one�� an eccentric late to middle-aged Australian living on an oversized Turkish gulet. Erdem was surprised to learn of a professional surveyor right there, in town�� in that very marina�� that neither he or his uncle knew about. I smiled, noting that serendipity seemed once again to be on our side.
I needed the survey and Harvey, the Australian, said he could do it. He showed me official looking papers and letters of recommendation from insurance companies. He promised to undercut everyone else and, most importantly, he could do it right away. We struck a deal.
I liked Harvey. He reminded me of my favorite grandfather. I wanted to like him, but hearing snatches of Russian language drifting up from somewhere on the big boat, set me on edge. Harvey picked up on it. �Aw right, that�s just my Russian girlfriend. She�s got some people over.� He grinned. �You know, I�ve just thought of something. Your Anna�s likely missing fellow Russians. I just bet she would enjoy meeting my girlfriend.�
Done with Harvey, we wandered toward the brokerage. �Erdem, it makes zero sense.�
�Miss Ducat, what is it that is making no sense?�
�That man, the surveyor. Did you tell Harvey that Anna is from Russia?�
He thought for a second. Adjusted his tie. �You know, never have I seen or heard of that man before.�
* * *
A ponderous mobile crane on earth mover tires, called a travel lift, moved into position above Shadow. It lowered a cradle of nylon straps into the water, and effortlessly the yacht rose, dripping, from the sea. With the boat tucked into the virtual belly of the machine, it rolled glacially across a tarmac. Shadow was sailing over a sea of asphalt. I spotted Harvey walking toward us in a floppy hat and gaudy, mismatched clothes. On his rabbit like face was a bizarre, lopsided grin.
�So, you�re Anna. G�day, my dear! My, my� Wouldn�t my girlfriend like to meet you.� He said, snatching Anna�s hand and pumping a little too vigorously.
�Why?� Anna yanked her hand back.
�She�s Russian, like you. Thought you might like some company.�
Anna whirled and marched away.
I admired the way she didn�t suffer fools gladly, but damn, we needed Harvey. I ran to catch up with her.
�Why did you tell him I am Russian? I do not like this man! I do not know his girlfriend and I don�t want these strangers to know anything about me.�
�I didn�t tell him anything! He knew about you when I met him yesterday. We need this survey and he�s only being friendly.�
�I do not trust friendly people. There is always a reason for them to be friendly. His girlfriend is Russian! You cannot trust Russians.� Anna headed for the marina exit.
I stood my ground. On the spot, like always.
Harvey approached. �Sorry, mate, but you know how those Russians can be.� He slapped me on the back and winked.
I backed away. Looking at the dripping sailboat in the slings, I wondered if all this was really worth it. The boat looked a lot bigger out of the water than afloat. �How long will this survey take you?�
�Four, maybe five hours.�
�Fine, get Erdem when you�re done and put it back in its slip.� I turned and ran after Anna.
* * *
The Australian�s behavior was unsettling but what could I do? If it got us closer to home, I had to humor the creepies�� Anna didn�t. She stormed off toward town.
The castle of Marmaris morphs out of ancient Greek dwellings that grow in size as one climbs the hill the town is built on. The higher up the hill and the closer to the castle, the more affluent you would have been in antiquity. It is so indistinct at the plebeian street level that I didn�t know we had reached it until the castle wall itself became an obstacle. A dead end. Anna plunked herself on a step to brood in the pizza-oven like heat.
Sea-glimpses between buildings revealed the bay that had once been home and refuge to Alexander the Great�s fabled fleet. I pulled the camera from my pack and snapped a few shots.
�I cannot believe we will sail this sea?� Anna waved at the scene I was shooting.
�You bet, just look at how beautiful it is. What an adventure we�ll have.� I tried for a shot with some foreground perspective. �Why do you ask? Are you afraid?�
�What do you think? Of course, I�m afraid. You have at least some experience, I have none. I�ve never been at sea. I�ve never even swum in it.�
�You have nothing to worry about. We�re doing everything right. Getting the right kind of boat. Making sure everything is safe. Like by getting a survey with Harvey, for instance. And what choice do we have? We have to leave Turkey, we have to do it on our own, and our only option is to do it by sea.�
�I know we have no choice and I know you will do everything you can but I don�t know what I am capable of. We are facing oceans and seas, such an immense undertaking and I cannot help but be afraid of it. It scares me just to talk about it here on land. At sea I will be useless. I am not just afraid, I am terrified. We are talking about death here. That time when we sailed with Erdem and that Frenchman, I could do nothing. I was frozen with fear. I couldn�t even move, Jess, and that was only a sunny day in that pretty bay you take pictures of now.� Anna clawed at her spiky, wrecked hair. �Even if I wasn�t afraid, I still don�t know how to sail!�
A red-faced troupe of profusely sweating Brits huffed past with cheerful greetings before I continued. �Of course you don�t know how to sail yet, but that�s not a problem. If you can ride a bike, you can learn to sail. We�ve got time before the deal on the boat closes. I�ll sign you up for sailing lessons.�
�You can not teach me?�
I snapped off a couple more shots. �I�d rather not. A professional will do a better job and cover stuff I might miss.� It sounded plausible.
Anna hugged her knees. Went silent. I wondered how long she had before someone wanted to use their front step.
With something like a third degree sunburn ravaging my nose, I reached down, took her hand. �It�s time to go.�
We started downhill on a narrow cart-passage of polished heat-shimmering cobblestones. Anna clomped beside me in her Doc Martens. Her hand was cold, even in the searing heat, and she held on like she was afraid of letting go. I was starting to worry about this adventure.
* * *
One after another, staff in marine stores responded with blank stares when I asked about sailing lessons. �Does anyone actually learn how to sail around here, or does one simply rent a yacht and head on out into the wild blue yonder?�
�Oh, no, test must be passed to sail a yacht.� Finally, we�d come across someone in the know. A large, older woman sitting behind the counter, cradling an old, blind toy-poodle, told me, �You must get a card, it is like a license, to take out a yacht.�
�Funny, nobody asked to see my qualifications before telling me to take a yacht for a test drive.� I glanced at Anna.
She didn�t look good. Maybe heatstroke or the sudden onset of a nervous breakdown.
�The marina mall, it has schools for sailing.� The woman put down the poodle and traced a route for us. The dog stood, crooked, paralyzed, shaking�� a picture of fear and pain. Poor creature didn�t have long.
* * *
I didn�t know the marina even had a mall. It was brand new, barely occupied, and built in the classic Taco Bell fake-adobe style. Almost everywhere outside closed storefronts, signs announced Yacht Clubs and Sailing Schools. One of the deserted sailing schools had at least gone to the effort of taping pictures of sailboats and smiling fit crews to its windows. It also provided an after hours phone number. Anna punched the number into her cell phone, checked to see that it was ringing, then shoved it at me. She prefers to let me deal with strangers.
�Hello,� Then a string of something in Turkish.
�Do you speak English?� I asked.
�Of course, who is this?� A woman�s voice demanded.
�I�m at your sailing school at the mall, there is a number here. Is this the right number?�
�What�s wrong? What happened?�
�Nothing�s wrong, I want to speak to someone about sailing lessons.�
�Uh-huh, your charter operator will set that up before you arrive. Who are you chartering with?� The woman asked.
�No one. I�m not chartering. I am in Marmaris in front of your office.� I said.
�Oh, right, you said that and your number is local.� The woman broke into a fit of coughing.
�Do you give sailing lessons? Is this the�� I looked for a name on the storefront.
Anna elbowed me and pointed at the sign.
��C.Y.A. Lykia Sailing School, number?� I sounded like a quiz show contestant.
�Yes, it is. You want sailing lessons for how many, what rating, when?� More coughing.
�One person.� I looked at Anna. �I need someone to teach my friend to sail a fourteen meter Beneteau as soon as possible.� Once arranged, I intended to follow along like I had done during the sea-trial. �I would teach her myself.� I explained to the woman on the phone. �But I have no patience and I believe she�� my ah, um� sailing partner�� will benefit from professional instruction.�
�Okay sure, only one person? What outfit are you with?�
�I�m not with an outfit. I�m buying a sailboat. My friend and I need to sail to Canada. She needs sailing lessons before we leave. Can someone from your school teach her on my boat?�
�I suppose so, as long as it�s seaworthy and insured.� The woman paused. �It�s fifty Euros an hour and I teach C.Y.A. if that�s okay.�
�C-Y-A?� I asked.
�C-Y-A, that�s the Canadian Yachting Association. It�s standard here. R.Y.A. is the British version. If you need the A-S-A, American Sailing Association certification, I think you have to go to Bodrum.�
�No, the C.Y.A. sounds just right. I�m Canadian and we�re on our way there.�
�Yeah, you said, but not on a yacht, right?�
�Actually, yes� on the yacht. I�m buying it now, here in Marmaris.�
�And you need sailing lessons?� She half laughed, coughed. �Look, I�m close. Can you wait for me at the office?�
Three minutes later a short, tomboyish woman skidded her mountain bike to a stop in front of the office. �It�s you that phoned, right?�
�Yeah, it�s us.�
�I had to see if this is for real.� She held up her hands. �Don�t take this the wrong way, but it sounds crazy. She needs sailing lessons to cross the Atlantic?�
Inside the Lykia Sailing School�s Spartan office, the woman introduced herself as Sinem. She sat behind a desk, poked a prehistoric IBM PC to life and waved us toward a couple of folding chairs. �I work with another instructor who owns the school.� She saw me staring at boxes of personal belongings stacked on the bare cement floor. �Oh, that stuff. We don�t teach here. The space is free and I needed a place to stow my things. We teach on yachts, out there, on the water. My partner is okay letting me freelance if you don�t care about certification or a rating.�
It worked for me. Anna didn�t need a rating and having Sinem freelance for us was cheaper. I was rather proud of what I�d engineered. Sinem would instruct Anna aboard Shadow, and I would learn surreptitiously over her shoulder.
�Hey, grab the door.� Sinem wheeled her bike into the mall�s courtyard. Outside, she looked down at our boots�� my heavy tall boots and Anna�s Doc Martens. �You guys haven�t been in Turkey long?�
�You can tell, huh?� I tugged the collar of my turtleneck away from sweaty skin. Looking at her tanned muscular legs, I admired Sinem�s aggressive looking, seriously practical, sandals.
�You�re not going to last long dressed like that.� She handed me the bike while she manhandled a giant key fob. �And you don�t sail in those clod-hoppers, I hope.�
Anna shot me a puzzled look.
�Your boots, my dear. You won�t get near a yacht wearing those.� Sinem pointed at Anna�s bright green, super-trendy mock work boots. �I�ve got a friend in this complex. He just opened. Sells sportswear and casual stuff for sailing. I�ll introduce you. He�ll set you guys up with some good deals.�
I was learning more about business�� Turkish style�� every day. It was like we�d dropped from the sky into a place where everyone�s a friend and nothing�s impossible.
* * *
Getting back to the marina, the first sign of trouble was Shadow dangling at some weird angle in the travel lift. The crowd of men arguing around the suspended yacht, long after Harvey�s deadline, was more bad news. A quick scan of the area didn�t turn up Harvey or his floppy hat.
�Wasn�t the boat supposed to be back at the dock before now?� Anna asked.
�That was the plan.�
Several men broke from the group and headed toward us. In the lead, a middle aged Turk with a prominent belly, called out, �You are owner of this boat, yes?� He was dressed in casual business wear and was followed closely by a couple of men in coveralls.
�Not yet, I am in the process of buying it, though.�
�Then you will have to pay. This is very serious. Lift is out of service now. Many customers need lift and launch. Work is canceled. Workers must be paid. Very, very bad, indeed.�
�Uh, who are you and what�s going on?� I handed Anna an overflowing shopping bag in order to shake the guy�s hand.
�I am manager of marina. Look, everything stopped. Bad for people working here, bad for customers on schedules.� He grabbed my wrist and dragged me toward the travel lift. The crowd parted and let us through. Nothing looked wrong until the manager dragged me under the boat, bent down and grabbed one end of a severed nylon strap. The crowd oohed and clucked. The manager waved his cut end of the strap toward its mate, dangling from twisted chunk of metal above the yacht�s deck. �Look, man working on your boat cut this!�
�You have got to be kidding!� I ran a finger along the fraying edge.
�I assure you, nobody is kidding. Boat could fall. Kill someone.�
The guy had a point! I scrambled out from underneath. There were plenty of other straps, in pairs, holding the boat up, but the metal brackets holding the pair with the severed strap were twisted at a crazy angle. It really did not look good. �Who did that?� I asked.
�These men.� He grabbed one of the two coverall clad workers who�d been following him like puppies. He thrust the smaller of the two men toward me.
�Do you work for Harvey?� I asked.
The man just stared at me, grinning.
�Ach, he speaks only Turkish.� The manager snarled. He grabbed him by the arms, barked something in Turkish. The man mumbled on until the manager cut him off. �He says it was his brother who cut that strap. Says Harvey need to see underneath strap and his brother cut it.�
I looked at the brother, a big man with Down�s syndrome. He smiled at me and I couldn�t help but smile back until that oh shit feeling rose in my throat. Several more men came running from lean-to shops and offices around the marina�s yard. It felt like there was going to be a lynching and I was going to be it.
Anna was on her own, orbiting the throng, balancing the bags of groceries we�d picked up on the way back from town. She was retreating from a couple of Turks in suits. They weren�t backing off, Anna was. Lawyers or salesmen, no doubt. Either way, Anna was back stepping toward the seawall. From the corner of my eye, I saw a tall reasonably fit, middle aged westerner standing astride a folding bike, arms crossed, taking everything in with a bemused smile.
�You must pay for this!� The manager waved the severed strap at me. �It is your boat, you must pay!�
�Don�t wave that thing at me. I�ve seen it already.�
�Jess! What do these men want?� Anna yelled, still backing toward the seawall.
�It is not my bloody boat!� I exploded. �Anna, turn around, you�re going to fall in. Everybody else just leave me the hell alone!�
I spun around and found myself face to face with the westerner. �Stop right now. You�ll be okay if you just keep quiet and hold still.� He spoke calmly and clearly with an American accent. His little folding bike lay abandoned on the tarmac. �These people are playing you for a fool. Losing your temper is not going to help you any. You�re on their turf.� He held up his hands and said something in Turkish then turned back to me. �I�m Tom, by the way.�
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Tom shouted something in Turkish at the suits hounding Anna. They stopped and turned in surprise. With the cavalry on the scene, the crowd lost interest. Anna hadn�t moved.
�Well, don�t just stand there. Come on over and say hello. I don�t bite.� Tom called out.
She approached with caution. �What happened here? Is something wrong with Shadow? � Tom left Anna�s query hanging, turned and told me to tell the marina manager everything I could about the incident.
�We need to find Harvey. I don�t remember his last name. I hired him to do a survey on that yacht. This is Anna. She and I left the marina and came back to this craziness! I don�t know whose fault this is, but I�m getting the flack.�
�Well, it�s not this guy�s fault� Tom indicated the manager, �And he has a bigger problem than you do with the travel lift out of service.�
�This man, you say, �Harvey,� I never have seen before. He is not authorized to do work in the marina. These brothers I also do not know.� Turkish was exchanged and the manager went on in English. �They are not mechanics. They are laborers. This man, Harvey, he pays them to work for him.�
Tom turned to me. �Who on Earth is Harvey? Did you hire him?�
�Yeah, for a pre-sale inspection; a survey, I guess. If it turns out okay, I�m buying this boat.�
�Un-huh, conditional survey then. So you don�t own the boat, but you hired some guy who damaged marina property. The way I see it, the buck stops with you. You should have checked with the marina to see if Harvey was authorized to work here. By the way, I didn�t catch your name.� Tom held out his right hand.
�Jess Ducat. I�m from Canada trying��
�Mighty pleased to meet you.� We shook, then Tom turned to the manager. �This is Jess and Anna. I am Tom, and we are friends.�
�Hey, I need the marina�s permission to let someone work on my boat? That�s nuts.�
�You must check! You can�t take your mechanic to a garage. Why to a boat yard?� The manager argued.
�Yeah, he�s right. And, I don�t mean to meddle, but you look like you don�t know a whole lot about buying a boat.�
�Why should I, and isn�t that what boat brokers are for?�
�You have a broker?�
�Of course, and why not? I�m not buying it off the street. Some kid, his name�s Erdem, and his uncle owns that brokerage over there.� I pointed at Omar�s building.
The manager went white and swallowed hard. �This is Omar�s boat?� He raised both his hands, made an announcement in Turkish, and what was left of the crowd broke up with groans and hand gestures. Suddenly, all was right with the world.
Tom and the manager wanted to know all about Harvey. I described the boat he lived on and with astonishing speed, cell phones flew from pockets. Omar�s Yacht Sales was the group�s next stop. Walking beside me, Anna whispered in Russian, �I do not trust the American.�
I shrugged. Typical Russian attitude; everyone is guilty of something and out to get you.
Erdem intercepted us before we reached Omar�s. I�d never seen anyone so nervous. His sweat-free record�� and, I�d say, his dress shirt�� was ruined. He stammered out something like being on his way to Harvey�s gulet to fetch him. Then, �Oh yes, I am to inform you that my uncle Omar, he is upstairs� expecting you.�
�That�s right where we�re headed, son.� Tom tried for a friendly pat on Erdem�s shoulder but managed to miss.
�Ah, a, a� Upstairs� In his office.� Erdem bolted for Harvey�s boat.
Omar was calm and jovial. He and the manager behaved like best buddies. Tea was called for while a deal was hammered out that worked in everyone�s favor. Before Erdem got back with Harvey in tow, Omar had agreed to repair the travel lift and seek reimbursement from Harvey. All problems were solved. The marina manager was ecstatic.
Omar reasoned that since I had nothing in writing from Harvey, and that it had been Harvey who had arranged the haul out and then damaged marina property, Harvey was ultimately responsible. I noticed how Erdem, the broker after all, hadn�t been mentioned. I envied him his family�s loyalty.
Harvey was spitting mad. Over his shouted protests, Omar calmly reminded him that, �As a professional working legally in all respects, your professional organization will likely offer assistance.�
Harvey closed in on Omar, narrowing his eyes, and clenching his fists. Omar didn�t move, didn�t blink, but cracked the faintest hint of a smile that stopped Harvey dead. It was like a mime hitting an invisible wall. Harvey backed off. Then he asked me if I had the money for the survey.
�Uh yeah, sure. Not on me, but I can get it. You mean now?�
�More tea? Miss Jess, you will pay for the survey when you get the report and are completely happy with it and not a minute sooner. My nephew will see to that. Now is not the time for you to pay anyone.� Omar sought agreement from Harvey with a look.
Harvey nodded. �You�ll have that survey report tomorrow afternoon.�
* * *
The boat wasn�t going anywhere until someone got back from Istanbul with parts for the travel lift. It put Anna and me right back at the apartment-hotel. The owner, all too happy to oblige, gave us our old suite. We were probably his only guests.
I called Sinem to postpone our first sailing lesson. She was amazed by what happened and wanted to see for herself. She liked the idea meeting to talk about the kind of sailing Anna was planning to do, and to go over the parts of the boat that can�t be seen when it is in the water.
Shadow dangled in the crippled travel lift where Anna and I�d seen it the day before. In the meantime, the area had been cordoned off with highway cones and yellow tape. Sinem oohed and aahed at the severed strap. �Absolutely insane. Somebody did that? Thought I�d seen everything.�
I told her about the confrontation the day before and the laborers Harvey had employed.
�Never heard of him or his guys. Maybe he knows his stuff and is a good surveyor. If he is, you might hire him to tell you what equipment you�ll need to sail this boat to Florida.�
�You think I don�t know what the boat needs to get us to Halifax?� I was taken aback. �And it�s Halifax, not Florida. You know, a city in Canada?�
�I know where it is, but you can�t sail to Halifax from here.� Sinem countered. �Not with the currents and wind against you. You do know that, right?�
�Of course, no point fighting the currents.� I told her that once we left Turkey there would be no turning back or landing until we reached Canada. �Halifax, non-stop, maybe Vancouver. We�ve got no choice.�
�Vancouver? From here? Non-stop? This really is a joke, right?� Sinem drilled into me with dark eyes. Waiting for the punch line.
�It�s no joke.� I said.
�Alright, what kind of sailing experience do you have, Jess, is it?�
I embellished slightly. Telling her, �I�ve done some offshore racing.� I added my experience as commercial pilot, which was true, so at least I knew about weather and navigation. Of course, filing an IFR flight plan, tracking a series of VORs then intersecting and following the ILS in for landing might be a little different, but the same principals had to be at work.
Sinem strolled around the travel lift. �So, you don�t stop in Florida, but that�s where you�ll be headed. Gibe to starboard with the Windward Passage on your port side and head north until you see the iceberg that sank Titanic. Pack a lot of groceries. You�re going to be out there a long time.� She shook her head, then pointed at a couple of disks implanted in the hull, visible now that the occluding strap had been cut away. �Depth sounder and water speed.� Then, pointing at the top of the mast, which could have been in the clouds had there been any, �wind speed and direction. This boat has an autopilot?�
I didn�t know, but assumed by her asking that it must have, �Oh yes, fully equipped, top of the line, yes-sireeee, really impressed the heck out of me.�
�Beneteau puts good stuff on board, but you are going to need a lot more than it comes with. And how are you set for charts? Are you getting a package mailed in for your route or are you flying to London to get them from Admiralty Nautical?�
I hadn�t come up with an answer by the time she started rattling off a list of equipment. Some of it I recognized from the book I was re-reading or from yacht club presentations, but a lot of it was unfamiliar and sounded expensive. �We�re really going to need all that?�
�If you want to stay alive, you will. This boat is equipped for charter. It has what it needs to get to pretty bays and yacht clubs. I�m sure the guest accommodation below deck is splendid, but I can see from here, this yacht is not ready to cross any oceans.�
�Well, it�s not like we�re sailing the Vendee Globe.� I hoped a little name dropping would add to my credibility.
�Around the world alone non-stop, you are not doing, certainly not in a charter yacht, but you and your boat can be in the same conditions, troubles, dangers and emergencies as those racers. Especially because you can�t stop and rest, or fix things. You need to be prepared for anything. If, as you say, Anna can not be caught between here and Canada and you can�t call for help, then you and your friend can die at sea with the Coast Guard a radio call away. It is crazy.�
�Look, I don�t have a choice in the matter. I, or we, will do the best we can with what we�ve got, which is why I want you to teach Anna how to sail this thing so I can concentrate on getting that equipment and getting it installed.�
Anna zoned out. She started to wobble, apparently too bored to stand, she found a place to sit.
�I�m just trying to help. My job is teaching someone to sail and teaching them to know what the boat is capable of. You want to leave soon? This is Turkey! You can�t just go to the store and buy the equipment you will need. It can take months and thousands and thousands of Euros to get something from customs if it even gets here.�
�I didn�t know that, but we�ll find a work-around. What do other people do?� I asked.
�They island-hop to Greece, then Italy, then France or they put the yacht on Dock Wise and ship it. Why do you think yachts are so cheap here?�
�What if they want to cross oceans or sail around the world?�
�They don�t do it with a charter yacht and they spend a long time, sometimes years, preparing themselves and the boat!� Sinem caught herself, stopped, shook a cigarette from a pack of Marlboros. �Business is bad and I want this job, but I don�t want to help you two kill yourselves.� Something caught in her bronchi and Sinem doubled over with a wet racking cough.
�I guess it�s do-or-die.� I let Sinem hack away.
�Die? What about dying?� Anna broke in. �I do not want to die.�
�Then you two better have the right equipment, and if Anna has to be out of Turkey in two months, you may not have time.� She took a long drag on her cigarette. �If you like his report, see what your surveyor has to say about your plans and see if he can get the equipment you need. I�m just a sailing teacher.� She turned and started walking. �Call me when the boat�s in the water.�
* * *
The survey report was beautiful. Spiral binding, glossy covers, high quality paper. Harvey must have had a sophisticated print shop on board that gulet of his. There were pictures, recommendations, assessments, and finally a description of the vessel calling it, �A good charter yacht worth more than the agreed upon price.� That, I really liked.
I met with Harvey, gave him the agreed upon cash for the survey, and asked him if he could help with my plans to go seriously offshore. Well, I�d come to the right place. Harvey�s Yacht Inspection Service morphed instantly into Harvey�s Yacht Outfitting Consultancy. He assured me he had designed and built yachts for far more demanding tasks than simply crossing oceans. I was promised a hand delivered proposal the very next morning.
That proposal, although as nicely bound and printed as the survey report, was less than inspiring. In fact it was downright sobering. Did Harvey think I was made of money? In it, he included a map with three routes; to Halifax getting close to Florida, to Vancouver going around Cape Horn, and to Vancouver going through the Panama Canal. His footnotes referred to the Panama route as the most likely to succeed. The Panama route had the added benefit of bringing the yacht home instead leaving it in Eastern Canada. There would be no market for a serious cruising yacht in marinas that freeze solid over winter. I�d forgotten about winter, and by the time I�d finished reading his proposal, I had completely dispensed with Halifax as a destination.
The equipment list was broken into two parts: need to have, and nice to have. The estimated cost was more than the price of the yacht�� completely out of the question. The necessary stuff rang in at merely astronomical, but within my borrowing range. It included modifications and upgrades I hadn�t considered, like extra fuel tanks. If we needed it to get home, then there was really no choice. I convinced myself the parts and work would increase the resale value of the yacht and gave Harvey the green light to go ahead. His take from the project would be a ten percent commission on the parts, shipping, fees, taxes, labor (including his), you name it. For the next two months Harvey was not only going to be a project manager but our new best friend.
* * *
With Shadow in the water, we moved back on board and the sailing lessons started in earnest. They went according to plan, with Sinem teaching Anna how to use the engine, maneuver the yacht, tie knots, and handle the sails. I watched and even tried a thing or two with comments like, �interesting, I wonder how that feels on this boat?� as a foil.� Sinem never again brought up equipment or preparations, although stuff was showing up and being installed by the various tradesmen hired by Harvey.
When things finally unraveled on Harvey, they did so spectacularly. The two brothers I�d met during the travel lift incident started things off by sneaking back into the marina and setting fire to the yacht. They�d been welding together an ungainly steel cage Harvey had designed to hold equipment. Although the fire was quickly extinguished, the commotion brought another crowd of shouting, fist waving, epithet hurling Turks to the boat. Harvey, of course, made himself scarce and the two brothers, who knew nothing about boats or welding, found themselves the focus of an angry crowd getting downright ugly. I worried about a public stoning, right then and there.
Down below, in a cabin still filled with toxic smoke from the fire, Anna called Sinem. She showed up minutes later with Erdem running behind her mountain bike in his suit and shiny shoes. Then the marina manager and several security guards showed up. It was the same potbellied manager as before, but the security guards were a new touch. I think he�d just about had enough of Harvey, his workers, and our boat by then.
In Turkish, the manager asked the brothers if they had been working on Shadow. The big one with Down�s syndrome grinned at the attention. The manager muttered something, grabbed the older brother and pointed at the smoldering deck.
Nobody said anything.
Then, with childlike exuberance, the big one made a noise like an explosion or a discharging fire extinguisher. He waved his arms at Shadow, repeating a Turkish word I�m guessing was, �fire!�
It was good enough for the manager. He cracked a maleficent grin and ordered the security personnel to take the brothers away. The crowd murmured and guffawed in agreement. Finally, with nothing else to do, they wandered off in separate directions.
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�Well now, that was quite a show!� Tom, having watched the action just had to comment on it.
I stuck my head from the companionway. �I�m glad you�re amused. Bit of a fire. We�re making sure it�s out. Might be smoldering in the insulation or something.� I heard Anna coughing below. �Don�t know if a boat even has insulation.�
�Some do.� Tom waved a hand in front of his face. �Pee-ew, sure does stink. I hope you aren�t down there breathing that.�
Burning plastic, resin, and who-knows what else made for a nasty and seriously carcinogenic incense. I climbed out, calling Sinem, Erdem and Anna up from below. The five of us gathered under one of the dock�s sunshades. Introductions were made and everyone agreed that Harvey was bad news.
Tom read Harvey�s glitzy Yacht Conversion Proposal and came to our rescue, yet again. When the smoke and toxic stench abated, he and I went below. I showed him the pile of equipment such as radar, water desalination components and electrical gear that had already arrived. Two enormous and outrageously expensive solar panels leaned against a bulkhead.
�You have bills of sale for this stuff?� Tom asked.
�Of course.� I pulled a clipboard from under a box.
�Uh huh, I see you paid by credit card.� Tom leafed through the wad of receipts. �Says here he picks things up, adds his own delivery fee, a customs clearance fee, and then ten percent on top?�
�Sounds about right.�
�Sounds about wrong. This stuff isn�t coming through customs. He�s getting it here and charging you a special customs fee. Maybe thinks you won�t notice. Mind if I see the credit card slips? �
�He hasn�t given me the slips yet.�
�Better check your credit card. The guy�s a thief.�
�Really?�
�Yeah, I�ve done a little snooping. He�s is a real creep. He was running some kind of scam over in Greece. He�s been laying low here in Turkey until you showed up. I guess you were just too good to pass up.� Tom looked at the boxes. �Anything you paid for and didn�t get from him yet?�
�Plenty.� I showed Tom the list. �And, I�ve already given him cash for that objet d�art smoldering on deck. He claims I�ve only paid for the materials so far.�
Tom groaned. �Come on, you have to get whatever�s yours and then be done with Harvey.�
�What about the boat? What about all the stuff it needs? How�s it going to get done?�
�Harvey�s sure not helping.� Tom waved at the spindly structure on deck. �Find trained folks here. Do it yourself. I�ll help out without skimming a percentage. Marine consultant, what a stinking pile of bull shit! You�ve wasted a lot of time and money on Harvey.�
So much for serendipity!
* * *
Sinem had a friend in the mega-yacht business. A friend with a lot of connections. On the way to the friend�s office, I phoned Harvey, confirmed we were square and dismissed him. He didn�t even ask why. He just sounded a bit hurt. Sighing, he asked if he could get his technicians� welding tools off Shadow and leave the latest shipment of parts down below with the keys I�d given him.
I was feeling like a total schmuck, until we got back to the boat and found all the equipment gone!
I phoned Harvey.
�I don�t know what you�re talking about. I haven�t had time to get over to your boat yet.� His voice had a grating nasal quality, intensified by the phone.
�It�s gone. All the equipment, even the solar panels.� I looked outside. �The welding stuff too. You must have picked it up?�
�My tools are gone? You left them alone and got them stolen?� He hollered, �You�re going to pay for this! You don�t fuck with me, lady, you hear?� Click.
The thieves overlooked our cameras, jewelry, alcohol and laptop. I connected it to the marina�s Wi-Fi and logged into my online banking site. The credit card was maxed out! �What an idiot!� I slammed the computer shut.
�Harvey?� Anna was in her bathroom confirming the gold chain she left on the towel hook was still there.
�No, me!� I got my cell phone roaming and called the card�s fraud squad. They gave me the when, where and how-much the card had been used. Within the last hour, locally and to the tune of five grand. I was livid. The card was maxed and would remain so until the charges were proven fraudulent. On top of that, the card had to be canceled and I had to wait for a new one.
�In Turkey?� I whined to the investigator. �I don�t know if there even is mail delivery here.� I gave them Gavin�s name and address. He could courier the card to me. In the meantime, I had no credit card and I�d given Harvey all the cash I had. Considering the enormity of what we were trying to accomplish and the stakes we were playing with�� our lives�� I was furious that an Australian con-man, scheming for a few lousy bucks, would be our undoing.
It was high time to involve the police!
* * *
The lightning fast response I got when I spoke to an English-challenged desk sergeant blew my mind. In hindsight, I know it was certain keywords: marina, big old gulet, eccentric Australian, and Russian girlfriend, which got his attention. I was whisked from the packed waiting area into a dingy meeting room, tea was served, and an English speaking lawyer with dark eyes and fiery red hair was brought in.
Someone, whom I presumed to be the chief of police by his impeccable and highly decorated uniform, sat behind the lawyer with a couple of regular officers. I was wondering how to pay the lawyer, when one of the officers started speaking to him in Turkish. He translated and the questioning began.
They showed me photos of Harvey�s gulet and maps of the marina. I pointed out its location. My questions about getting equipment back were ignored. I was shown more pictures of people. Most of them were rough looking types and I didn�t recognize anyone. The cops flipped through their special album until I recognized Harvey�s Russian girlfriend. Bingo! That�s all they wanted from me. Binders slapped shut and the red-headed lawyer and I were left sitting there.
In the back of the room, the officers convened a sometimes heated debate. I didn�t understand anything but hand gestures. The lawyer, not part of the coven, used his own hand gestures to tell me to be quiet and wait. It dragged on. The lawyer loosened his tie. The stuffy room stank of cigarette smoke and sweat. What felt like an eternity later, the officers walked out. One stayed behind to talk to the lawyer in Turkish.
Ceremoniously buttoning his suit jacket, the lawyer explained that I would get my possessions back in a few hours and that I was free to go.
* * *
It was late afternoon by the time I got back to Shadow. Anna was down below, pounding out something on the laptop. A glass of Raki�� Turkish hard liquor on ice�� sweated beside her. �How did it go with the police?� She didn�t look up.
�Fine. They�re going to get our stuff back.� I hated Raki and poured myself several fingers of Jameson�� neat.
�Really? Did you have to pay them?� She still didn�t look up.
�No, I didn�t have to pay them. We have a valid claim. There�s been a crime.�
�You are not in Russia!� Anna typed some more, then stopped and finally looked up. �Really? I can not believe they would do anything. Even not in Russia. Something is not right.�
�Whatever�� I started telling her about the lawyer
A hesitant knock on Shadow�s hull killed the conversation. Anna snorted, closed the laptop and stomped into her cabin.
�Not in the mood for company?� I said to her closed door.
�Not now. Email from Mother.�
I stuck my head above deck. Erdem stood a polite distance away on the dock. �I come to offer storage for your parts at my uncle�s place of business. If you agree, I shall instruct officers to leave it there to be safe and secure until you need it.�
�The police are here?�
�Soon, they will be.�
I thanked him, put my whiskey in the fridge, and headed out with Anna to find a good spot from which to watch the ensuing action. A procession of police vehicles converged on the gulet. �Wow, this is amazing.� I nudged Anna. �Wouldn�t see this in Canada.�
�In Russia this happens only when there is a big shishka�� pine cone�� in town.�
Several police officers rushed up the gangplank onto Harvey�s gulet. Vocal eruptions of Turkish, English, and Russian followed. More police poured onto the boat, and several men cursing in Russian were hustled down the gangplank into a van.
�Ha! That boat�s full of Russians.� I said.
�Shut up. You want those Russians to see us?� Anna pressed her body closer to the grass.
Harvey was screaming in English about being the captain of his ship and maritime law. It didn�t do him any good. Before long, he too was brought out in handcuffs and loaded into the van with the Russians.
�Oye, poor Harvey.� Anna whispered. �Those Russians may not be kind to him.�
I felt a pang of remorse, but mostly incredulity.
The van left, heading slowly toward town along the sea wall.
The chief of police I�d seen earlier got out of an unmarked car, nonchalantly lit up and climbed the gangplank onto the gulet. All we heard for a few minutes was Turkish squawked from police radios until, from a door near the rear mast of the boat, an officer appeared carrying a shotgun across his chest. He was followed by Harvey�s girlfriend in handcuffs, head bent low, blonde hair hiding her face. Several more officers followed her, walking single file along the narrow promenade toward the gangplank.
Standing near the car, surrounded by cops with guns at the ready, Harvey�s girlfriend raised her head, tossed back her hair, locked eyes with Anna and screamed, �Zavtra tebya neh zheet!��� Tomorrow you die!
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Bang, bang, bang! Half an hour after the Russian girlfriend�s death threat, and someone was knocking�� hard. Anna nearly jumped from her skin. I froze.
Bang, thump, whump� �Hey! What�s going on, you two in there?�
�Oh geeze, it�s only Tom.� Through a port light, I saw his long legs, worn blue jeans, military green rubber boots.
Tom was an American who�d made his fortune in the technology bubble, walked away from it all, bought a sailboat and went wherever the winds and the currents took him. Although that much about him was likely true, I was pretty sure there was a lot more to Tom than met the eye.
�What was that all about?� He asked, climbing below. �You know, that�s no angel you crossed back there.�
�I did what you suggested. I fired Harvey. He stole my stuff and maxed out my credit card, so what else? I went to the cops.�
�Fine and dandy if it was just Harvey, but that girlfriend�s another matter.� Tom ran a weathered hand through his bristly gray hair. �Look, I�ve been doing some poking around. Harvey�s small potatoes, but the woman with him ain�t. So, what did you do to piss her off?�
�Nothing!�
Silence.
�Well almost nothing. The police showed me her picture��
�I just bet they did. Tell you what I think. Those cops have been itching to get hold of her and your little dispute with Harvey was just the excuse they needed. Did they get your gear back at least?�
�I don�t know. Erdem said they were going to leave it at his uncle�s office.�
�Well then, find out. You know, Harvey�s girlfriend has been running some kind of brothel from that big old gulet? Yup, with an exclusive client list that just reeks of Russian Mafia�� white slavery� likely. Rumor has it she took a bullet in a fight, dragged herself back to the boat then pulled out the slug all on her own. Those Keystone Cops may not give a rat�s ass about your equipment, but the madam on that boat�s been a burr under their saddle for months. What was it she shouted back there, anyhow?�
I dug for the glass of whiskey I�d stashed before the raid. ��Tomorrow you die�, presumably meaning Anna. Believe-you-me, it wasn�t my intention to put the cops on to her. But that bastard stole everything you saw here then robbed my credit card.� I looked up from my glass. �Want some? It�s Irish whiskey. I even have some in a bottle.�
�Wish I could, but the ole ticker damn near quit on me a while back, so I�m off the juice. You know, I�d have called the cops too if it�d only been that Harvey fellow. But I wouldn�t go screwing around with the Russian mob and who knows what else! Fact is, that goddamned gulet isn�t even his.�
�What do you mean?� I sipped, then gulped.
�Just what I said: it�s not his! Not the madam�s either. Ran into your broker, Erdem, on the way here. He tells me the boat�s stolen. Belongs to a Greek family. He and his uncle figure Harvey�d been hired to look after it or something and then just fired it up and took off.�
�It�s been here how long, and they just figure that out now?�
�Jess, this is Turkey. Anyhow, that uncle of Erdem�s, Omar, is looking to move this yacht of yours to their own dock. Sounds like they want you two right in front of their building so they can keep an eye on you. I�d wager they�ve got some pretty good security over there.�
�You knew this all along?�
He shrugged his shoulders.
I sipped. �Nobody tells me anything.�
�I figure Erdem told his uncle the cops were raiding that gulet because of you and Omar�d know there might be some seriously pissed off folks after you gals.�
�Makes sense. Deal on the boat hasn�t closed yet. Can�t have the clients getting killed off before it does.�
�Well, they might just be grateful�� getting that conniving Aussie and the Russian madam out of their territory�� but you do need their help.�
Tom had a voice that really carried. As he stopped speaking, we heard Erdem�s tentative knock. �Hello, Mr. Tom, that is you?�
�Yeah, I�m here, let�s get on with it.�
* * *
Kemal, a jolly, strapping man, was the first of the Turks to show up on Shadow. He didn�t speak a word of English but somehow found an easy rapport with Anna. She watched him work, passed him tools. Efficiently, he cut away Harvey�s failed experiment in stainless steel to make way for a radar arch�� a fancy name for a sturdy bridge on which to mount antennas, solar panels, and yes indeed, even radar.
The gulet, encircled with yellow police tape, had been quiet since the arrests. �Too quiet.� I half joked. Despite the protection we were getting from members of a secretive Turkish organization of businessmen Omar belonged to, the Russian madam�s connections and her unsavory clientele could mean really serious trouble.
�Call someone. Like you did in Odessa.� Anna suggested.
�There�s no one left to call,� I sighed. �When you blew cover in Kiev, at least I knew with what and whom I was dealing. Now I�m groping in the dark. If she�s big-time, connected, we�re dead.�
�But Jess, even if she�s small-time, on her own, she is Russian. If she has a tooth on us, is really pissed off, I expect she will try to hurt or kill us. In Russia you can get knifed for your watch. Here she can do whatever she wants, and she doesn�t have to have a roof.�
�Roof?�
�Protection, criminal organization, �syndicate,� as you call it.�
* * *
Tom kept his promise, helping with the retrofit by offering his tools, library and advice. Anna�s feelings about him had changed. She trusted him, followed him, learned from him as she embraced the new world of sailing terms and responsibilities she was taking on.
I did everything I could myself with what was available. My father had been fiercely independent, instilling in me the same ethic of self-reliance when he wasn�t drunk. During summers on the family hobby farm and working together on do-it-yourself projects, he had endowed me with the belief that no matter what, when you put your mind to it, nothing is impossible. That attitude had gotten me into trouble more than once, but it was serving me well readying the yacht. With the help of that small army of dedicated Turkish tradesmen, it was looking more and more like we�d be good-to-go before Anna�s visa ran out, or someone dangerous showed up gunning for us.
* * *
Shadow came together with astonishing speed, impressing even the technicians working on the complex installations. What felt like miles of wiring and hose was constantly being yanked and shoved through crevasses by the Turkish technicians. Somehow they remained remarkably cheerful despite the stifling heat and cramped spaces.
Sailing lessons took place whenever the yacht wasn�t too dismantled to take out. On the sixth of those sailing trips, Sinem handed Anna a winch handle and said, �You�re ready. I am convinced you and Jess can sail this yacht.�
�What do you mean, you and Jess?� I asked.
�Come on, Jess. I know I was teaching both of you.� Sinem said. �You can drop the charade.�
�I didn�t know that.� Anna looked at me.
�You�re not the first couple I�ve trained. You probably won�t be the last.�
Anna gaped at Sinem.
�Anna! It�s okay. Jess can sail. So can you!�
�You think we�re a couple?� Anna asked.
�Of course. You�re not hiding it. You work great together. The two of you make one good sailor. If you weren�t doing this together, I wouldn�t say you�re ready to go.�
I reached for Anna. She skooched as far away from me as the cockpit allowed.
Sinem noticed. �It�s okay Anna. You don�t have to hide. Especially from me! You love each other� Girls, I�m jealous.� With that, she cut us loose. Sailing school was out.
* * *
I spent hours with Tom going over charts. Initially, my ruler-straight lines through bodies of water included a route around Cape Horn�� the wrong way�� against the wind and current. Tom was not impressed, and as charts with greater detail arrived by courier, the long lines eventually threaded through the Panama Canal. A crap-shoot because of Anna�s passport. Nonetheless, Tom thought that, with some finessing, the Panama Canal might be a possibility. Denied entry, we�d turn around and head back out. We�d fight the trade wind back to the West Indies, hang a right into the South Atlantic, round the Horn, cross both the South and North Pacific in one leg then make a beeline for Vancouver. It was still less of a haul than the Vendee Globe, after all.
The one real problem in planning the route was getting charts for anything past the Mediterranean. Tom, antsy to see us on our way, promised to pull a few strings to get us into Gibraltar for the charts, provisions and fuel we�d need for the Atlantic crossing. �Anywhere on the road away from Russia and Turkey is better than sitting here! Besides,� he told us over and over, �Gibraltar is on the way and it�s a good place to stop and see how serious you really are about crossing the ocean. That is, of course, if you make it across the Mediterranean first.�

TWENTY-EIGHT

Shadow was nearly ready. Just one thing left: a piece of satellite communication equipment Harvey ordered. The thing had been held up by a customs official angling for a bribe. �A very modest and most necessary fee,� the kid on the scooter assured me. Until he�d shown up at just shy of 7:00 am, demanding some ungodly sum of cash, I�d pretty much forgotten about it. �Hey lady. You need this. You are leaving Turkey and better to pay to me than to my uncle.� Astride the scooter, engine idling, he gawked at me in my night robe. The kid�s timing was way too serendipitous. How�d he know we were about to leave? When things don�t add up in places like Turkey, better check to see if you still have your wallet.
Had someone been on board? I forgot the kid and dove below deck for our passports. Still there, but my blood ran cold when I saw that Anna�s Turkish visa had expired the day before. Maybe scooter kid�s crack of dawn visit wasn�t an accident. �Oh hell, Anna! This isn�t good. Your visa wasn�t for two months, it was for sixty days.�
�You mean it has expired?� Anna stuck a hand out from under the covers and snatched her passport.
�Yup, yesterday. Hold the fort. I hope Tom�s on his boat.�
�Fort? What it is, this fort?�
�The boat, this boat, our boat, our home. The very vessel in which you entrust your life and upon which we�re going to make our last stand. That fort!�
Anna crossed her eyes and drilled at her temple with an index finger.
* * *
I�d never told Tom our whole story. He hadn�t asked, but I suspected he knew more about our situation than he let on. �Aw shit, Jess. Sure thing, it�s a con-job, but they�ve got you over the barrel. You better pay that bribe, just as polite as can be, and get the hell out before they come for Anna.� He reached into his sink for a crusty mug. �It might not be as neat and tidy as putting the squeeze on you for that satellite transceiver, but I�d bet my bottom dollar, Anna�s a way bigger prize.�
I left Tom on his boat with his so-called coffee.
Turkey is one of those countries, usually autocratic and endemically corrupt, which require exit-visas, meaning permission to leave. The only way out with Anna�s expired visa was illegally. How crucial satellite communication, weather, and navigation were to our surviving ocean crossings was something I had to weigh against the risk of approaching the agent to pay the bribe. It was a moot decision, given I�d never been to sea. I had, on the other hand, dealt with crooked scheming bastards. At the first whiff of trouble I would ditch the satellite gear and we�d make a run for international waters.
The scooter kid�s appearance was the first sign we�d run out of time. Until then, I�d hidden from reality under an avalanche of incessant boat work, heat, pain, filth, panic, expense, and frustration. I deliberately ignored the ticking clock. Suddenly everything was at stake and we had to leave. I knew nothing about planning for the kind of time, distance or conditions we had to cover, or how to survive in an environment I knew nothing about. I was in trouble and Anna was too � only she didn�t know it yet.
I ran back to Shadow, grabbed Anna and we made our way to the sprawling bazaar. As usual, we were hounded by desperate salesman asking where we came from, how we were feeling, and how we could pass up their deals of a lifetime. I grabbed a potato from a bin. Tossing it from hand to hand asked, �So, food for the next three hundred days or so, you came up with a menu, what do we need?�
Anna snatched the potato from mid air and put it back. �Stuff that keeps a long time. Potatoes are good, but this just isn�t going to work. We need stuff in cans. A lot of stuff.� She looked around, distracted. �And how are we going to get it all back to the boat, Jess. There�s no way we can do all this today.�
Wandering by a farmer�s wagon piled high with root vegetables, Anna snapped her head around and froze. �Look,� she whispered. �It�s my cousins. What are they doing here?� She was right. A couple of muscle-bound dudes were hanging around a tacky T-shirt shop trying to look inconspicuous. They were clearly Russians; self-consciously insecure and clad in flip-flops, loud low-rider shorts, t-shirts, and mirrored wrap-around sunglasses. On their belts they had the obligatory man-purses.
�Shit! do you see your mother?� I moved behind the wagon and we sidled into the crowd.
�No mother, just the cousins. Could their being here be a coincidence?�
�Right! In town for a little T-shirt shopping in the bazaar, I suppose. Damn, they�ve bloody been watching us.�
�If they see us, why not try to catch me?�
�I�d say they don�t want to or they would have, besides, this isn�t Russia. Maybe they�re not ready to kidnap a woman in a crowded bazaar. Could be they�re waiting for a better setup. Maybe they�re keeping an eye on us until somebody else gets here.� Obsessed with the damn boat, I sure hadn�t seen that coming. What an idiot I�d been! Maybe that Russian madam, who had it in for Anna, found out just who was looking for her.
We slipped back into the bazaar. Narrow streets shaded by awnings, clogged with shoppers and reckless scooter drivers. I was sure the cousins were right behind, but controlled the urge to turn around and confirm it. We came to a street filled with schoolchildren in matching blue and white uniforms and ducked into a store opposite a partially completed building draped in a three-story portrait of Ataturk gazing heavenward.
Several women watched me scoping the store�s entrance. Anna faded into aisles overhung with piles of bottom end consumer goods. Seconds passed. Then minutes, and nothing happened. I was vaguely aware of Anna speaking English somewhere in the back. When she approached, she had the phone to her ear and a reasonably nice looking set of place-mats in her free hand.
�Shopping?�
�What do we do if they come in after us? There�s no second way out. Should we make it look like we have not noticed them?�
Anna handed me the phone. �Sinem can help us provision. She wants to talk to you.�
�To me?� I didn�t know what to do with it. �Whoa, too many inputs: cousins, shopping, Sinem, provisions. Cousins first; maybe there�s an advantage in them not knowing we spotted them, carry on shopping.� As a second thought I added, �They probably know what boat we�re on anyway. We�ve gotta let Omar know about them.�
�Good idea, but talk to Sinem first, she�s waiting.� Anna pointed at the phone. �We are probably safe here for a while.�
�Oh yeah, Sinem! Sorry, you still there?�
�About time! What�s going on?�
�We�re leaving. We�ve got to go right away.�
�Anna�s cousins� right? Anna said something like that.� The phone accented the scratchiness of Sinem�s smoke ravaged voice. �I�ve got friends in the wholesale business. I think I know what you need. My friends provision mega-yachts, even warships when they come to town.�
�Warships?�
�Yeah, navy boats�� lots of food. I don�t know what you guys are thinking, but you�re not going to provision at the bazaar.�
I didn�t know what to say, it was all happening so fast. �Today, can we do this today?�
�Nyet problema amigas� I�ll call my friends. We�ll get it done. Relax, you�ve got Turkish friends.� Sinem half laughed, half choked. I couldn�t believe she was barely in her thirties. �You girls crack me up. Really� you�re in the bazaar to provision for a non-stop ocean crossing. Hah, I thought you were nuts when you wanted sailing lessons to get to Canada.� More wracked, consumptive laughter. �I love you guys, I hope you don�t kill yourselves. Gotta go. Later gators.�
Returning to Shadow, Anna was first to spot the cousins again. �I can not believe this, they are here. Look there, on that Lagoon.� She pointed at a catamaran a hundred meters down a perpendicular dock.
Two blonde thugs waved at us from a charter catamaran halfway down a passage between two docks and the marina�s exit. �That�s their way of telling us we aren�t going anywhere.�
From below deck Anna used binoculars to confirm it was her cousins on the catamaran. She didn�t recognize the name or logo it was adorned with. It was a charter yacht, but not locally owned. I Googled the name she read to me. Sure enough, the catamaran had come from Bodrum, the next major seaside town up the Aegean coast.
Tom folded his tall lanky frame down the companionway moments after I phoned. �Well, shit. You don�t make it easy, that�s for sure. Still, you�re not dead yet. That�s a good sign, Jess. A damn good sign. With the protection you�ve got from your friends you�ve got nothing to worry about from those two for now, at least. What�s got me nervous is them making it clear as day they�ve got their eyes on you.� He raked his fingers back and forth through his hair. Made it look like a bumper crop after a hail storm. �They know they can�t do anything with the kind of friends you�ve got, but I reckon they�re biding time until someone else shows up who�s not afraid of the local Turkish organization. It�s time to make tracks.�
�Sinem, she will help with the provisioning.� Anna said, starting for the companionway. �She has told me of her wholesaler friend. Together, they are on their way now to here and I�m heading out to meet them.�
�While you�re at it, get Erdem, and his uncle�� and anybody else you can think of. We need to come up with a plan of action to get you guys past the charmers on the catamaran.� Then to me, Tom added, �You get that satellite phone gizmo from customs?�
�Not yet. The sleazoid wants a thousand Euros��
�Jesus, this is Turkey! You�ve done pretty damn well up �til now. Either you pay the grand or don�t and forget the thing, but you better do something.�
Customs was closed. A ferry from Greece had come and gone. The customs office wasn�t going to open until that ferry showed up again, tomorrow or the day after. Things work like that in Turkey. With everything coming down at once, I sure didn�t feel like being left blind, deaf and dumb at sea without the sat-comm system.
As for provisioning, the task was mind boggling, nothing like snagging a few veggies off a farmer�s wagon and going sailing. I had no option but to force myself to let that task go to Anna and Sinem. The hard part was trusting them with it. I�ve never been big on trust when it comes to getting things done. Probably the teachings of my father; �If you want it done right, you�ve got to do it yourself!�
* * *
I leaned against a flagpole jutting from a patch of dead lawn in front of the customs office. An hour earlier, Omar had called the customs official to set up a meeting for me. At home, celebrating his birthday at the time, he�d told Omar, in no uncertain terms, that the inconvenience of going all the way to the customs office had better be worth his time. Hanging up, Omar apologized to me, saying it was all he could do. He explained that the government had its business and he had his. There was a line that not even Omar would cross, and waiting for the agent to show up and take my bribe, I felt like my neck was stretched across it.
I was about to give up and walk away when a Fiat Panda flattened a sandwich board, mounted the curb, then coughed and died in front of the customs office. The driver rolled out and staggered toward the building muttering something unintelligible. I watched him without moving from the flagpole.
�You have money?� He asked.
�I�m here to get my customs cleared package from the USA.�
�You pay to me for special trip on my birthday.� He concentrated intensely on getting a key into the deadbolt. The bolt turned and he steadied himself on the door before opening it. �Office closed! I come just for you. You must pay.�
I followed him inside, past a front counter, down a corridor to an office door he had more trouble unlocking. Once inside, he rummaged through what I assume were confiscated goods, for a bottle of vodka. Setting two glasses upright on his desk, he sat heavily in the wooden chair and filled the tumblers to the rim. �It is my birthday�� we drink!� He drained his glass and banged it on the desk. With the back of a swollen index finger he pushed the other tumbler toward me. �Drink!�
I sat in a banged-up gray stacking chair by the corner of his desk and reached for the glass.
�Thousand euro. You have it and I have your package.� He worked on sounding businesslike.
�Right, that�s what you said on the phone.� I saw my package by the door. It was adorned with a bright orange �Customs Cleared� sticker. The date, scrawled on it in marker was several weeks prior. �You�ll take dollars?�
�Of course. One thou� no! Two thousand dollars. You know� the exchange, of course.�
�Most certainly.� I bent forward and surreptitiously poured my vodka onto the floor. �A fair exchange, I�m sure.� I leaned back putting my empty glass on the desk by his. �But first, a toast to your birthday.�
The official, swaying like a cobra, refilled both tumblers. Shaking, he raised his glass to mine, and congratulated himself. �To me!� He tilted his head back and drained his tumbler in several swallows.
I grabbed his empty glass, arcing toward the desk on its return trip, to prevent it being smashed. Seeing both of his hands safely at rest, I switched his empty glass for my full one and proposed another toast. He stared deliberately at the full glass, carefully wrapped his fingers around it, and tilting his head back, he drained it with ease.
I�m not even sure he was aware of me when I stood and snatched his empty glass a second time. He was fighting hard to stay conscious and in some sort of control. �Dollars! I, do o ooon �av all da�ay.� He slurred. One of his eyes made a heroic effort to stay focused on me. The other had given up and wandered somewhere under his right brow. He was wilting onto his elbows as I reached for my wallet.
On the spur of the moment, I pulled out a wad of Russian rubles I�d been dragging around for who-knows-how-long, and started slapping down hundred ruble notes, counting them out, one at a time. They were barely worth three bucks apiece, but I guess all those hundreds looked pretty good to the official in his inebriated state. When I�d slapped down twenty of those bills, he snatched them up with a grin, stuffed the rubles clumsily into his pocket, and struggled to get up. Trying not to vomit, he slurred something about needing the toilet and that I should wait. As soon as he had staggered from the office, I grabbed my package and, as an afterthought, the big wad of keys on his desk. Then I simply walked out the front door. The Fiat was still parked half on the sidewalk. Walking by, I tossed the keys through an open window into a pile detritus behind the back seat.
* * *
When I�d left the marina, Shadow had been tied, on its own, to the seawall in front of Omar�s yacht sales. A shortcut back from the customs office had me crawling under the marina�s chain-link fence where I noticed Shadow�s new twin. As planned, another yacht, nearly identical�� minus the long haul equipment�� was rafted to Shadow. A form of double parking that left our yacht sandwiched between the new boat and the seawall. It looked like someone was doing sail repairs on the twin because its deck was piled with mounds of lightly crumpled sailcloth. It dangled haphazardly from the rigging, over the bow, and nearly into the water.
A couple of burly men were unloading plain white delivery vans when I spotted Tom approaching. �Jess, wait. We need to talk.� He waved me over with one hand. He was somehow bent, holding himself up with a hand on one knee.�
Activity aboard Shadow stopped. Sinem stood on deck, Erdem popped his head out the companionway, the mountains of muscle put their boxes down. Everyone was looking at me.
Tom noticed. �Just carry on, this boat�s gotta be ready to sail.� Then to me, �Your broker and I, we just moved that other boat on over. Made it look like someone�s drying out the sails.� Tom took a deep breath, watching the muscle-bound men passing boxes of canned goods down to Shadow�s deck. �Just the thing for a little camouflage and privacy.�
I stepped toward Shadow.
�Aw gall dang it Jess, Anna�s not there.�
My heart sank.
Tom took the boxes I�d liberated from customs. They were light and he handed them to Sinem. �She�s on my boat.�
�What�s going on?� Panicked, I spotted the catamaran from Bodrum tied where we�d seen it that morning. I didn�t see anybody on it.
�Yup, those two.� Tom took a breath, still trying to get caught up on what he missed intercepting me. �They came by while we were loading. Started speaking with Anna in Russian. I don�t know what they said, but they gave her an envelope.�
�Of what? What�s she doing on your boat? Why didn�t they just take her?�
�I reckon they think they don�t have to after what they gave her.�
�Is she okay?�
�She�s fine, but I don�t think you�ll be if you don�t keep moving.�
�I need to see her. This is crazy!�
�Jess, you need to listen to me. Whether or not she�s going with you, you have got to ready Shadow and get out of here. Now.�
I had stopped listening. Last thing I heard Tom say as I bolted for his well loved old sailboat was, �Sure, you go on ahead. I�ll catch up��
Anna saw me coming. She was already over the side of Tom�s boat and onto the dock where I intercepted her. �Jess, I can�t.�
�Are you okay? What�s going on? What happened?�
�I�m terrified. I can�t do this. I just can�t believe this is happening.� She started up the dock. �Why didn�t you tell me? Why did it have to be them?�
�Them who?�
�My cousins, my mom. It�s inside on the table. You can see it.� Anna waved at Tom�s boat.
�An envelope, right? Wait here, let me get it.�
�No, you can�t wait. You have to go. They�ll kill you. Don�t you get it? If you take me, they will kill you. I�m scared of the sea. I do not know what to do. Oh Jess�� Something caught in her throat.
�What? What can I do?�
�Jess, you need to go. You don�t need me now��
I started to object.
She cut me off. �Not now! I am only going to get you killed. You�re only chance is without me. I know that! Get the boat ready. Get ready and go. I need to go away from everyone. Mother, cousins, Turks� you! Maybe I will be back before you go, but you must go! Go very quickly.� Anna turned and ran up the dock, nearly knocking Tom into the water coming the other way.
�This can�t be bloody happening!� My cheeks burned. I felt like throwing up.
Gasping Tom asked, �Have you seen the package?�
I started up the dock in Anna�s wake, stopped a few meters toward the seawall and felt gravity increase ten-fold. She was gone. �I�m screwed!�
�Not yet� deep breath� but you will be� wheeze� unless you pull it together.�
A large brown envelope sat on the table in Tom�s galley. It had been crudely opened, by Anna, I assumed. Her name was handwritten in Cyrillic on the front. Sliding out the contents, I was hit by photographic depictions of horror. Dead dogs, their bodies contorted, necks twisted, skin pulled back to expose teeth and locked jaws, puddles of red excrement and foam. Human bodies in tall grass, also contorted, crimson and brown stains, eyes open. They looked like peasants, their skin might have been dark in life, their eyes nearly black. Dead livestock, a rock strewn slope, a mountain range I recognized and then the knockout punch, pictures of Jack. One after another, eight by ten, glossy, color. His final moments sadistically recorded to elicit the very reaction I was having.
My hands shook. Shock and rage boiled up inside me. Tom his arms on my shoulders was telling me he knew it was a low blow, but to get a grip.
A thin pile of clippings and print outs was scattered on the divan Anna might have sat on. They were in Russian. Photographs told the stories clearly. Yachts on fire, smashed sailboats on rocks, overturned boats with bloated bodies floating beside them, hurricanes from space, underwater shots of smashed vessels, barely recognizable human remains trapped in the wreckage, food for crustaceans. The Cyrillic headlines screamed of disaster and tragedy at sea. Tom caught me staring at them. �Those came with the package.�
The last thing the envelope gave up was a letter, handwritten on decorated stationary, cherubs, teddy bears, children playing in an enchanted winter forest. A chipmunk with a mallet, a nut to crack, and a big clock at one minute to midnight. A sickeningly sweet Soviet depiction of �New Year�s Eve.� Presents to open in an idyllic winter scene without a hint of a religious capitalist Christmas. The letter was written in careful, cursive, Russian, Tom couldn�t decipher it.

My dear daughter, Anechka, I hope Anton and Victor did manage to give you this package and you have opened it. I also hope that you are well and unhurt.
I know what you see on these photos terrifies you, but you have to know who you are with and who you are entrusting your life to. You would not believe my words in email, so I had to resort to such a disturbing means to convince you.
I was telling you before about our dear friend Vladimir, who was trying to help me to save you in Kiev. He was able to get these photographs for me so that you see for yourself what your foreign �friend� has done about a year ago in a Kazakhstan village. I tried so hard to meet with you earlier, in Istanbul, but that didn�t happen. I also had to ask for so many favors in order to find you in Odessa, but when I finally did, she moved you away again. It seems like no matter what I do to save you, she moves one step ahead of me.
Anna, isn�t it enough? Have not you seen enough of your parents� suffering? Have not you yet realized who you are running with? If these photographs will not help you make your mind I don�t know what will! Look at these poor people who are now dead. Look at the dogs. Anna, even dogs. Why did she have to kill them, Anna? She has no heart. And my heart is being torn to pieces when I think what they will do to you after she delivers you to her bosses in the rotten �West".
Dear Anna, I soon will be in Marmaris, I still fight for you. I hope you will want to meet with me. By now you must clearly see that your life is in danger and that you need to escape from that criminal IMMEDIATELY. Anton and Victor are waiting for you on a yacht that we had to rent in Bodrum. I have to spend almost my entire savings in order to do this. If you do not want to wait for me to escape from her, please do not hesitate. Go to Anton and Victor, go with them and they will sail you away from Marmaris and protect you.
I love you, dear Anechka, and I hope to see you soon, my beloved and only daughter. Father is worried sick about you and hopes they have not hurt you too much and you are well. Mashka, your beloved cat needs you, is also waiting for you, at home where you belong.
Please, Anna, don�t show this letter to Jess, destroy it, so that she doesn�t know what you are planning to do.
Your Mama.

I translated and summarized for Tom. Reading the last sentence I asked him, �So, how come I�ve got it?�
�Good question. But if I had to guess, I�d say she�s trying to tell you something.�
�Like what?�
�Like she doesn�t believe you�re the monster that did the stuff in those photos or like the letter instructed, she wouldn�t leave it for you. At least that�s the way I see.�
�She read it to you?�
�No, she left it for you. I don�t know Russian. We were unloading those vans when the gentlemen off the catamaran came by. They started arguing with Anna. Sinem and her friends, the guys with the vans, kept the cousins off Shadow. There was more yelling and they tossed the package on the deck. Then the wholesale guys showed the cousins on their way. I guess Anna went below and tore into it because a few minutes later, looking none too happy, she came storming off Shadow. I was worried she�d done herself harm in the lady�s showers which is where I ended up for fifteen minutes convincing her to come back to my boat and simmer down a bit.� Tom took a deep breath, held out a hand to indicate he wasn�t finished yet. �Then you showed up!�
�Do you think she�s with the cousins? Do you think they�ve got her?�
�I don�t think she went near the cousins. I�m guessing she�s off doing some thinking. Jess, you�re trained to notice things like that catamaran they came on is still there.�
�So what?�
�So, that cat isn�t moving. If all they wanted was Anna, they�d have her and it would be on its way to Bodrum by now.�
�You mean they want me?�
�That�d be my guess. With or without Anna, you have got to get out of here.� Tom put a cup of crude oil like coffee down in front of me. �You�re going to need this. Stay away from the juice �til you�re out of this mess. I need to check on a few things. Do some sipping and some deep relaxing breathing, or whatever it is you new agey types do, for minute or two.�
Tom slid onto the bench seat opposite me, bent his head to his Blackberry and disappeared in a cross-eyed stare at the device. Eventually, he flashed the screen at me. �Anybody you know?�
�Anna�s mother. Where?�
Tom pulled up another picture. �How about him?�
�Sergei, her partner. Where are they?� I asked. �How did you get those?�
�Bodrum, right where they said. Next town up the coast. There�s a marina I stay at there. Contact of mine got these shots. By the way, they charter out speedboats up that way. Won�t take them long to get here.�
�Whoa, Tom, that�s pretty amazing.� I groped for words. �Who do you really work for anyhow?�
�Oh, pshaw. Work is just another four letter word. Right now, though, we�ve got to put our heads together and figure a way to get you out of here. With or without Anna.�
Nothing had a point without Anna, but I sure as hell couldn�t say that to Tom. Regardless, the last thing I wanted to do was sail away in an overloaded yacht for absolutely no reason. On our way back to Shadow, with Tom panting to keep up, I suggested, �The first guy I see with a speedboat, I�m paying for a fast ride to Rhodes� Greece� the free world. Nothing keeps me out and I don�t need to sail a yacht to the other side of the bloody planet.�
When Tom got me stopped so he could catch his breath, his response was unequivocal. �Stop and think about it a minute. You�re still here, you�re still alive, so is Anna. You�ve got friends, Turkish friends, I know that, for a fact!� He sat hard on a bench. �Not to mention me and I�ve got a few friends.�
�I know that, but without Anna, what�s the point?�
�You don�t think she�s coming back?�
�Frankly, no. You saw those photos, you heard the letter.�
�If she thought you were a bloodthirsty killer, think she�d have left the pictures and letter lying around for you? Think the pricey catamaran would still be tied up, sitting pretty?� Tom checked his pulse, he was wheezing. He didn�t sound good. �Point is, you are safe here, for now. You go flying off, half cocked and that Sergei fellow will be on you like the taxman at harvest time. Finish loading your yacht, we�ll get you out of here. Go to Rhodes for all I care but I�m thinking, with or without Anna, Shadow�s your best shot.�
�Car, taxi, what about that?� I didn�t want to face the yacht we�d plowed months of our lives into without Anna. I didn�t even want to think of it, although I could see it from the bench, maybe 50 meters from us. Turks were loading provisions.
�You don�t see the cousins because they don�t want you to. But I�d bet my bottom dollar they see you, are watching you, might even be in a car with the engine running just waiting for you to hit the open road. Nope, Jess. You�re getting out on that yacht tonight. Don�t think we haven�t got a plan and it�s not already in motion.�
* * *
Tom and I hefted the last of the boxes, and I signed the delivery order. I�d taken on more than a ton of provisions.
�Any sign of our friends from Bodrum?� I asked Tom, looking around. The catamaran was still deserted.
�Contact�s keeping an eye on things. Last I heard, maybe an hour back, they split up. That Sergei fellow stayed behind. Way I see it, The Skater�s driving rented wheels to circle round the back, so to speak, and Sergei�s taking a fast boat right up the channel into the bay.�
�How much time do we have?� The tension was already twisting my guts into pretzels and there�d been no sign of Anna. I felt for the phone in my pocket. I didn�t know if she�d taken hers.
�Not much, but first we�ve gotta get you by those cousins.� Tom waved.
Sure enough, the cousins were walking along the seawall, heading for their boat, grinning like idiots. Anna wasn�t with them.
Groceries were stowed. The entire front of the boat ahead of the mast was packed tight�� floor to ceiling in two cabins. The cabin I�d thought would be Anna�s along with my own cabin was stuffed with soft items like clothing, extra sails, life jackets, and bedding, leaving just enough room to lie down. Tom approved, �One really wants to be wedged in tight at sea.� While I had been at customs and Sinem and Anna were visiting the wholesalers, Erdem and Tom had used electrical tape to surreptitiously rename Shadow SPLASH-DOWN. They rechristened the decoy charter yacht, SHADOW when they tied it alongside as camouflage.
�You have diesel fuel and propane for the stove?� Erdem asked.
�Yes, filled all the tanks last time we were out.� Sinem answered.
�I topped up the freshwater and the desalinator checks out fine.� It was Tom.
Hearing everyone checking things off drove it home that I really was about to launch myself into the sea�� and that was if all went well. It just hadn�t seemed real until then. I felt as if I were counting down to my own execution. I�d never sailed anything on my own and without Anna, what had been our home for the last two months felt like a tomb. I dialed Anna�s number and heard her phone ring in her former cabin. My heart sank. It was time to go.
With the activity on deck wrapping up and the sun nearing the horizon, we started implementing the escape plan Tom and I eventually worked out. Sinem and Erdem repacked the sails on the decoy Shadow and started to decorate it as though for a party. The stereo was turned up, balloons and streamers were hung, and lights were switched on to draw attention to the decoy. Fake Shadow was a veritable party platform. Omar had come down from his office to join us. Nobody said anything about Anna�s absence. It was a stone in my heart as the countdown continued.
It was getting darker. Sinem, and Erdem were dancing on the forward deck and toasting with virgin cocktails. Security even came by to say there had been a complaint about the noise. The two of them boisterously announced our intention to take our party to town, �For some dancing and serious clubbing.�
The Russians on the catamaran watched us, bored. They fidgeted with their cell phones and passed a bottle back and forth. Tom and I slipped over to the newly named and re-flagged SPLASH-DOWN. Below deck, we finalized the plans, coming up with radio codes, a satellite communication schedule, and an exchange of encryption keys. I really appreciated his insistence on data and communication security.
Ready to sneak back to his own yacht, Tom saluted, furrowed his brow and cogitated for a moment. Then he dismissed whatever was bothering him with a wave. �Nah, you gotta do it. Nothing I can say except, �see you on the other side.��
Omar left with a handshake and, outside the pool of light cast by the fake Shadow, he quietly untied the lines. Out of sight, Sinem and Erdem changed into the hoodies Anna and I had been wearing despite the heat. The three of us embraced in a group hug, probably unnerving Erdem. Then the two of them, hoods drawn, got back aboard the fake Shadow and started the engine. I stayed below on the real Shadow. Omar crouched on the seawall beside my yacht, waiting to untie its lines on my signal.
In complete darkness, and now all along on my yacht, SPLASH-DOWN, I broadcast on the marina�s VHF frequency, �Area traffic, this is sailing vessel SHADOW departing marina southbound. Conflicting traffic please inform, sailing vessel SHADOW.�
I heard Sinem rev up the fake Shadow and maneuver the brightly lit charter yacht into the passage between the docks. I could see the cousins on the catamaran scrambling frantically to get untied and underway. Not fast enough and Sinem and Erdem blasted by the bows of the catamaran, well in excess of the marina�s posted speed limit. Still, far slower than the catamaran would be capable of going in a few seconds.
Radio microphone keyed, �Marina traffic, sailing vessel SHADOW underway, clearing dock foxtrot and heading for the breakwater.� I could hear my radio call echo from the catamaran as its engines roared to life and lights came on. The Russians had fallen for the bait but would catch up and catch on in short order. Tom, aboard his own yacht, was already gliding toward the fairway between docks golf and foxtrot. Hearing my radio call, and seeing the decoy speed past, he eased his vessel across the end of the fairway, blocking the catamaran. Tom killed his engine.
The sound of engines reversing and Russian cursing provided an overture to Tom�s loud �Sure am sorry to hold you folks up, but I seem to have a bit of engine trouble.� More shouts and threats erupted from the Russians. I cringed, anticipating gunfire. I saw the top of the fake Shadow�s mast rounding the breakwater. I radioed again to bait the Russians and let Tom know where Sinem and Erdem were. The cousins went nuclear. One of them hurled a bottle at Tom, who ducked to avoid it. At the last possible moment before being rammed, Tom got his engine started and slowly pulled far enough out of the way to let the catamaran pass. Its engines roared to maximum RPM and it accelerated toward the breakwater.
I started the engine on SPLASH-DOWN. I could hardly breathe while Omar threw the lines on deck and started to shove the bow from the seawall. Shit, I was actually leaving without Anna! My face burned. I could barely see through a storm of my own damn tears. I forced myself to concentrate on the bow, now swinging into unobstructed water.
Then whump! The shock nearly buckled my knees. Anna slid on the cockpit floor, having just taken a flying leap from the seawall. She stayed down. Hurt? I caught a glimpse of Omar, hands clasped above his head, smiling.
�Go! Just go. Don�t stop now.� Anna said from the floor between the cockpit benches. If we�re going to die we�ll do it together.�
I barely had the strength to push the throttle forward, or maneuver down the fairway. My mind was reeled, my heart pounded. I worried about being sick. I watched Tom take up pursuit of the catamaran using a floodlight to blind anyone who tried to look back or to pass him. Trying not to sound scared, I took a crack at a funny accent and broadcast, �Sierra victor Shadow, this is motor launch Banzai with traffic on your stern.� It was Sinem�s signal to kill all the lights on the false Shadow and run full throttle toward the boats out on the bay for evening cruises.
Without any lights and at dead slow, I eased us out of the marina toward the black center of the huge bay. Increasing our speed, putting more distance between us and the lights of Marmaris, we became less visible. Anna got off the floor and took up a position at the stern. She stood, statue like, white knuckling some standing rigging while staring back at the receding town we�d called home for the last couple of months. Glistening tears fell from her cheeks. She said nothing.
I was afraid to speak.
Toward shore, I saw Tom�s yacht and beyond that, the catamaran turning lazy circles, sweeping a searchlight over boats within range of its powerful beam.
Heading for the channel out of Marmaris bay, I�d pushed Shadow to full throttle. Coming in from the Mediterranean, in the opposite direction, was a fortuitous fog bank. It poured into the bay through the inlets. Soon we were completely enveloped and visibility went to zero. I throttled back somewhat while Anna kept her eyes glued to the radar screen. The opening to the Mediterranean lay dead ahead.

TWENTY-NINE

Stars appeared through breaking fog just after midnight. We�d crossed into international waters and out of any country. Anna was no longer illegal. Still, she faced instant arrest if we tried to land anywhere. For better or for worse, with Anna aboard we were committed to a long sea voyage. With only twelve nautical miles behind and at least ten thousand to go, any anticipation of adventure I might have had was, by then, well and truly quashed. It was pitch dark, wet and cold. Waves we�d experienced maybe once or twice in training were only a baseline in open water. The first queasy hints of seasickness were coming on fast.
Not only that, but exhaustion. I shook my head to keep from falling asleep on my feet and stared into our fizzing wake. Decided, talking might help. �That catamaran can go a lot faster than us. This might not be over.�
Anna looked at me but didn�t respond.
I was thinking of turning the yacht toward Rhodes Island, into Greek waters, where we�d at least not be the only radar target around. Visions of running Shadow aground and making a break for it were mysteriously attractive. I imagined that catamaran coming out of the darkness, both engines roaring.
Following her disappearing act, I wasn�t sure of Anna�s motivations anymore. Would she run from mama and the cousins or run to them? �Why did you take off like that?� I asked. I couldn�t stand the silence between us.
�I�m sorry to take off. The pictures, they made me sick. What she did to us makes me sick. I couldn�t speak to anybody about it. I needed to be alone, to think it over.�
�But, you left me the package with your mother�s letter.�
�Of course, I knew you didn�t do it. That�s why I left it there for you. The letter was so you would know what she had written to me, what she was saying about you.�
�Hell, Anna, I could�ve left without you. In fact, I did leave without you.�
�Sorry, I didn�t know what to do.�
�I guess I would have stopped there,� I nodded toward lights on the shore of Rhodes Island, �and come back looking for you.� Lights on a forbidden shore look so good.
Anna shook her head very slowly. �That would have been such a disaster. I just needed to be alone without a bunch of people around me. I knew they couldn�t help and I didn�t want to� I could not share my thoughts with them.�
�Where did you go?�
�I bought some pastry and went to the top of the hill, the one beside the castle, and sat there looking at the bay. It seemed so huge to me, so dark, so uninviting.�
�Jesus Murphy, I thought you�d gone to your mother or your cousins. Then again, maybe you did.�
�No! I didn�t want to see her, are you kidding. After what she�s done to me. It did seem appealing to tell her what I think of her, but it wouldn�t solve anything and it sure wouldn�t change her mind. And I don�t want to see my cousins either! I had never had any common ground with them and by now I know the nice little reunion with them would be a trap. How stupid do they think I am? I wrote a letter to Mother instead and gave it to the guard, the one who feeds the fish. He�ll pass it on to Anton and Victor tomorrow. So that�s my goodbye to them.�
�Wow, that�s bold, what did you write in the letter?�
�You probably can guess. I told her that she doesn�t leave me any choice but to run. That she is a nasty woman and that I don�t believe she attacked me because she wants to help me.�
�You really told her she�s a nasty woman? Not very Russian-like to express feelings like that, is it?�
�No, it isn�t. But why not? If somebody is a bad person, even though she is your mother, why not to tell her this? Why should I spare her feelings if she hurts me? Besides, in the end openness like this solves many problems. You�ve told me this, yourself. I need to have this freedom to assess her actions and to tell her what I think of them. Just because I am her child doesn�t make me her speechless slave!�
�I imagine she would have one hell of a time with you back home, in Nizhny Novgorod, considering the way you look and behave now.�
�That�s for sure. I myself wonder what she would do to me if they succeeded with my kidnapping. She would definitely have to isolate me somehow. I wouldn�t be the proper daughter anymore. Nothing to brag about�� not married, no makeup, free-spoken.�
�She must have come up with some kind of story to explain your disappearance. Something face saving to tell people at work, friends, relatives and fellow countrymen.�
�Absolutely. That�s exactly what I�ve written in the letter. One thing for sure is that you, my kidnapper would be a man in my mother�s retelling of events. She would not allow people as much as a guess that her daughter got together with a woman. Her daughter may never be this way. Never be that wrong and perverted. And our colleagues, relatives and friends will always believe that she is a poor mother and I am a stupid and ungrateful daughter who ran away with some crook or got kidnapped by a white slaver.�
�I am sorry, Anna.�
�Why?�
�It�s all awful. I mean you loosing your country, you home, friends.�
�We�ll see who laughs last. I am the winner in reality, Jess. I run with you to sea because it is better than being in Russia among people like my mother and my so-called friends. I�m serious. I am terrified of course, in fact I more than likely will cry when you go down-below, but I am with you and I am free! They didn�t get me!�
�Oh Anna�� My eyes were stinging. The engine droned reassuringly below us. I ignored the lump in my throat and concentrated on every nuance of sound it made.
Anna looked up at the sky. �Don�t worry about me, Jess. We�ll survive. Look around us, it is the most gorgeous moment I�ve ever had. A yacht, the person I love, the Moon, we are underway, going home. Life is great!�
The wind was picking up. Hoping it would stabilize the boat and move us through the miles faster, we raised the sails. When I turned off the motor, it was somewhat quieter, but we still had to raise our voices to be heard over the rushing water, slapping lines, breaking waves, whining wind generator, and the sounds of things crashing and shifting below.
Standing and walking were close to impossible. Sitting required hanging onto something. Anna tried to sleep and was launched from a cockpit bench. It proved that lying down was downright dangerous. Dragging herself up, she looked at me, tried to say something, and doubled over vomiting. I was feeling sick myself, but hadn�t acknowledged it until Anna expressed her grief so viscerally. I mean, how can someone embarking on a sea voyage without an end in sight be seasick? And in the first twenty miles at that!
By two thirty in the morning the wind was strong and gusty. Infuriatingly, it was blowing from where we needed to go�� southwest, into the international waters east of the Greek islands of Rhodes, Karpathos and Crete. In the sheltered waters of Marmaris Bay, sailing into the wind was exciting and fast; in the middle of the night, in open water with the boat bucking over choppy belligerent waves, it was exhausting. The bow reared up on each foaming crest then plunged into the following trough with a shuddering crash. Water and spray flooded over the deck into the cockpit. As much as I insisted, Anna refused to go below to check the hatches, moaning from the cockpit floor that she was too seasick to move.
The wind direction was forcing us toward Alexandria instead of Crete. It would take several days to reach Egypt, but the thought of working with the wind instead of against it was compelling. So was landing in Africa and just walking away from it all. My mind and inner ear yearned for land. My body begged for sleep. I was at war with my basic needs and worried about Anna. I asked her to at least take the wheel so I could go below and close the hatches.
She muttered something like, �Pleeeeez, just let me die.�
I let it go. It was just too damn bad if water was coming in through the hatches. I couldn�t leave the helm. We�d end up wallowing broadside to the waves or worse. I didn�t actually know what would happen but I wasn�t going to find out. Instead I gave the manual bilge pump handle a few good strokes every now and then.
I tried the newly commissioned autopilot, but couldn�t get it to engage. I should have read the manual or at least tried the thing out before leaving. I was trapped at the wheel, preventatively pumping the bilge every now and then, willing the sky to lighten to the east.
An anemic sunrise revealed an endless vista of white-capped waves coming at us from the southwest. I gave one of Anna�s legs a nudge. �Hey, I need to take a crap.� She rolled her head painfully to look up at me. �I�m going down to the bathroom. Take over here.� No response. �Please!� I added urgently.
She got to her hands and knees and dry retched without result.
�Whoa, you�re still seasick.�
She groaned, crawling for the companionway. She reached it, grasped the threshold, and stared below deck into the darkness.
�Tvoyu za-nagu mat, water is everywhere!�
�Yeah, it�s been coming through the hatches. Take the wheel for a second and I�ll mop it up when I get off the hopper.�
�Jess, it is bad. The floor is floating.� She dragged herself toward the wheel. �Go, look, I think we�re sinking.�
She was right. The floorboards�� heavy panels of teak�� were sloshing around, afloat in a soup of wet paper and debris. �Shit, we are sinking!� At the electrical panel I saw that the electric bilge pump breaker had tripped. I jammed it into the ON position. It tripped again. I hollered to Anna, �The handle beside you, pump it: the manual bilge pump.�
Further down in the boat, I heard gurgling and saw a rhythmic up-welling of water stirring the debris. �STOP PUMPING!� I shouted. The water stopped gushing from the manual bilge pump intake. The electric bilge pump was submerged and wrapped in paper strips and glop from the toilet paper supply like a drowned pi�ata�� useless. �Okay, pump the handle once and only once.� I called out. Bubbles and a jet of clean water gushed from the intake hose. �Stop! It�s pumping water into the boat.� The manual bilge pump was hooked up backwards! During the night my luckily random pumping had been forcing water into the boat instead of out.
I waded into the sloshing mess and ripped away at the pulpy crud clogging the electric bilge pump. The boat lurched and I skidded into the bilge, landing on my ass and filling my rubber boots with icy water and debris. I swore at the top of my lungs. Then I heard a thump from the cockpit and the yacht was definitely taking the waves differently. The back and forth movement was suddenly violent and the floor boards became battering rams against my knees.
My first thought was the thump from above and the loss of control was Anna going overboard. I thrashed my way to the cockpit. She was crumpled on the floor under the wheel! She really didn�t look good. Her face was white and bloodless, eyes rolled up under the upper lids. �Anna! Come on, I need you. Don�t do this.�
Her foul weather offshore gear, supposedly waterproof, was drenched. Holding the wheel with one hand I shoved the other into her coat and felt only drenched fabric and it was cold. She was breathing, but showed no signs of shivering. �Oh no you don�t! Nobody�s coming down with hypothermia in the sunny Med on my watch! Do you hear me?� I shook her lightly by the collar.
Anna�s eyes scrolled down. She spent a second or two focusing, then rolled over and threw up something yellowish and gelatinous.
�You�re dehydrated. We need to get some water and glucose into you.� I needed her conscious, focused on my voice. �Very few humans can vomit like that and live. You might be setting some kind of record here!�
�Jess, it looks like we�re sinking.�
�Aw, come on. We�re not sinking.�
�Come on yourself. Look around. It�s flooded below and the weather doesn�t subside, it wants to kill us.�
True enough, the weather was deteriorating. It wasn�t a full blown storm though. The sun shone through a scattering of clouds, it wasn�t raining, it had warmed up since night. The waves were getting steeper and we were being tossed around like light-bulbs in a tumble dryer but it shouldn�t kill either one of us. �I know it seems bad, but really it isn�t that bad.�
�You mean it�s getting worse?�
�Cute, but no. That�s not what I mean.� Strong and reassuring in panic mode isn�t an easy act to pull off. Then again, yelling over all the banging, crashing, sloshing, flapping and clanking wasn�t helping either. �Anna, we�ve come this far, I�m not about to let you die in some stinking sea. I promise you that. We�re gonna make it, goddamn it! But I need you. I really can�t do this without you.�
�But Jess, I can�t even stand.�
� You can�t give up. I can�t sail this boat myself. Don�t you get it? I need you as much as you need me now.� I didn�t know if I had seawater or tears on my cheeks but my face was burning. �Time to become a sailor or die! Get up on the wheel, try. I�m going below to get you some juice and you are going to suck on it.�
�Oh god, I�ll throw up� but I�ll try.�
I propped Anna�s head against my knee and helped maneuver her toward the wheel. �Now you have to steer while I bail. I�m counting on you.�
After an hour of vigorous bailing below deck, dry retching with my own seasickness and dizzy with exhaustion, I managed to lower the water level safely into the bilge. I also sealed the hatches, but the boat still took on water with every wave that washed over the deck. By then, Anna was demanding my return to the cockpit, saying that there was a storm coming. Sourcing the ingress of water would have to wait. Meantime, we bailed.
* * *
I was thoroughly pissed off. �That�s it, we�re heading for Greece.� I said, taking the wheel and clumsily tacking the boat onto a heading for the Greek island of Karpathos. �We can find a wind shadow closer to an island and wait this storm out.�
Anna flashed a look of relief. �We can make it to that island?�
�Damn straight, we�ll make it! Are we sailors or are we sailors!� I was concerned by the conditions; they could get a lot worse and we were already overwhelmed less than a hundred miles from Marmaris.
Sailors would call what we were in, a gale. Nothing unusual�� uncomfortable, heavy sailing and hard work, to be sure, but something we�d experience a lot more if we got through that first one. Anna was feeling better. The Gatorade I�d insisted she sip provided some hydration, electrolytes and most importantly, sugar�� energy her body needed to raise her core temperature. She took up a horizontal position on the downwind cockpit bench. Shivering and complaining about the cold, �That�s a good sign, Anna! And boy, all that retching does wonders for the tummy muscles. You�ll have a six-pack in no time.� She watched me standing behind the wheel, my feet planted a meter apart, fighting to keep the boat pointed toward the tauntingly close but distant island upwind of us.
She tried to encourage me until she fell asleep holding a fold of my Gortex foul weather gear. I tucked her dangling arm to her chest. I think she sighed and maybe even smiled then she was down for the count until the setting sun silhouetted the jagged cliffs of Karpathos Island. She�d developed a blistering sunburn on one side of her face. By midnight, and awfully close to the cliffs, the wind finally relented. We were way inside Greek territorial waters, but I couldn�t fight another second. �Hey, your turn. I really need to sleep� now.�
With renewed vigor after her coma like nap, Anna set just enough sail to keep Shadow moving slowly south in the wind break of the island. I watched from a prone position on the bench, barely conscious, but confident she�d be okay. The last thing I could comprehend was Anna telling me she was steering a course parallel to the cliffs using the GPS chart plotter and radar as her guide.
* * *
When I awoke, Shadow was adrift in bright sunshine and sweltering heat. Anna was sound asleep on the opposite bench. �Hey! Are we at anchor?�
Sitting up and scrambling out of my sweat soaked rain gear, I tried to get my bearings. Nothing but sea. The reefed sails slapped back and forth and lazy waves slopped randomly under the yacht�s sugar-scoop stern. I couldn�t believe that I�d actually slept in that configuration. My subconscious must have assumed the boat was under control. �Holy kapoosta! how long have you been asleep?�
�I don�t know. Where are we?�
�That�s what I�d like to know.� I felt my cheeks flush. �You left us drifting? We�re out of control! We could�ve been smashed on the rocks, or run aground, or hit by a ship.�
�There were no ships. Nothing was happening. Karpathos ended and we were drifting away from it. I thought it was safe to sleep.� Anna rubbed her eyes, flinching when she touched the sunburned side of her face. �I never meant to sleep more than a few minutes.�
�What do you mean, �Karpathos ended�?�
�We passed it. It finished.�
�And what about Kasos, the next island?� I asked.
�I didn�t see it. On radar I saw we were drifting further from it. I couldn�t see anything in the dark. There was no wind. Nothing, and the waves were better. The boat wasn�t sailing, just drifting, I couldn�t even steer, so I lay down.�
There truly was no wind. The boat rocked in place gently. In reality I was more than happy to take advantage of the unexpected calm to fire off an email to Tom. He�d promised to talk�� or text�� me through the voyage, to be my mentor, so to speak. My first satellite missive conveyed our coordinates and copious complaints about winds, flooding and equipment malfunction.
Adrift somewhere east of Crete, we set to work cleaning up and dealing with the leaking deck. Harvey�s workers had drilled seemingly random holes in it causing points of water ingress. We only discovered them when the deck was awash with breaking waves.
Becalmed, the boat drifted slowly with the current southeast though international waters. The charts placed us nowhere near land or the shipping lanes, so we packed the sails and took advantage of the lull to repair and regroup. Tom wasn�t as fond of our aquatic lounging as we were. His textual satellite messages conveyed his worry about our drifting too close to potentially unfriendly countries and giving up way too soon.
I insisted on one of us always being awake and since Anna was afraid of sailing alone in the dark, I got the night watches. The night sky thrilled me, and I lay on my back watching the stars and listening for the phantom rogue freighter I was sure was about to run us down.

THIRTY

After a couple of weeks of drifting, acclimatization, and relaxation�� just another word for intense boredom�� the sky turned brown and the wind came up. Sailing began in earnest. With astonishing speed the brown sky descended and turned into a full blown dust storm out of Egypt.
�People sail on purpose, you mean, for fun? This isn�t funny, it�s awful. I�m eating sand, shaking it out of my ears. We can�t see anything, the waves are huge. There�s mud everywhere. Why would anyone do this?� Anna was not a happy cruiser.
�Nobody does this on purpose� unless there�s no other choice.� Grinding a salty mud encrusted rope through a winch, I made a quick adjustment. �Yep, we�re blowing black snot now. That�s the best kind. On the farm, Dad used to say black snot meant you were working hard.�
�That�s disgusting.�
�That�s sailing. I didn�t know we�d get a dust storm at sea. Didn�t know you could get a dust storm at sea.�
When the scorched winds off the Sahara succumbed, a week and a half later, to some blustery Mediterranean wind of lore, we were somewhere off the south coast of Sicily. Unfortunately, the new wind relentlessly prevented Shadow from sailing west. �Fighting uphill, beating into a gale,� the sailors call it, �Bloody useless head bashing!� I called it and turned us around after several fruitless and conflict ridden attempts to make headway. Nothing weather-wise predicted when that wind would relent, so the Strait of Sicily was no longer an option in my books.
By giving up the fight with that particular wind and heading north I was counting on Sicily itself to provide a wind break. Tom didn�t bother hiding his concern or displeasure with my change of course. Sailing through the densely populated and highly patrolled Messina strait between Italy�s big toe and Sicily�s northeast corner was something he considered reckless and risky.
I was beginning to think any change we made in the plans, meticulously laid in Marmaris, pissed him off. His emails were taking on a decidedly ranting tone so I ignored them. We faced either a head-on constant gale in the shallow water of the Strait of Sicily or Tom�s electronic griping. Email can be ignored, weather can�t. At the time, countries and coast guards were reacting to the relentless tide of illegal immigration and smuggling. I finally told Tom we were taking on the Messina strait when we were sailing north past Mount Etna. Too late to turn back�� we were committed to the strait�� like it or not.
A hot dry headwind had us tacking back and forth between Sicily and Italy. Boxy faded pastel buildings on the Italian side exuded all the charm of cell-blocks, while up to a mile from shore jet skis and windsurfers jousted with us. There were some close calls accompanied by shouted Italian language lessons. I�m guessing it wasn�t the kind of language you�d use at the dinner table.
The sun was setting by the time we zigzagged our way into the narrowest part of the strait. Rusting ferries zipped back and forth along seemingly random trajectories while freighters and oil tankers endlessly line danced in the center of the channel. Their combining wakes churned up rogue waves smacking Shadow off course, while a strong current from the north did its best to flush us back into the Ionian basin. Newly honed sailing skills aside, we both had it. Time to fire up the engine and clear out of the strait before we got run over.
We were getting tossed around in the pitch dark, nasty chop and tidal currents when the autopilot self destructed with a stuttering grinding groan.
�Jeeeeeeeess?�
�Oh, what now!� We were so close to leaving the strait. Open water was right in front of us. I was so looking forward to standing down from high-alert.
�I think there�s something wrong with the autopilot.�
I poked at it. It caught, ran for a second or two, beeped a complaint and died. The boat, running under motor, burning up precious fuel, meandered off on its own trajectory. �Well, shit!�
The first sign its demise was going to be more than an inconvenience was raising the sails alone while Anna steered. Without the autopilot one of us was condemned to the exposed cockpit at all times. We shortened our watches, sleeping more often, but with less effect. Anna was, by then, competent in routine control of the yacht and agreed to take the night watches. While she steered, I crawled through lockers and access ports below the cockpit floor. Regardless of how much skin I left behind and bruises I added to my already impressive collection, I was unsuccessful in my quest to jury rig the autopilot. But eventually, covered with grease and mad as hell, I�d at least diagnosed the problem as failed electrical brushes in the hydraulic pump motor.
One of Harvey�s contraptions, an avant-garde metal sculpture called a wind vane self steering system, saved the day. In Marmaris I�d hated seeing Shadow�s clean racing lines broken up by what looked like a Mad Max fantasy gizmo bolted to the back end of a decent looking sleek white boat. But Tom insisted and I�d acquiesced. That it would actually work and steer the boat according to the wind, was something I never would have believed. �Ugly but effective.�
�Looks like crazy people are aboard.� Anna had said.
�They just might be at that.�
North of Sicily, the wind subsided and came from the west, the direction we needed to go. The harshest reality of sailing is that there are only two ways to take a sailboat upwind, tacking back and forth covering at least twice the distance, or running the motor. We were too far from Gibraltar to risk burning the fuel, so we zigzagged back and forth between volcanoes and Sicily�s north coast for what seemed like forever. Miraculously, the steam-punk tangle of ropes, pulleys, flaps and rudders called the wind vane managed to keep us on course.
Endlessly tacking into barely a hint of wind, less than half way across the Mediterranean, was demoralizing. �Self imposed solitary confinement in a prison on the edge of a grave.� I called it over and over.
Anna did not appreciate my waxing philosophic. �You want to make this worse than it is with all your moaning and bellyaching? You would prefer gales? At least we are safe out here, nobody�s going to get us.� She was right. We were alive, together and safely away from land and its inhabitants.
Tom�s upbeat emails assured me, though, that wind would come and to be ready for it. Around us, yachts, ferries and cruise ships�� there for a good time and allowed to land�� added to the sense of exile and isolation.
What little wind we got during the day died at night. With the setting sun we were left bobbing like a cork, drifting back over precious miles. It took several stressful weeks to finally leave Sicily behind. While those weeks of high pressure and oppressive heat gnawed at our souls, I usually slept through the midday furnace while Anna studied English and babysat the boat. She was helped along by watching old TV shows and movies from a collection of DVDs Gavin had included as part of the courier package he�d sent my new credit card in. A bushel sized care package stuffed with DVDs, computer games, books, and things he thought we might need. My own conscious hours had increasingly been consumed with jury rigging makeshift repairs, but I was glad Anna had some distraction and virtual escape from the tedium.
An explosive series of thunderstorms heralded a change of weather near the south end of Sardinia. The pace of everything picked up. Tom�s promised wind had arrived. At first it was a welcome break from the stultifying morass of inactivity, but it quickly crashed through limits we didn�t know we had, reminding us, once again, just how fast things can go very wrong.
Strong wind from behind felt great. Shadow surged along, but wallowed in waves overtaking us. �The wind can drag us through the water faster with the spinnaker.�
�Are you crazy? Are we not going fast enough? Besides, we�ve never used it before.� Anna wasn�t convinced it was a good idea.
But I was, and I wanted more speed. I suggested we might outrun the waves, add a few more knots of speed and make the ride more comfortable. With the spinnaker rigged and flying, the knot meter shot into the double digits. Dolphins came to play in our bow wave and Anna, clinging to the rail at the bow, shrieked with joy at their antics. The boat quivered with speed and sliced through the water like a knife. I engaged the wind vane self steering contraption and tentatively left the helm to admire the dolphins with Anna.
A crack followed by an ominous thunk, a microsecond later, brought the fun and games to an ignominious end. The rudder shaft on the self steering system had shattered like a clay pot. The yacht veered broadside to the wind and waves, pitched on its side and drowned the spinnaker. Anna was thrown into the water amidst tangled lines, brightly colored sailcloth, and curious dolphins goading us into taking up the chase once again. We weren�t exactly sinking, but Shadow wasn�t righting itself either. The part of the spinnaker left above water was filling with wind and dragging us sideways by the mast.
�Jess! The boat, it�s sinking!� Anna thrashed in the water then spotted the dolphins. �Oh my god! Do they bite?�
�Don�t get tangled in the lines! Don�t get under the boat! No they don�t bite. Forget the dolphins.� I didn�t know if they bite. All I could think of was Anna being slammed against the hull by the waves. I found the spinnaker lines, tripped the cleats and got the yacht upright. Yet again, the floorboards were afloat. The inundation was extensive and cleanup took hours in a rough sea. Gibraltar and repairs felt impossibly distant, and the wind vane contraption, which had been a saving grace, was way beyond jury rigging.
�We�re screwed!� I bellowed at the thing. And we were. �It means we�re on the wheel every single second from here on in.� I responded to Anna�s puzzled look.
Tom responded to my expletive peppered description of the situation by emailing:
Harvey probably pulled the wind vane off a wreck in shallow water, polished it up and sold it to you. Electrolysis from being in the water eats the steel, makes it brittle. Can�t be fixed. Can�t weld it. It ain�t worth shit. I�ll make some calls and see if we can get you another one in Gibraltar. Friend at the marina says he�ll look after you. You�re making miles now, at least.
* * *
The Mediterranean weather gods observed the mangled wind vane from on high and commanded the sea to issue forth another blustery gale. It was only fitting it should be right on our nose. Shadow heeled hard over and slammed its way through steep waves. One of us was on deck at all times, taking the brunt of nature full on. The other, down below, was no better off. It was a disaster area of wet clothes, dirty dishes, tools and garbage crashing around. We�d taken to eating right from tins, chewing through our ample but uninspiring supply of actual food. Somehow, provisioning had included a ludicrous supply of hyper-salty olives, pickles, and condiments. Cooking was out of the question, and doing anything on board was a slippery uphill fight. As a result, maintenance took a hit and things started breaking down. One system after another, jury rigged or not, failed in a slow motion cascade. Sailing had become a matter of hang on, shut up and endure.
The wind died approaching the Spanish Riviera, but the waves didn�t notice and kept right on bashing away. We had no choice but to run the motor. Then, without wind, the fog settled in. The need to navigate in fog led to the discovery that the radar had failed. While Anna motored blind in the busy waterway, I tried, in vain, to resurrect the failed on board GPS chart plotter navigation system which had also died en route. Finally, I rooted through my reeking wardrobe for the hand-held backpacking GPS Gavin had included in the care package. �Just in case you want to know where you�re going!� He�d punctuated his now moldy note with a maniacal looking happy face. �Good ole Gavin saves the day.� I muttered.
Then one morning, if you can call 2:00 am morning, a desperate need for coffee proved that the water desalination unit had also shuffled off its mortal coil. With a lot of swearing, a metal bar, a hammer, and continuous dashes down from the helm while Shadow meandered aimlessly, I managed to put about sixty liters of fresh water in one tank. Then the unit failed completely and dramatically. Doing the math, over and over at the helm, convinced me we had enough water to make Gibraltar. Anna, on the other hand, didn�t share my optimism and, withdrawing, spent her waking hours at the helm staring beyond the magnetic compass into the fog.
To top it all off, two hours before sunrise within a couple days of Gibraltar, we lost all electrical power. The engine was running, but the alternator and the batteries were dead. Since the starter was electric, and there would be no way to re-start the engine, it was imperative we kept it running.
When Anna got up to relieve me at the helm, I pulled a floor panel, unscrewed an access port on a below-floor water tank, stuck in a drinking straw, and repeatedly sucked up mouthfuls of fresh water to spit it into the kettle. Eventually I�d accumulate enough water�� and spit�� for a cup of coffee. Without electrical power, it was the only way to get at the last of our fresh water. Luckily the propane stove worked without electricity, or so I thought. Turns out propane is fed from the tanks through an electrical shutoff solenoid which, without power, is permanently off. Swearing and thrashing around for tools, I performed a quick and dirty bypass of the propane cut-off solenoid. Nothing gets between me and my coffee.
Electrical power or no, we urgently needed to make contact with Tom regarding landing in Gibraltar. The satellite modem ran off the boat�s now defunct electrical system. The solar panels didn�t gather enough diffuse sunlight through the fog to do anything for the huge battery banks. They were, however, generating enough electricity to power the satellite transceiver directly. I scrounged wire from an extension cord and hardwired the transceiver�s power input to the solar panels� output. Its lights went green and it found a satellite. I hooked up the Dell to apprise Tom of our current state of disrepair and check on the arrangements he was making to enable us to land.
We�re now 50 hours from Gibraltar. Looking forward to meeting your friend, Reg, and stopping for repairs and rest.
This is our current state: *failed radar *failed autopilot *failed wind vane self steering *failed water maker *failed engine alternator *no on board electrics or engine starter�� engine is running now *two functional sails *almost no fresh water *no charts for the Atlantic.
Tom sent along the details of the meeting he had set up with Reg, one of his many international friends in the right places, and made it clear that Anna would not be able to leave the vessel. Then he cryptically suggested I keep my unmentionables, like film, well hidden.

THIRTY-ONE

We should have seen the Rock of Gibraltar. According to hand scrawled GPS coordinates on a paper chart, we were right there in its backyard. An oily fog kept us from seeing anything: the Rock, the anchored freighters or the ships plowing toward us. Warnings on the chart, ponderously slow wakes out of nowhere, a nearly subsonic throbbing and a heavy smell of scorched bitumen were the indisputable proof, we were lurking blind in the midst of giants. No radar, no lights, no depth sounder; we weren�t about to move above a crawl in that murk. With nothing much to do but wait and try not to hit anything or get hit, Anna took the helm and I went below for some shut-eye between damp, stinking sheets.
Two hours later, after a sort-of sleep, I was standing in the companionway trying to make sense of a steel cliff rising through a thick haze. �Holy mother of god. What��
�Some kind of ship. It�s huge, it�s anchored, it�s not moving and I can see it. Gives me a point of reference and we�re not going anywhere. Nobody�s going to run it down so we�re safe here until the fog lifts.� Anna had us idling in the shadow of an anchored liquid natural gas carrier.
�Well done!� I was impressed with her logic.
Anna smiled.
When the rising temperature started to consume the mist, we could make out the milky outlines of dozens of anchored freighters and finally The Rock of Gibraltar itself.
Gibraltar was more of an industrially scarred mountain than a rock. Visual reference to anything was a relief, though, and we followed the shore around to the marina. At the check-in the dock, I jumped off and tied the lines. Anna, as instructed by Tom and following carefully laid plans, stayed on board with the engine running.
I ascended a flight of steel grid stairs cantilevered off a floating building marked MARINA OFFICE�� Check In Here. On the second floor a corpulent young man sat behind a counter gazing at a computer screen. He glanced up at my approach. �Right mate, how long for how long?�
�Actually, I�m looking for Reg.� I said.
�He got the sack.�
I stared, trying to think.
�Got the sack, mate. Don�t work here no more. So, how many nights? Nothing long term.� He tossed a photocopied rate sheet on the counter. �That your Beneteau? Nice work those Frenchies do.�
�It�s a Beneteau. As for how many nights, I need to speak to Reg.�
�So you says.� He waved a meaty arm at Shadow and hunched closer to the window. �Last port? You got EU clearance?�
�Turkey.� I ignored the part about clearance.
He peered through duct-taped binoculars at Shadow. Anna had climbed on deck to secure the lines. �Blimey, you�re those Ruskies!�
�I�m Canadian.� I backed toward the door, still clutching our documents.
�S-H-A-D-O-W,� he read out. �Yeah, that�s this whole �Reg� thing. I gotta call this in.� He dropped the binoculars and scrambled for the phone.
I backed through the door onto the steel grid landing.
�Stop. You can�t leave.� Rushing me, still holding the receiver, the phone clattered across the floor.
Half way down the stairs I swung over the rail, taking the last two meters in free fall. �Untie now!� I shouted to Anna. �Throw the lines. Leave em!� I sprinted down the dock, leaped onto our drifting yacht and shoved the throttle forward.
Shadow belched bluish-black smoke and started to cough before roaring to life. Water washed onto the dock. On deck, Anna fell backwards. �What�s happening?�
�We�re screwed! Last I heard from Tom was, if anything went wrong our fail-safe was Spanish territory�� over there.� I pointed toward Spanish waters on the other side of an airport�s runway. It sliced across the peninsula into the bay. �Said Spain probably won�t cooperate with Gibraltar. Let�s hope he�s right!�
�What went wrong? Where is the man you were supposed to meet?� Anna crab-crawled along the deck to the cockpit. Police sirens rose and fell over the roar of the engine.
�Tom messed up. We�ve been burned. They bloody knew we were coming!�
A steep slope of boulders marked the end of the runway. The western approach for planes was cordoned off by floating markers extending further out. I saw macaroni and cheese colored buildings and anchored yachts to the north, through the approach. Something big was lined up on final, flaps, slats and wheels down. I steered hard right, into the no-go approach zone. An unlikely collision with a jetliner was the least of my worries.
In Spanish water, Anna kept Shadow idling among the anchored boats. I watched for speedboat activity from Gibraltar and was ready to run Shadow onto the beach at full throttle and make a run for Spain if we had to. We�d take our best shot at outrunning the bastards before giving up. Mad as hell, I wired the solar panels to the satellite modem and sent Tom a spirited email.
His response was almost instantaneous.
Situation compromised. Don�t know how but easy guess with Gibraltar the last stop before the big pond. The way I see it there might be �company� coming and you�re going nowhere in that boat, way it is. You still have fuel? Find a Spanish dock and let Anna off to make a refugee claim in Spain before it�s too late. You might lose the boat but it�s better than losing your lives.
I showed the message to Anna. �He wants me to make a refugee claim in Spain?�
�Yeah, it�s dangerous to cross the Atlantic in a small boat and with the state this one is in, it�s more than likely we won�t make it.�
�Make it?� Anna repeated.
�Alive, won�t make it alive. In other words, end up dead.� I took a breath and started to rattle off the litany of woes. �Shadow�s a mess. We have no real navigation equipment, no charts, no water, electricity, radar� no autopilot and don�t forget that the stupid wind vane crumbled and furthermore, I don�t know how much fuel we have. I�d think that�s why Tom suggests giving up this fight, making a refugee claim, and living to fight another day.� I waved toward the Strait of Gibraltar. �In Spain we�ll be at the mercy of officials�� they probably won�t kill us. Out there we�re at the mercy of the ocean and it probably will.�
�Will what?�
�Kill us. It�s dangerous.�
�I don�t know what�s more dangerous: to be at the mercy of people or at the mercy of the sea.� She wasn�t looking for an answer.
I wanted to make sure Anna knew what she was considering and went on. �It�s already September�� the height of hurricane season. I don�t worry about me. I�m not afraid of my own death, but I worry about you. One thing I know for sure is that I can�t watch you die. I won�t be responsible for killing you.� My own feelings scared me. Anna looked suddenly vulnerable. It was at odds with the how I had grown to completely trust her with my life and our safety crossing the Mediterranean.
�Jess, believe me. I don�t want to die, but don�t you think we can do this? Don�t you believe in us like you have always done? It seems there is nothing impossible for us. Look how far we have gone already! We crossed the entire Mediterranean from east to west. It is a huge distance. Nobody in Russia would believe me if I told them we did this. We must go on. The last island is Cape Verde, from there to the first Caribbean island is only a couple thousand nautical miles�� just another Mediterranean.�
I looked at Anna, clinging to the wheel, pleading with me to say okay to a voyage that would, in all likelihood, kill us. �That�s no sea, no Mediterranean out there. It�s an ocean, a huge body of water. Nothing stops the waves and they get huge. There is nothing to stop weather fronts and storms from getting bigger. They sweep across the ocean surface like runaway trains, gathering speed and force until they run you down. It won�t be like gales in Greece. Forty-five knots is nothing. A hurricane can pack winds of eighty, ninety even over a hundred knots. That�s faster than any car on any highway you�ve ever been on.�
�So, that�s the Atlantic, it�s a risk. We just don�t know. What are the chances of meeting a hurricane? Pretty small��
�Pretty good, actually.�
�Who says it has to kill us?�
�But the boat�s a wreck, Anna.�
�So, fix it! You can fix anything. Just to the next islands. The Canary islands are maybe ten days from here. We might survive the Atlantic but what are my chances in Spain?�
�You won�t be dead. You will have a life!� I was pretty sure I wanted to take on the ocean and was also confidant Anna would insist, at least I hoped she would, but I was afraid of taking on the responsibility alone.
�What kind of life? What do I know about this country? How do I know what they will do to me? Why do we think they wouldn�t send me back to Russia? I don�t know answers to all these questions, but I know the sea. I can sense its moods, its weather and I know how to sail. I can react to the sea and deal with what it throws at me, I can understand it, it makes sense, it has no malice toward me�� it just is. But in the hands of immigration officers I am at the mercy of people. I cannot change or affect my fate. I am trapped, powerless�� a victim.� She let go of the wheel and bent toward the shore, hands out as if imploring it to answer her. �Can you tell me that I will be safe there?�
�I can�t say what they would do. You�d be a refugee in Spain�� a Russian refugee in the European union, whatever. They�d probably put you in a camp somewhere, a jail. You probably would get sent back. But it would buy you some time��
�I don�t need this time, it will be jail! I can�t believe you would advise me this. I didn�t do anything illegal, so I shouldn�t be in jail! No way! I won�t be with you in this case. If I become a refugee here, they will separate us! This, you should know! I would rather try my luck in the Atlantic.�
�I can�t make you do this, Anna.�
�You do not. I make this choice for myself. And the choice is pretty easy, actually. I have only three things now, you, me and this boat that keeps us alive and brings us closer to Canada and our future home. If I leave the boat and stay here, I�ll lose everything.�
I took a huge breath. It smelled of salt and brimstone. She was right, she absolutely nailed it in her brutally honest, perhaps Russian, way. I knew I couldn�t leave her, not after everything we�d been through, not with Anna refusing to give up. �If we sit here they�re going to get us.�
�Then, what are we waiting for? The ocean is right there!�
I knew how much Tom opposed what we were about to do, but goddamn it, burning precious fuel waiting for the next disaster wasn�t my style. I eased the throttle forward, taking a last look at the shore. The engine increased in speed beneath our feet, and khaki water churned behind the transom.

THIRTY-TWO

Anna took helm through the obstacle course of ships between us and the Strait of Gibraltar. It gave me a chance to dive below deck and fire an email off to Tom.
Going for the Atlantic. We�re not giving up without a fight. Waiting north of that runway, as instructed didn�t make sense. Made us sitting ducks! Will try for Azores, Canary, or Cape Verdi Isles. Have hand-held GPS and mag compass. Still have fuel�� some. Will head for open sea. Please advise of the closest safe landing for repairs, charts and provisions for remainder of crossing.
The transceiver found a satellite and the message was sent.
I popped above deck for a look around. Anna in control�� no problem. Gavin next:
Hey, Bro., Bit of a screw-up in Gibraltar. We�re sailing into the Atlantic for real now� I know, you�re sick of looking after my place but I�m in a real bind here, so please indulge me� by-the-way, better get the furnace guy in for a service before winter sets in� and keep thermostat at 10C max; I�m bleeding $$$ on this run but come hell or high water we�re gonna make it! That GPS you sent on a whim� no joke, it�s saving our asses right now! I owe you one! Later�
And� yes! Sent!
The rock of Gibraltar faded behind us as the Atlantic opened up ahead. A cold west wind funneled through the Strait following the current caused by evaporation exceeding freshwater inflow into the Mediterranean. Low tide in the Atlantic meant that, at least for the time being, the current against us wasn�t that strong.
It was probably entirely psychological, but as I emerged from below deck the wind felt heavier, wetter, colder. I was convinced it had a dangerous edge to it. �What do you think, sailor? There�s enough wind now, and who knows when we�ll get more fuel.�
I steered while Anna competently raised and opened the sails with practiced ease. The huge Dacron wings were nothing for her now. Considering how it had been when we started out in Marmaris, I was impressed with her transition. I yanked the fuel shutoff, killing the engine The sails caught and bent wind and the relative tranquility was startling after more than a week of the constant diesel drone. �Let�s hope we can get that engine started when we need it.� I said, swinging Shadow onto a tack across the shipping lanes.
Anna flashed me a look. �I know you wouldn�t kill that engine if you thought for a second you couldn�t find a way to start it up again, so don�t give me that guff.� She smiled. It was nice to see that after all the tension. �I know you, there�ll be a lot of moaning and complaining, I�m sure, but you�ll find a way to put some electricity into a battery to crank it over. There just isn�t any other option.�
�You�re probably right and the first chance I get, I�ll work on it.�
I retreated below, leaving Anna at the helm. The message light on the satellite modem was still dark. Nothing from Tom or Gavin. I poured a couple fingers of single malt, wedged myself into my bunk and slept like the dead for the next few hours.
Somewhat rested, but still experiencing the enforced relaxation of the whiskey, I used a very large scale planning chart of the Mediterranean to approximate the furthest west points of Africa. Best I could do was program the guessed at coordinates into the hand-held GPS. It was way less than adequate, but the goal was to get to deep water without hitting a landmass. A reassessment of the situation could be made safely away from land and its inhabitants. Sure could have used some input from Tom, but� nothing yet.
Ocean swells were a brand-new experience�� a giant maniacal toddler at one end of a seesaw, endlessly rising and falling, sometimes plunging, often lurching. With nightfall came thick fog, clinging to everything like a damp gray towel. Alone, on watch at 3:00 am, submarine angels flashed halos of light around the yacht. The sea swirling in the wake glowed like moonlight through frosted windows. The bioluminescent lightshow was mesmerizing and I must have fallen asleep with my eyes open. Jerking awake in a panic, I used the beam from my mini Mag light to check the depth sounder�s readout. I was sure I saw numbers on its LCD display dance through ten meters, to eight, to six, to one and then nothing.
�We�ve run aground!� I hollered, bracing for an impact that didn�t come.
Another light shone up from below. Anna scrambled for the cockpit, blinding me with her flashlight beam. �What! What is happening?�
�Sorry, it�s okay. I don�t know what happened. I thought the depth sounder showed�� I shook my head, aware of the boat moving normally under me. �Ah, right. No power, no instruments and no depth sounder. What an idiot! I must have been dreaming.� Slowly my pulse returned to normal.
�Asleep on watch , tsk tsk tsk.� Anna chided playfully. �You need the sleep more than I do. Go below, I don�t feel like sleeping any more.� The last thing I saw, heading down the companionway, was Anna�s flashlight beam, diffused by her sleeve. She didn�t see me smiling back at her in the darkness while she ran through a mental checklist, taking control of the yacht. I was amazed by how much she�d changed and how far she�d come.
* * *
I woke around noon and then sucked the last of the fresh water from the tank beneath the floor. It was still foggy. We�d sailed west through the night, close hauled into a light breeze. When the hand-held GPS found enough satellites, it showed us at least a hundred nautical miles from land. As for ships, Anna reported seeing nothing but the light show in the water. Same thing I�d been watching just before that embarrassing depth sounder dream incident. With a steaming cup of coffee�� the last of our fresh water�� I took the helm.
Anna seemed awfully chipper for a woman coming off a long night watch. Freed from the wheel, she grabbed a soaking face cloth from the deck and wrung it out over the side.
�That better be seawater.� I grumbled.
�No, it�s fresh. I�m not about to wash my face in seawater if I don�t have to.�
�Holy kapoosta, you�re using fresh water for washing?�
�Holy kapoosta yourself. Watch this.� She ran the face cloth along the bottom inside of the mainsail. The condensation collecting there got it good and wet. She then ostentatiously dabbed at her face.
�Smart lady!� I responded with a gruff Captain Ron impression. A character from one of the DVD movies Gavin had sent. We�d watched it together, using the laptop as our home-theater, enough times to almost have it memorized. Since then we�d taken to cracking each other up and lightening the stress-load with impressions of Kurt Russell�s feckless Captain Ron. Looking around, I noticed the fog, almost a misty drizzle, made everything wet. Droplets hung from the rigging and the lifelines and water ran down the sails in rivulets. �Hey, that�s actually a good idea. I was a little afraid to mention that this coffee�s the last of the water from the tanks. Let�s try harvesting some your way.�
Using clean hand towels, we soaked condensation from the sails and rigging and managed to fill a couple of pots with cloudy water by wringing them out. Accumulating water with the wipe and wring method was slow going during the day, but at night every surface exposed to the air perspired.
I used muted daylight and the hardwired solar panels to keep up communication with the satellite modem. Frustratingly all we got over a week�s time was a terse reply from Gavin:
Renting your place to Sandy� Help with the $$$ hemorrhage plus incentive for my by-weekly maintenance visits since you�re doing the long-haul. Thermostat set accordingly; can�t expect her to freeze! Think: priority = safety!
There was still nothing from Tom. In desperation I sent him our GPS coordinates and my weather report, hoping he might respond.
* * *
Deciding I couldn�t put off doing battle with the electrical problem any longer, I hauled everything out of my cabin, including the mattress, to expose the battery banks. With no word from Tom, I sacrificed the satellite modem�s direct connection to the solar panels and wired the panels directly to the isolated engine starter battery. It was the smallest battery on board and the one most likely to benefit from the trickle of electricity I could wring from nature. The wind generator had been spinning uselessly in the breeze so I connected that as well and then waited.
We hadn�t seen a sunrise or sunset in ages. There were only increasing and decreasing levels of light through constant fog as the earth moved around a sun I assumed was still up there somewhere. That evening when light levels dropped below the solar panels� charging threshold, I was astonished to find an electrical charge in the engine�s starting battery. Maybe even enough to get it running. Anna manned the helm while I obsessively traced circuits through unbending thumb-diameter sized wires. From a rotary charge-selector switch, a red wire descended into the bilge. Absolutely impossible to follow without removing batteries, each weighing as much as a person.
Anna�s tiny digital camera, the mini Mag light, a bendy stick and some duct tape provided a solution. From a video, I�d made by shoving the camera and flashlight along the wire, I saw a fuzzy greenish brown artifact suspended between two spans of wire. That was it: an in-line fuse installed in an unreachable location by Turkish electrical installers. Unfortunately, the fuse dangled into the bilge where it had been submerged during our various inundations. The combination of electricity and seawater literally dissolved the fuse.
With the corroded fuse bypassed and the electrical system cobbled together, I hollered up the companionway, �Let �er rip!�
Anna turned the key and precious electricity heated the glow plugs until she engaged the starter. Relays and solenoids closed like pistol shots, the motor turned over, and over, and over� and stopped. �Sorry, forgot to open fuel shut-off.�
I ground my teeth thinking, what idiots we were! and hoped there was enough charge left for a second try. Anna verbalized how I felt about our oversight and slapped the fuel shut-off open. With a preliminary groan from the starter, the engine came to life. �We did it! We did it, we did it!� I shouted over the glorious roar. To my immense relief, the alternator put out a massive surge of current and I hollered urgent instructions to increase the RPM to prevent it from stalling the engine. It struck me that such hardship came down to an incompetently mounted fuse and a bilge pump hooked up backwards. I brooded, resenting the implications stupid little things like that had for our survival.
* * *
The air had been getting progressively drier as we tracked southwest. I figured we�d been following a course at least a hundred nautical miles off the northwest African coast. Over the week, daytime condensation had dried up completely and night watches produced little in cloth-harvested water. The Canary Islands were out there somewhere. I just wasn�t quite sure where. Coffee had become a forsaken luxury and we�d taken to sipping vinegar laced fluid from tins of Turkish vegetable-medley. Bringing the electrical system back online provided another source of condensation�� meaning drinking water�� from the evaporator coils of the now functional fridge-freezer. It had been hard-won but probably a lifesaver.
With the fuse bypassed and the batteries recharged, the solar panels and wind generator kept up with our electrical needs. Having electric light made sunsets less ominous. Unfortunately, the water maker, the radar, the autopilot and computer navigation remained unserviceable. I emailed Gavin to reassure him that, thanks to my brilliance, we were back in action electricity-wise, and then on a whim, I once more tried sending our GPS coordinates to Tom.
This time we got a reply, a terse message with coordinates, instructions and some hope for a landing in Las Palmas, Canary Islands.
�It�s about bloody time! I figure he was ticked off and embarrassed about Gibraltar.� I said to Anna. �I wonder how much we can trust him on Las Palmas?�

THIRTY-THREE

After a couple of days, following Tom�s emailed instructions, the lacy outlines of huge cranes coalesced through a smoky haze a few miles north of Gran Canaria.
�Jess, we�ve made it!� Anna pointed at the cranes.
�Not until we�re sitting at the dock sipping fruity blender cocktails.�
It would be a far cry better than the seawater I�d stupidly started sucking from soaked washcloths. It�s probably what gave me a nasty case of the runs. Regardless, the intestinal distress kept me running below often enough that satellite emails had little time to sit in the inbox unnoticed. The latest provided Tom�s final instructions for landing in Las Palmas. I followed them to the letter, but without the confidence I�d felt pulling in to Gibraltar. As instructed, we kept radio silence and tied up to a Texaco fuel dock just after closing time.
Tom�s orders were to keep Anna hidden while waiting for his friend to take over. By the time a harried looking Spanish government official showed up, he was over an hour late. He made sure we knew he owed Tom a favor, a debt he wasn�t terribly happy settling by helping us. Nonetheless, he was going to let us in as long as we stuck to his rules which he made very clear. He was adamant that he had never seen Anna and knew nothing about her. He granted me, and only me, one week in the country. Wrapping up his visit, he called a couple of his sail-maker friends to help ensure that the week was as productive as possible for me and the boat.
�Only seven days. One minute more and I must report you myself. The girl must stay hidden. If anything happens, I only know I checked you in, I inspected your boat and only saw you on board.� The official instructed.
�I understand that I cannot leave the boat. Thank you for this, sir.� Anna said.
�You can do what you like, but if you are caught, I must arrest your friend and you will go to a camp for detention before you are sent back to Russia. Illegal immigration, the smuggling of people, is the most big problem facing the Canary Islands now.� He looked at Anna. �Believe me, you will not want to be caught.�
Anna nodded. She knew what the stakes were and what was at risk.
* * *
The sail-makers, a couple of jovial British fellows, showed up bright and early the next morning to get things started. One of them was tall, skinny, and nervous, with a full head of thick curly graying hair. The other was the complete opposite: short, round, bald and gregarious. They came aboard knowing there were two souls on board and that one of us had to stay hidden. It turned out they were knowledgeable and well connected. They coordinated the trades and repairmen along with driving me to suppliers and machine shops to get the necessary parts manufactured in record time.
Thanks to their Herculean efforts, we had Shadow re-provisioned, refueled, repaired, and ready to go with a couple of days to spare. The only hold-up was the autopilot. It had been removed several days before by an obese dark-skinned and completely bald Spaniard. He and his blas� semi-clad female assistant were apparently the only licensed technicians for my brand of autopilot on the island. When he arrived in a banana-yellow Hummer, announcing himself with tooth loosening sub-woofers, I had second thoughts about hiring the guy. But we really didn�t relish hand steering across the Atlantic and I didn�t want to void the warranty on the thing. The sail-makers were not impressed with my logic, especially after I let them know the Spaniard had called to tell me he wouldn�t get the parts for at least another week.
�I thought you said that thing only needed brushes.� The short sail-maker said.
�That�s what I thought.� I looked at my watch. �The asshole said he wouldn�t do anything for at least ten days. I told him I only had a couple more days.�
�Un huh, I bet he liked the sound of that.�
�Actually he told me where to go. I told him to bring the unit back and I�d pay him for the service call. He treated me to some truly vile Spanish.�
�If I was you, I�d forget the autopilot and make for the high seas,� cautioned the friendly little sail-maker.
�True enough,� the tall one added, �The autopilot�s not worth it. That guy is a notorious swindler, with crooked connections all through this town. Probably had you pegged as a mark right from your phone call. He�s up to something or you�d have your autopilot by now, fixed or otherwise.�
�Yeah, it sounds like the same scam he pulled on that German couple.� The short sail-maker pulled out his phone. �Bloody hell, that was a nice boat, Hanse 400, brand new.�
�What do you mean by was a nice boat�?� I asked.
�When they tried to leave, the bastard had their boat seized and chained �fore they knew what hit em. Swindled them! Nothing they could do,� the tall curly one filled me in.
�Better give him a call.� Baldy punched keys on his phone, climbing to the cockpit.
�It�s like this,� Curly continued, �A scammer claims a foreigner with an expensive boat owes him money. The foreigner says �bugger off� and makes to leave. Then the coppers seize their boat until the claim is settled in court. �Course, with the right connections, that can take years. Meantime, the poor sods are getting whacked huge storage fees for the boat. By the time the case gets to court, either someone forgets to tell the owners back in America or Europe, or the storage and legal fees have become more than the boat is worth. Then the boat goes to the swindler to cover the costs.�
�Bloody Christ! Just ditch the autopilot and get out of here.� Baldy blurted suddenly, stuffing his phone back in his pocket. �All I did was ask if I could come by with some cash and get the thing and he said he�d feed my dog steak and razor blades.�
�The hydraulic pump on that thing�s worth five thousand bucks! I�m not going to just leave it.�
�Well, he�s right pissed. He�s on his way over to stick that thing back in your boat and stick you with the bill.�
�Fine, I get the thing back, pay him for whatever and fix it myself.�
�You�ll likely find his bill�s gonna be entirely outrageous.�
�So, I�ll call the police.�
�You can�t do that! It�s exactly what�s supposed to happen in this scam. He�ll have a claim against your yacht, the police will seize it, and in your case, you have a lot more to worry about than losing your boat.� The short sail-maker gestured at Anna. �Just go. You�ve already paid your marina bill and you�re all set except for that autopilot. I�m off. I have to get my dog.�
The sail-makers hurried away down the dock. Fuming, I weighed things out. The boat was ready, but I wasn�t keen on leaving the autopilot behind or admitting to being stupid enough to get screwed like that.
�Hola?� It was the scantily clad assistant. �My boss, he is coming soon. I will install back your autopilot.�
Anna slammed a cabin door and I winced. �Just give it to me. I�ll install it myself.�
�Oye, no es posible. It is not possible. I wait for my boss. He is very busy and he will be displeased you do not let me do my job.�
�Fine�� wait.�
When the Spaniard, wearing several heavy gold chains, lumbered up wheezing, I offered to pay him for his time and take the autopilot off his hands. He insisted on installing it, though, saying he would settle with me while his girl put it in to save time. He ostentatiously opened his book of invoices and removed one, handing it to me.
�A thousand Euros!�
�Perdon, there has been an error.� He snatched back the invoice and with a flourish, modified it with a gold pen from his breast pocket.
I watched him cross out the one and replace it with a five. �Bull shit!�
�Bueno, I should think one in your�� situation�� would not wish to attract so much attention.�
I pulled two hundred Euros from my wallet.
The Spaniard fingered his gold chains and leaned back on his heels. �This will not work for me. It now will be ten thousand Euros or I bring the police. They can settle this.�
He had me. I had to get him off the boat and make a run for it. I told him I�d get the ten thousand by morning. He nodded slowly and turned to leave. �I�ll be watching. No funny business. I know what you are thinking, bitch.�

THIRTY-FOUR

The message light on the sat-modem flashed. �What now?� I growled, then to Anna, �Put my jacket on, pull up the hood and get out there.�
�Excuse me?�
�No time for niceties. We need to fill the water tanks and get the hell out of here.�
�You think your jacket is going to fool anybody?�
�I don�t think the bastard or his lovely muse are very close. I haven�t seen the banana Hummer. He thinks we�re a couple of scared chicks.�
�Chicks? Two baby chickens.� Anna asked.
�Baby chickens, ducks, hummingbirds, condors� whatever. Thinks we�re scared into giving him the money. Besides, he knows you�re on board. Go, I�ll deal with this email�� it�s gonna be Tom�� and we�ll change places. You�ll work down here while I make ready outside. Just start filling the tanks for now.�
�Blyad, there is lightning. It is not looking good out here.� Anna said, halfway out the companionway.
�Just go!� I waved Anna away as her point about the weather was made more urgent by a peal of thunder. I flung the laptop open and jammed in the serial connection from the sat-modem. The email was indeed from Tom:
Subject: GET OUT! SAILMAKER INFORMS KEITEL EXPOSED!

Anna opened a hatch above deck and yelled through it. �Jess, this is not funny. We can�t sail in this.� She lost control of the hatch cover and the wind slammed it shut with a crash. I jumped for it before it got loose again. I was hoping her fingers weren�t crushed in it, but I didn�t hear any screaming.
She was right about the wind. My obsession with getting out from under the extortionist had kept me from noticing how dark and blustery it was.
I scanned Tom�s latest.
He�s going to move on your boat, Anna, and my Las Palmas contact�� the guy that put his neck on the line for your week�s amnesty. GET OUT OF THERE NOW! Damn it all! You don�t want to listen to me, but IT ISN�T JUST ABOUT YOU! My goddamned ass is in the cooking pot now. GET OUT. E-MAIL FROM SEA.

The email left me shaking. Boy, he was steamed. Did he know a storm was brewing on top of us? By the time Anna had the water tanks full and was trying to shut the overstuffed cockpit lockers, lightning was lacing the sky and palm fronds were cha cha cha�ing in the wind like maraca players on speed. There just always has to be a storm on the loose at times like this! I thought.
The wind howling over the wide breakwater behind us was putting the flexibility of palm trees to the test. Twilight added to the darkness of the building storm. Soon sheets of rain and spray roaring above deck sounded like a prairie hailstorm down below. Shadow was ready to go, but wretchedly deteriorating conditions and one very upset Russian illegal had me paralyzed. I figured the storm had to let up eventually, but while it raged, the Spaniard would think me an unlikely flight risk. The storm gave us the advantage of cover, but its ferocity was increasing and until it started to show any sign of easing, waiting a bit couldn�t hurt. I cajoled Anna with comments like, �You know, it really is letting up. I remember storms like this as a kid on the farm and they never last.�
Four am rolled around. The storm was still full force and I was at the chart table, locked with indecision. Anna had long since burrowed into her cabin and fallen asleep. The harbor police boats were pinned down, the port was closed to small craft, and dawn lurked just a couple of hours away. Immediate action was called for. I hadn�t seen activity on shore since nightfall, and I didn�t imagine anyone was out watching the port in such a storm.
It was now or never and Anna getting caught wasn�t an option. �Come on, we�re going for it.� I shook Anna awake, and she pulled on her boots in silent resignation.
The dock and Shadow�s deck were littered with pieces of palm fronds. I swept bits of them off the helm and started the engine. Anna stood at the bow raising the anchor with the electric windlass, which pulled us away from the breakwater we�d been stern-tied to. Shadow eased into the fairway. The wind howled through the rigging, forcing us to shout to be heard. I turned the wheel to move us off the dock, and� nothing! It had jammed solid and locked. The wind was accelerating us across the fairway toward the opposite dock. �Don�t lift the anchor! Leave it down! STOP! LEAVE IT!� I screamed, hoping it would stop us before we blew clear across the fairway into a row of big motor yachts. I yanked the throttle into reverse trying to fight the wind and buy a few more seconds.
�We have NO STEERING! The son-of-a-bitch sabotaged the steering.� I waved frantically for Anna to leave the bow.
The propeller in full reverse swung Shadow to one side. The wind did the rest, swinging us perpendicular to the bows of the big motor yachts we were about to be skewered on. �Shit, shit, shit! Grab a fender! Get it between us and whatever!�
Anna froze, then pitched sideways toward the powerboats. A grinding shudder came up from below, and Shadow brought itself to a surrealistic leaning stop a couple of feet from the bow of the nearest powerboat. We�d hung up on their big anchor chains angling out into the fairway. �Damn lucky! We didn�t hit anything.�
I jumped down the companionway, wiped out on the wet floor, and scrambled for the electrical panel. I snatched at every glowing breaker I saw other than the Anchor Windlass and vaulted back to the cockpit.
Anna screamed, �It is him! The fat man is here!�
I lunged for the wheel and, with the hydraulics disabled, it turned. The scammer climbed aboard one of the dark powerboats close by. I thought I heard him rasping, �Stop! You are under arrest!�
�Raise the anchor. Go, go, go!� I shouted to Anna at the bow. Shadow lurched and shuddered in full reverse, straining against our own anchor at the bottom of the fairway while the windlass tried to reel it in. Glancing up, I saw police, several of them, on the Texaco fuel dock and on docks on either side of the fairway. Flashlight beams cut through the rain saturated air like light sabers. There might have been a bullhorn barking Spanish, I couldn�t tell in all the noise.
The crunching and grinding stopped. A meter from the chains, two, two and a half, and then Anna was shrieking from the bow. �Anchor off bottom!�
Throttle full forward. Excruciatingly slowly, Shadow picked up water speed. I was frozen at the wheel, unable to breathe until enough water was flowing past the rudder to give me control. The anchor clattered into its cradle and Anna ran for the cockpit, followed by several flashlight beams. We rounded the fuel dock, still picking up speed. Arms and flashlights waved. They may have had guns, but, at least no one seemed to be shooting. Still accelerating, we passed by the harbor police dock, with its speedboats safely tied up for the storm.
The opening to the breakwater lay dead ahead, a raging maw of whitewater and exploding waves. Police cars raced along the northern section toward it. �What are they going to do, shoot us?� I wondered out loud. It wasn�t cop cars I was really worried about but something a lot bigger, with a lot more horsepower, out to chase us down before we made international waters. A flash of lightning and peal of thunder knocked the wind from my lungs and had Anna diving for the cockpit floor.
I took her lead and crouched behind the wheel. �What am I thinking? Fiberglass won�t stop a bullet! Then again, it might slow it down.� Shadow barreled forward through the breakwater opening. Likely a stupid idea, I thought when the first wave outside the breakwater nearly threw us clear of the boat. Looking back, I saw police silhouetted on the breakwaters and the orange firefly glow of a cigarette. Storm�ll get em, we don�t have to, is what I figured the cop puffing on his tiny orange beacon was thinking. Ahead of us, the storm had whipped the sea into steep random waves. Colliding rogues sent up pillars of water that could flip us in a heartbeat. It wasn�t over by a long-shot.
We held on and fought through the waves for more than two hours at nearly full throttle. Eventually the sky lightened, revealing jagged low black clouds and a foaming slate gray sea. It had been way too rough to go on deck or open sails until then, and I had no idea what the status of our steering system was. From the cockpit we let the big Genoa fly at the bow. It was the only sail we could launch without actually climbing onto the deck. It filled with wind explosively, dragging Shadow faster through the waves and provided some welcome stability. We were running under both engine and sail, trying for speed and some kind of resonance with the waves. I figured it was the best chance I had to crawl below the cockpit floor and free the steering system from the sabotaged autopilot. Until I did we couldn�t bring the electrics and navigation on line and I for one, desperately wanted to know where we were.
* * *
Half an hour later I was flat on my back in a mechanical crawlspace below the cockpit. Sliding in puddles of hydraulic oil, I heard the unmistakable sound of a helicopter thumping overhead.
Anna stomped a drum roll on the cockpit floor above me, �Helicopter! You better get up here.�
I thrashed my way out though oil drenched hoses, wires, and dangling parts, leaving shreds of skin behind on sharp corners and protruding screws. I looked up, �Military. Looks like a Bell two-twelve with NATO colors. I don�t know; just a guess.�
It circled low and slow, just above mast height, maybe a hundred meters away and closing�� a sliding side door was open and a soldier took aim. �It�s a camera! Shit, it�s only a camera. We�re okay! Is the radio on? Are we monitoring channel sixteen?� We were, but it was silent. They could have made contact if they�d wanted. The chopper circled a couple more times. Then the soldier withdrew, the door slid shut, the tail lifted, and the aircraft sped off. �I figure it�ll be a navy cutter next. Keep her steady and on course.�
Anna tried to straighten up behind the wheel, but I could see the stress was taking its toll. I hoped her cheeks were wind burned and wet with spray and not the alternative. I needed her more than ever.
Under the cockpit with renewed vigor, I peeled more skin from my knuckles pulling cotter keys to drop a hydraulic cylinder from the steering quadrant into the compartment. Having some idea how they�d sabotaged it, I cut the wires from the hydraulic pump motor. Even with most of the system disconnected and dangling harmlessly away from the rest of the steering gear, I wasn�t taking any chances. �How could I have been so stupid?� I fumed while tying down the parts I�d removed. Of course the bastards counted on my checking the steering with the electrics off, power-on, and the autopilot was rigged to jam the steering solid.
* * *
The chart plotter confirmed we were in international waters and probably had been when the military chopper visited. The wind now came from behind and had decreased, but the waves were huge. Our brand new radar started hooting a proximity warning; a target appearing for a couple of seconds and vanishing�� each appearance bringing it a little closer. A bit more of that and the dotted line on the radar was heading straight for us with significant speed.
Anna finally spotted it when both we and the target ascended simultaneously on waves. �Little boat. Looks like it�s for fishing.� She pointed off our port bow.
It didn�t change direction and continued heading straight for us. Through binoculars, I saw what looked like an open wooden rowboat, driven by an outboard, bucking through the waves. It veered at the last second, passing just meters from us and slowing. Huddled below the gunwales, hanging onto ropes to prevent being tossed overboard, were maybe two dozen African men. At the bow sat a nearly naked man cradling a sawed off shotgun. At the stern stood two others, one with a machine gun and the other manning the outboard.
I grabbed for the radio, but stopped at the sound of a couple rounds from the machine gun. The wooden boat circled behind us, dozens of dark eyes staring. The guy with the machine gun was grinning, waving a finger back and forth when a C-130 Hercules roared over the horizon barely above the wave crests. Everyone crouched as the heavy aircraft thundered over, rising to just clear the mast then pulling into a tight steeply banked circle around our boats. The people smugglers raised their guns skyward and shouted as they peeled away from Shadow and turned back on course for Gran Canaria. �So this is what they meant back there by problems with people smugglers.� I said. The radio broke its silence with a heavily accented voice asking if we needed assistance. I declined, and the Hercules continued to circle over the wooden boat, the two of them retreating behind us in a plume of exhaust reeking of jet fuel.

THIRTY-FIVE

After the encounter with the people smugglers, we saw no one. Sailing endlessly south southwest, the weather improved with each passing day. Other than a warning from Tom that we were crossing the tropical North Atlantic at the height of hurricane season, we were entirely out of touch with humanity. The radio went silent, the radar showed no targets, we saw no boats, planes, or even jet contrails. We had become entirely alone on an ocean planet.
Early on, I rigged the wind vane self-steering contraption and Shadow required attention only occasionally for minor adjustments. The heat had become stifling, the routine stultifying, and days passed into weeks as we tracked west toward the Caribbean. Nearing the end of a night shift, I watched the sun leap straight up from the horizon. I dreaded the blast of heat it would bring. Anna called up from below. �Hey choomeechka, we�ve got a message on the satellite modem!�
I�d set the system up to send automatic position reports to Tom and kind of forgotten about it. Things had been so perfectly routine that communication between us became pointless. Tom, however, noticed something about our track across the Atlantic and the weather in Africa he�d been watching. Something about it had made him uneasy and he wanted to warn us. His messages tended to be sparse, devoid of emotion and yet somehow led me to believe he worried like heck and cared deeply about us. The gist of his latest was something about waves of low pressure, depressions, thunderstorms in Cape Verdi, and sea-surface temperatures he thought were way above what was safe. I concurred on the water temperature, finding no relief from buckets of seawater we poured over ourselves in an attempt to keep heatstroke at bay.
A few days later, he sent another message. Way more urgent, saying that we�d better batten down and hang on tight. A tropical wave had become a depression, which had spawned a storm that he warned was bearing down on us. The swells coming from behind had grown dramatically but nothing we or even the wind-vane self-steering contraption couldn�t handle. Heavy black clouds scudded low overhead, and distant lightning flashed. Personally, I was thrilled at the prospect of rain and a break from the pizza-oven like temperatures.
Anna wasn�t buying my enthusiasm. �You�re sure we shouldn�t be battening down, like Tom says, instead of washing our hair?�
I�d seen the curtains of rain catching up from behind. We were in for a downpour. I was going to make the most of the free fresh water by having shampoo and conditioner ready in the cockpit.
By mid-morning, the increasing wind had exceeded the safe operations envelope for full sail. We bent our backs to the wind and, swearing and complaining, we managed to get the mainsail down. The large forward sail jammed in the furling gear. With the bow bucking and plunging, there was no hope of unjamming it. It had mostly retracted, leaving about thirty percent flying. Even so, we skimmed along at over ten knots.
Anna, frantically securing things below, retrieved Tom�s latest missive from the satellite modem and shouted. �Tom�� says�� her-ray-cane!�
The wind vane, its ropes and pulleys creaking and popping under the stress, was somehow still functioning. �This is a hurricane?� I shouted back, looking at the indicators and seeing the water speed an impossible fifteen knots. The wind was gusting over fifty. Shy of a hurricane, but way too much for the wind vane steering.
I disengaged the wind vane. The force almost dislocated my shoulder. �This is really not good!� What I saw around me was startling; wave tops were torn off by the wind and sent flying in streamers of foam and spray. Anna was below. I could hear her calling out but couldn�t leave the wheel. It had become frighteningly heavy. Trapped at the helm, it took all my strength to engage in a crucial tug of war with the wheel. I was learning to anticipate the waves that were accelerating the stern, plunging the bow, and trying to push Shadow broadside to the wind.
I managed a glance at the instruments. �It�s official!� I shouted, though I knew Anna couldn�t hear me. The wind speed indicator had crept up over sixty-five knots. �It�s a hurricane!� The rain had become a downpour so heavy that it was actually flattening the waves. Combined with the wind, it gave the sea a shag carpet look. Anna crawled from the companionway keeping herself tethered to some part of the boat. She knew it was serious. The shampoo and conditioner were long gone. Seeing her dragging the jacket from my offshore gear made me suddenly aware of the needles of pain the rain and spray were inflicting on my back.
With the zippers cracking like whips, Anna got my heavy Gortex jacket over my naked back and shoulders. In the pockets, she�d stuffed a water bottle and a pile of now pulverized cookies. �Thank you, thank you, thank you!� I screamed over the wind.
�Just drink.� Anna held the bottle for me then shoved salty cookie crumbs in my mouth. When I was somewhat sated, she wedged herself onto the cockpit bench to my side and, wearing a diving mask to gaze into the pressure-washer like blast from behind, told me about the approach of waves. We developed a rhythm that got us through the storm alive.
Hours later, exhausted but relieved, I became aware, through the pain in my back and shoulders, that the storm had finally passed and we were still upright. By sunset we were back in good-ole gale force winds with monstrous seas. I was ready to collapse and Anna didn�t look much better. With the last of what strength we had left, we rigged a giant underwater parachute called a sea anchor. The idea was to stop the boat, point its nose into the blast, giving us a chance to rest and regroup. It didn�t work. The sea anchor tore to shreds and Shadow swung side-on to the blow.
I steered. My knees were shaking so badly I thought I would crumble. Anna wordlessly pulled the remains of the sea-anchor aboard then took the helm. I collapsed beside her in the cockpit and didn�t wake until morning.

THIRTY-SIX

The storm sucked thermal energy from the sea, converting it to huge wind and waves which never really subsided. Bit-by-bit the waves got smaller, choppier, the wind eased, became gusty, but never dropped below gale force. The sailing was hard and tensions were running high for the three weeks or so it took to reach Panama.
Threading our way through the West Indies, almost close enough to touch them, and being denied landing added insult to injury. I still didn�t know if Panama would allow us entry, neither did Tom. The official answer was �no,� but I was counting on a connection Tom promised to pull with the Panama Canal Authority. All I got from his email messages was that the wheels were in motion and that Gavin, already in Panama City, was laying the groundwork prior to our arrival in Colon.
Less than a hundred miles from the Caribbean coast of Panama, I received an encouraging email from Gavin. He was supposedly somewhere in Panama, writing to tell us to meet him at the Colon Yacht Club.
�That means they�ll let us in?� Anna asked.
�Damned if I know.� I sighed. �Guess we pays our money and we takes our chances.�
* * *
The big surprise at the Colon Yacht Club was seeing Sandy walking down the dock toward us a few paces behind Gavin. �Yeah, she came with me. Thought it�d be a good chance to explore some jungle.� He stopped himself, probably thinking he ought to greet us, then, �Good to see you finally, Jess.�
�Yeah, I�ve heard this is a good place for jungle, and it�s good to see you too, Gavin.� I threw him a line from the stern. �You have absolutely no idea! Let�s get this thing tied up first and then we�ll exchange pleasantries and chit-chat.�
Anna tossed a line to Sandy from the bow who watched Gavin for some idea of what to do with it.
The Colon Yacht Club was a collection of low white buildings with green trim the color of its perfectly manicured lawn. Apart from the floating scrap yard of decrepit boats, the place exuded the atmosphere of a 19th-century tropical plantation turned exclusive ex-pat country club. The tall chain-link perimeter fence made it clear we weren�t exactly in Colon.
Anna and I took our first steps off the boat in over a month. Saturated tropical rain clouds hung low over gently swaying palm trees. Beyond them to the east, a palisade of shipping containers provided a faded Cubist backdrop. A gravel drive, presumably a boat launch, emerged from the highly polluted water. It curved toward a small collection of concrete-block huts with heavily armed guards. Beyond the club�s gates, the road was obscured by thick tropical scrub. It was a quiet enclave carved from a city with the reputation for being one of the world�s most dangerous.
�Customs? Immigration?� I asked, strolling up the dock beside Gavin. Sandy and Anna walked ahead of us, awkwardly trying for small talk. Anna didn�t know it was Sandy she had been communicating with at first. I hoped she wouldn�t find out right then.
�That�s not my department. Pedro, Tom�s friend, is looking after it.� Gavin stopped and blocked my way with a sunburned forearm. �Sandy, grab us a table outside, okay?� He called up the dock. Then, to me, �Tom�s right, you know. You can�t go near the USA with her. God knows, I�ve tried. The foreign affairs lawyer said something about staying more than two hundred and fifty miles out.�
�What are they afraid we�ll do, start commercial fishing?� I already knew about this imposition, but being reminded of it pissed me off.
�More to the point, what does Anna know about all this?�
�I�m not hiding anything. She knows what she needs to�� or wants to.� I thought for a moment. �Actually, I don�t know what you mean? She knows we have to stay away from USA.�
�Does she know why she�s doing this nutso cruise? Does she know there�s nobody waiting for her on the other side? Her testimony or whatever is worthless unless you can sell it to someone. Come to think of it, sis, I don�t know why either of you are doing this.�
�Just got here, Gav. Feet haven�t touched land since Las Palmas. Think we could leave this �til later? Maybe without having-it-out in front of Anna and Sandy.�
Gavin accelerated along the dock in front of me, stopped, spun to face me, his back to the clubhouse. �Well, the point is you�re here, you�re alive and your boat seems to be in one piece. There�ve been hurricanes out there. It�s lucky you didn�t get into one.�
�Who says we didn�t?� Out of the corner of my eye, an almost imperceptible movement in the water distracted me. A sickly looking gray stingray drifted out from under the dock, maybe half a meter below the surface. �Oh wow, check this out.� I crouched down. The only sign the thing was still alive in the fetid water was a weak pulsing of its gill slits and the occasional twitch of a wingtip.
Gavin had something on his mind and he wasn�t going to let it go. His interest was not in the stingray. �Look, you�ve made it this far. Maybe it�s time to call it quits on the crazy boat adventure. Find another way home.�
�Like how? Anna�s not even legal here. She gets caught, she gets deported to Russia. Without the boat it�s game over, probably life-over for her. Besides, do you know how much I paid for that thing?� I stood up.
�As a matter of fact, I do. Your mail�s been piling up with more than a few envelopes stamped �final notice.��
I said nothing.
He finally looked down to contemplate the stingray. It hadn�t moved more than a few inches. �You know you�ve maxed out your line of credit.�
�Yeah? Well, I had a few unforeseen expenses in Las Palmas.� I made for the clubhouse, anxious to sit in a chair that wasn�t trying to buck me.
Gavin blocked my way again. �It�s half a million dollars! Do you really think you�ll get that back?�
�Certainly not if I try to sell the boat here.� I gestured toward the live-aboard shanties and abandoned yachts. �This is the tropics. Look around. It�s where the dream dies. Hell of a lot harder to climb north, to get back home. They get here, are disillusioned, try to sell the boat they came in to someone else who dreams of sunny days and cruising bliss. Let�s just say this isn�t a seller�s market.�
�Maybe, but you are planning to go north. In case you haven�t looked at the calendar lately, it�s the beginning of bloody November!� Gavin forced himself to relax, pushing his palms down in some Tai Chi move to battle frustration. �Okay, let�s just say for argument�s sake that you work something out with Panama, leave Anna and the yacht, fly back, swing some kind of deal with Ottawa, Washington, whoever might want her along with the film, evidence, whatever you shot in Kiev, and then they pick her up from here?�
�Won�t work. I�m not about to abandon her. If you and someone you loved had gone through something like this, I sure as hell hope you wouldn�t abandon her either! Jesus, who do you think I am? and the deal is I get her to Canada, they grant protection, she talks or whatever. Talk is secondary, getting there is primary and by there I mean Ca-na-da�� not Panama!�
�Then stay here. Stay with the boat, try to work some kind of deal from Panama.�
�Don�t you get it? She�s not safe here.�
�Give me a break! You think she�ll be safe in the north Pacific in winter?�
I shoved my way past Gavin, �Besides, you don�t know what I�ve gone through to get this far. I�m sure as hell not giving up now!� I left Gavin fuming on the dock and stomped up to the clubhouse.
The veranda was bigger than it looked from the water, a concrete slab overlaid with years of heavy white enamel paint. Other than a Choco Nation mother and daughter sitting on a blanket silently weaving coiled baskets in front of the lounge, we seemed to be the only customers. �Glad to see you beat the rush and got a table.� I joined Anna and Sandy. Gavin slowly made his way toward us, arms crossed, examining his shoes.
�The well armed gentlemen at the gate say there are extreme tourists coming in from a cruise ship. I�m guessing it�ll pick up around here, knowing those extreme tourist types.� Sandy laughed. It was jarring to hear a human voice that wasn�t my own or Anna�s. �Apparently, it�s quite the thrill to have drinks at the world�s most dangerous yacht club.�
I asked our server for a list of their Irish whiskies and got a blank stare. Sandy piped up, ordering a round of Balboa beer in fluent Spanish. I raised an eyebrow at Gavin and he muttered, �Yup, until we got on the flight to Panama, I didn�t know either.�
Three sweating beer bottles and a Perrier�� no glasses�� showed up. Sandy held hers over the table, canted just slightly, waiting. I clued in when Gavin took his Perrier and clinked it against Sandy�s beer bottle, but kept it at arm�s length too. I joined them with a clink of my bottle and Anna followed suit.
Conversation drifted to Sandy and Gavin and their plans for some R&R�� since they were here anyway. �Thought we�d check out Bocas del Toro and, get this, Coiba Island.� Gavin snatched at the opening to suggest, once more, that Anna and I come to our senses and join them in vacation paradise. Sandy nodded with a half smile as Gavin went on about how dangerous the north Pacific can be in winter. I wondered if they had rehearsed in the plane on the way down.
�The thing is, Jess, this guy with a heavy Russian accent showed up a couple of times at the house looking for you and Anna.� Sandy said, when Gavin�s lecture had lost traction.
�My house?� I turned to Gavin. �You know about this?�
�Of course I do.� Gavin said, then to Sandy, �Show em the pics.�
Sandy handed me several ink-jet on glossy snapshots of the man in question. My street in her photos looked hauntingly familiar and yet forbidden. I took a look and then passed them to Anna. The man didn�t look familiar, but the photos were taken from a distance and weren�t all that clear. Anna went through them, laying them on the table like tarot cards, before announcing that, �It is hard to tell, but it could be Sergei.�
Rationally I knew that was unlikely, but even so, the fact that someone, who might be Sergei, had been hanging around my house, had me excusing myself and hurrying back to the yacht to email Tom.
* * *
Early the following morning, Tom�s return email lit the message light on the sat-modem.
Leave Panama Canal Zone ASAP. Whoever�s hounding your Vancouver friend could have followed her. AND, the list of ships transiting the canal is easy to get hold of and you�re on it: Today, 10 am.
The canal contact and two other men showed up wearing crisp white shirts, ties, pressed trousers, polished shoes and hand-held radios. Radio calls resulted in the arrival of a couple of strapping young Panamanians with two dozen tape enshrouded car tires. A Nissan pickup towing a boat and trailer pulled up. Gavin and Sandy hopped out. Then the driver backed down the boat ramp and launched a skiff. It was filled with the provisions Gavin and Sandy had procured before our arrival. Gavin explained the fortuitous planning as a just-in-case deal. As in, just in case I couldn�t be persuaded to take a holiday and then fly home with them. A couple of drums of diesel were trundled down the dock and hand-pumped into the fuel tanks. Finally, two buckets of Colonel Sanders� finest Kentucky fried with all the trimmings and several cases of Coke Classic were handed aboard for our Panamanian pilots and line handlers. With the four of us and our crew of five on board, we motored toward the infinite procession of slowly moving ships.
There would be no turning back. Especially after Tom�s warning, we�d decided to keep Shadow going when we hit the Pacific. I hung onto the rolls of film I�d shot in Kiev. It was safer with me than with Gavin. Especially since as he was doing the Eco-tourism thing. Besides, if I didn�t make it, the photographic evidence on that film was pretty much worth squat.
Once through the canal, the Pacific spread out before us. A pilot boat pulled up alongside and, while underway at five knots, the guys in the shirts and ties jumped aboard and were gone. A few minutes later, the skiff, we�d unloaded the groceries from in Colon, came bouncing up behind us. With great frivolity, the two young Panamanian men hurled the tires to their compatriot in the skiff, followed by the mounds of rope they�d brought aboard and finally, buckets of chicken bones and garbage. With the skiff piled up like a top heavy garbage scow, Gavin and Sandy climbed aboard. How that thing didn�t capsize is a mystery to me. With moist eyes, I watched Gavin and Sandy waving as it disappeared in the distance.

THIRTY-SEVEN

It got dark quickly. The sailing was unremarkable, with a light wind moving us smoothly south through the Gulf of Panama. Anna had been morose and silent. On deck, she�d watched the sunset until the last glow of crimson was consumed by blue-black. Then she went below. I knew she was crying silently, or at least trying to conceal it from me. What could we say to each other to make it easier? Sunsets were always the worst for Anna.
I hadn�t spent enough time on land to get used to it, but seeing Gavin and Sandy before heading back to sea left me lonelier than previous departures. The radar picked up targets all around, but nothing close. The sky was overcast, the air warm and saturated. Aside from the spilled light of the electrics, the darkness was total. I was sipping the last of the whiskey I�d poured myself earlier and Anna was asleep below. Compared to the company and activity aboard through the canal, the yacht was desolate. It was a good night for feeling sorry for oneself.
* * *
With the Gulf of Panama behind us to the southeast, days blurred into weeks. Winds got lighter and the sea became glassy. A hundred nautical miles off Guatemala, the radar hooted a collision warning. I woke Anna when I had visual and auditory contact with whatever was speeding right toward us. �We�ve got company. Get dressed.�
�Company? Where are we?� She yawned.
�Get up! It could be pirates.�
A rusty powerboat idled its engines and circled fifty feet from us. No flag, no identification, for sure this was serious. We sat in the cockpit, bolt upright and dead still, moving only our eyes while heavily armed scruffy men wordlessly sized us up. What felt like an eternity later an order was growled from the fly bridge and the boat roared away. It disappeared over the horizon leaving us speculating it wasn�t worth the bother to attack us. We were either pretty slim pickings or so pathetic the pirates passed us over for more worthy prey. It unnerved us to the point we sacrificed fuel just to get as far away from land as possible. Unfortunately, we ended up motoring right into the doldrums.
With no wind or waves, stormy winter conditions north of the tropics, pirates east of us and no real motivation to do anything, we killed the motor, packed the sails and just drifted. The yacht was more stable hundreds of miles out to sea than in a protected marina. The solar panels made electricity, powering the water-maker and refrigerator. We had plenty of food, including all the fish we cared to catch so we pretty much gave up the fight and transitioned into a numb waiting mode.
Our automatic satellite position reports brought our lack of progress to Tom�s attention around Christmas.
Waiting out the winter adrift in the Doldrums is plain stupid. You�ll get hit by a storm or run over by something big. Anna�s testimony and claim for protection isn�t getting any stronger while you piss away the time. Either get a move on or go back to Panama and call it quits.

I reacted by starting the engine and pointing the boat north.
Leaving our watery hermitage behind, we burned through the last of our fuel before we got to wind. When the engine hiccupped, coughed and died we were still becalmed. But this time, we were only a couple hundred miles south of Cabo San Lucas. �In the shipping lanes!� Tom complained. He was not impressed and suggested paddling if nothing else. He closed his reply to my ran-out-of-gas message by telling me to aim for the east side of the Baja peninsula. Apparently, he had a friend he�d ask to bring jugs of fuel down to some beach.
* * *
It took an agonizing week-and-a-half to cover the couple hundred miles to the Sea of Cortez. With almost no wind, we spent most of that time drifting back over miles we�d made north. We had to get close enough to land to see it before we felt our first breeze. Anna claimed she could smell it. Milking the quixotic breeze for all we could, with every square meter of cloth we could dangle from the rigging�� including the spinnaker, we headed into the Sea of Cortez.
Following Tom�s detailed cloak and dagger instructions, we sailed through moonless dark to an area with the ominous name, Bahia de los Muertos�� Bay of the Dead. Using the depth sounder, GPS charting and radar we maneuvered under sail, silent and dark, until we were off an invisible beach where I exchanged flashlight signals with Tom�s contact.
Return flashes greeted us. �Oh geeze, this is working.� I hadn�t thought it would.
Anchoring wasn�t an option because, even had I not pillaged parts from the mechanism to raise and lower it, the noise it would have made was unacceptable. According to Tom, who didn�t want us drawing attention to ourselves, people who actually like to cruise and sail have been known to frequent the Bay of the Dead.
Anna, who had rehearsed her part, used the mainsail, autopilot and hand-held GPS, to keep Shadow in pretty much the same spot, while I swam to shore with money in a Ziploc baggy. Tiny creatures flashed bioluminescent sparklers where my hands and feet created turbulence, lighting me up like a neon sign. The contact had no trouble seeing me swim to shore, and I followed the glow of his cigarette like a beacon.
He was Mexican, medium build, glasses, thick accent and rudimentary English. He used his cigarette like a pointer to indicate where the fuel was stashed and where I was to return the empty jugs. Our business done, he ground the stub into the gravelly beach with the sole of a work boot and was gone.
Six sixty-liter plastic jugs of diesel waited for me. I swore under my breath at the gravelly beach, my bare feet already feeling like I�d gone at them with a cheese grater. I knew the diesel fuel was lighter than seawater and the jugs would float, but the prospect of making six trips back and forth had me feeling around in one of a dozen or so beached open fishing boats for some rope. I dragged the jugs down to the water, got them tied together, and with the rope tied around my waist, dragged them through the water.
It was too dark to see Shadow and I was getting tired. Panting, I stopped to tread water, catch my breath and get my bearings. With my ears out of the water, I heard a splash a hundred meters to my right and saw telltale bioluminescence. It was either Anna trying to get my attention or a sea creature looking for a midnight snack. I headed ponderously toward her.
Taking deep and even breaths and swimming on my back, I worked on making each stroke count. Picking out familiar constellations helped me stay on course. I was slipping into a state of exercise-induced numbness when Shadow�s mainsail appeared against the sky. I passed the rope I�d had around my waist to Anna, �Cleat this and don�t let it go.� then climbed aboard, barely rolling onto the swim platform, worn out. Anna set a course away from the beach. My exhaustion made sense. The six big jugs of diesel trailing behind hampered even the boat�s movement through the water. For me, it had been like dragging six bodies through the water in the Bay of the Dead. No wonder I was exhausted. Finally flopping into the cockpit, I caught my breath and guzzled orange juice Anna brought me to fend off the hypoglycemic shakes.
Lifting the jugs from the water presented an entirely new set of challenges. Half way out, and they were too heavy to lift any higher. Given the physics of the situation, it was mechanics to the rescue and Anna�s turn in the water. Letting the yacht drift, she hooked lines from the mast to one jug at a time. On deck, she guided the jugs while I winched them up and over the side of the boat. With each jug dangling above the fuel inlets, I used a hose to siphon the diesel into the tanks. It was backbreaking work, and by the time we motored back to the Bay of the Dead and I swam the empty jugs and the fisherman�s rope back to the beach, the eastern horizon was starting to lighten.

THIRTY-EIGHT

Following our clandestine Bay of the Dead pit-stop, we spent a blustery week-and-a-half offshore on a heading for Hawaii. As Tom put it,
It�s all about getting through the north Pacific in winter, ALIVE and not arrested.

Thus, the route he had us tracking from the southern Baja peninsula to Vancouver was at least twice the distance between the two points. Given the currents and conditions, going the extra miles was the only option we had.
Although Tom gave it his best shot, none of his contacts had friendly agreements with Homeland Security. Anna, a visa-less Russian with a passport tagged for terrorism, would, if found by the US coast guard within two hundred and fifty miles of the American coast, be arrested and likely deported. Then again, if they even thought we were trying to gain entry to the USA, the yacht would be seized and I would be arrested for giving her passage. For us, the United States was a thousand mile chasm through some of the planet�s most deadly waters.
We pointed our bow a few degrees further north each day. The weather deteriorated with increasing rapidity as we left the tropic of Cancer. Two weeks out from the Bay of the Dead we gritted out teeth, screwed our courage to the sticking-place, and tacked due north. Eventually the clouds came together into a solid scudding overcast; the water went from blue to green to charcoal gray, the temperature dropped, waves got bigger, and the wind stiffened relentlessly. Sailing had become hard and frustrating.
As nights got longer, the weather heavier and every movement more difficult, we�d started communicating less and less. Like denizens of a hell slowly freezing over, we were aware of each other as fellow inmates enduring our sentences with nothing left to say. Anna taped a list of latitudes to a bulkhead, crossing off cities as we passed them far out to sea: Cabo San Lucas, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Portland, Seattle.
Tom�s terse emails and weather forecasts were my milestones. He warned of vicious northwest winds along the west coast and then buoyed my spirits by telling me how lucky we were to be a thousand miles from shore.
Seventy ft catamaran with professional delivery crew from South Africa, wrecked on Oregon coast. Found inverted, missing both anchors. Crew lost. Aren�t you glad I told you to get all that SEA ROOM? Best, Tom.

I cursed Shadow�s lack of a heater in the bone chilling cold and damp, but who thinks of something like that in Turkey? Hell, who thinks of sailing at all in the conditions we were in? The waves had grown into a continuous barrage of marbled slate mountains as cold fronts, spawned by massive low-pressure storms in the Gulf of Alaska, spiraled down from the north, each one packing a gale worse than the last.
Going below after a long watch and seeing San Francisco crossed off Anna�s list of cities caught my attention. �Whoa, we�re north of San Fran?�
�Yes, but a lot west.� Anna zipped up her heavy offshore gear and climbed above deck.
I increased the brightness on the chart plotter to confirm our location�� a thousand miles due west of the Golden Gate. As if we were playing some demented computer game, this latest milestone kicked us up into the next level of difficulty.
Leaving the nav-station, I spotted an open bag of ground coffee spilled on the galley counter. �You don�t drink coffee! What happened?� I yelled through cupped mitts.
Anna left the helm. The wind vane self-steering was somehow holding against the blast. �Sorry about that.�
�But you don�t drink coffee?�
�No, I smell it. I stick my nose in the bag and I inhale.�
�Smell it?� I clung to the counter for support with one hand while sweeping the precious coffee back into the bag. �Well, if you need something to smell, I smell! I stink, in fact! It�s been two weeks since I took off the foulies.� We�d been forced by the cold, and even the need for padding in our violently shifting environment, to live full time in our offshore gear, harnesses, toques, mitts and Kiev winter coats.
�Blyad! I smell nothing, Jess. Maybe there is salt in the air, or rotting fabric, or even my own body odor but I am numb to it. I smell your coffee to keep from going crazy. To smell something, anything that isn�t the ocean or what it is doing to us.�
�Wow, I didn�t know�� The yacht slammed into a wave forcing me to drop the coffee in favor of a handhold. �Damn it!�
�And color! Haven�t you seen? There is no color! The ocean is colorless here. The sky is colorless. When there is enough light to see, all I see is black and white and shades of grey. It�s like living in a black and white war film. Grey sky, black sea, white waves.� With a drenched mitt, Anna yanked at her scarf, a bright orange polyester thing an Orange Revolutionary gave her in Kiev. �I look at my scarf just to see a color that doesn�t come from the sea.� She turned away from me, grabbed the companionway rails and looked up toward the cockpit. �I know it�s hard for you. I know you are being strong but you must be hurt by this too. I don�t blame you. I don�t even blame myself, but goddamn it, I want to hear again, the sound of a dog or a child or a bird, just once even� here it�s only water, waves� pain. Nothing else.� She climbed into the cockpit and slammed the companionway cover.
Subdued, I swept at the coffee on the counter. I inhaled its aroma. Sensory deprivation coupled with the North Pacific gales wore us down, tore at us, and immersed us in a world of constant stress, gnawing cold, and despair.
* * *
We�d become bombs about to detonate at the slightest provocation. Anna was spending her time buried in her cabin, wrapped in the spinnaker sail for extra warmth. She�d been there since midnight the night before. It was now 4:00 pm and getting dark. I was exhausted and cold and getting more and more irritated about not being relieved. Sure, she was depressed, who wouldn�t be under that stress? Hell, I was depressed, but I was physically fighting it; telling myself over and over that someone had to hold on and I didn�t have the luxury of falling apart.
A wave hit the bow, shoving it away from the wind just enough to backwind the sails. I lunged for the wheel, skidded and slammed a knee into something a lot more solid than the bones in that complex joint. I swore in pain, hammering a fist into the cockpit floor. I�d had enough. It was Anna�s turn on watch. I barreled into her cabin, grabbed fist fulls of the nylon spinnaker and tugged it out.
�You crazy?� Anna shouted, crashing to the floor.
�Don�t I wish, but getting damn close! I need to sleep sometime! You take the god damned helm, for a change. Take some responsibility for Christ�s sake. It�s not like I HAD to sail this boat to Canada.�
�Where then?� Anna kicked mounds of sailcloth into her cabin. �I can only go to Canada. You can land anywhere, be a tourist, be safe on land. For me, there is no place. Only the sea. I�m scared too. I�m terrified all the time, but I don�t say this to you. I don�t tell you I hate this, but I do! I don�t say I think we are going to die in this sea but I do.� A breaking wave broadsided the yacht and Anna crashed to the floor, one foot tangled in the spinnaker.
�Well, I didn�t have to do this! I could have left you in Kiev, in jail! Your dear Mama and Uncle Vlad would be happy. How about you? Would you have been happy?�
The yacht�s lurching and twisting was becoming increasingly violent.
�You could have not started writing to me on the Internet!�
�Actually, that was Sandy.� I sneered.
�You knew what was at stake. You didn�t have to invite me to Kiev. None of this would be happening now!�
�Sure, you could be a gangster�s trophy wife in Dubai.�
�My life would be safe then! I wouldn�t be facing death in the sea! I trusted you. I followed you because you never fell apart. Never! Nothing could stop you. Now look at where we are, the North Pacific Ocean� in winter. If this can stop you, it can� it will� oh god, it really will kill us! I can not see you losing it!�
Anna was right. What I thought didn�t matter�� how I acted did.
Another wave exploded against the side of the yacht and canted our world forty-five degrees. Above deck, the wind vane wasn�t doing well on its own and Shadow was turning away from the wind. Taut sails broadsided by a strengthening gale made the tilt worse. Anna and I avalanched to the lower wall along with books, dishes, bilge water and garbage.
�Well shit! Someone�s gotta steer this thing.�
The conditions were beyond the wind vane now. Scrambling back to the cockpit, I disengaged it and hand steered back into a close haul. Anna followed me topside. I was convinced her attack on my lack of character wasn�t over and I cut her off as she inhaled for another tirade. �And, may I remind you that it was YOU who betrayed us to the syndicate. You knew what was at stake but, oh no, you had to do it your way! Your Mama, your way! You wiped out an important operation, got me fired and caused me nearly limitless expense. You are the reason we�re stuck in this shit-shitty mess!�
�You�� Anna started, raising her hand, like a karate chop, a perfect Young Pioneer with a point to make.
�Nyet, nada, nichts, rien du tout� NOT another word!� I bellowed. �It�s your watch. Take the wheel. I�m going below.
�Jess, stop!� Anna slammed a rubber boot into the floor. It squelched.
�What!�
�Stop!�
I turned, grabbing for something to keep from being flipped overboard. I glared at Anna, astonished at my anger.
�We need to stop this now or we are going down.�
I said nothing.
�The only thing between us and the ocean is this boat and the only thing keeping it afloat is you and me.�
I was freezing. I turned to go below.
�Jess, tell me you won�t leave me.�
�I need to rest, to warm up. I won�t make it any other way.�
�Don�t leave me, Jess. I need you strong. I can�t do this without you. I can�t do this without the Jess I met in Kiev. I believe it when you say we can do something. I believe it because I have seen it until now and when I see you falling apart, I am terrified.�
I looked at Anna. She was clutching the wheel without mitts, a harness, or even her offshore gear. She hadn�t following me out to berate me. She�d been ready to take control if I hadn�t.
I approached the helm, took the wheel and tried to put my arm around her.
Anna pulled away. She wouldn�t look at me.
�Go get dressed. You need to take watch.� I said.
�What�s the point?�
�Because you�ll freeze.�
She didn�t move.
�Because� I made a promise just out of Marmaris and I meant it. But I need you now. I need you as much as you need me.�
Anna took a freezing wet hand off whatever she was hanging onto and placed it over one of my mitts. �Okay, I�ll be back in a couple of minutes. Then it�s my turn on watch.�
Finally, wedged into my cabin, I shoved in earplugs for some respite from the constant slamming, crashing, banging, moaning, wailing, grinding reality� that�s sailing.

THIRTY-NINE

I came crashing out of deep sleep sometime after midnight. I couldn�t move. My arms and legs were entangled in a jumble of books, clothes and bedding. Freeing one hand, I felt out my surroundings and came to the jarring conclusion I was lying on the cabin wall. Hearing my own weirdly muffled yell reminded me I had earplugs in. Yanking them out, I heard Anna screaming somewhere outside.
My cabin was pitch dark, roaring, crashing and violently shifting. I probed for my flashlight and thrashed my way through a world on its side. The companionway, now a horizontal staircase cantilevered out above me, saved my life when the floor tilted past vertical and came crashing down. A cascade of floor panels, dishes, food, and cookware rained down from the galley above me. Okay, I thought to myself, the boat is on its side and it might be rolling over, where in hell is Anna? A cupboard door swung open above my head and melamine unbreakable dishes rained down. I could still hear Anna screaming, good she�s still with the yacht. A fire extinguisher whistled by, centimeters past my left ear to make a watery impact at my feet.
I clawed my way into the cockpit opening as the yacht tried to right itself. My flashlight, swinging crazily from my wrist, revealed a chaotic scene of swirling water, tangled ropes and debris. Anna clung to the wheel with outstretched arms. Her feet, somehow free, kicked in the torrent foaming beneath her. Half in, half out of the companionway, I was sure that the boat was going completely upside down with the next wave. Instead, the sails rose from the sea in a maelstrom of spray and noise. We were being pushed backwards, driving the swim platform underwater, scooping a wall of water into the cockpit. Suddenly, the bow swung through the wind, the sails blew inside out, and Shadow went over on the other side.
�We�re turning turtle! Rolling over if the next wave catches the keel!� I screamed, lunging for the helm and its handholds. It felt like a zero gravity drop into the preceding trough. �Deep breath and hang on!� The wave hit. The sails slapped the surface, and the mast sliced into the foaming water. �We�re going over!� I screamed. Anna hung paralyzed from the wheel, which must have hit its stops�� jammed. Her mouth was open in a frozen scream and her look was pure terror. If the boat came down on her, she was dead.
The roll stopped just short of vertical and Shadow tried to lift the sails from the sea but couldn�t. �Straighten the rudder. Let go of the wheel. Get ready to swim if this thing goes over!� I yelled into deaf ears. She stayed frozen and unmoving. �Suka, shit, piss, blyad, fuck!� I screamed. �Wanna die?�
She looked right through me. I watched water flowing down the companionway, into the interior. We really were sinking now. The keel was underwater and the waves couldn�t flip us, but if the sails didn�t come out of the sea immediately, we were going to lose Shadow.
�Get off the fucking wheel!� I screamed loud enough to reach her.
A fist came at my face and missed. �I hate you! Hate you��
�Fine! Hate me, but you can�t do it dead.� I reached for the manual trip on her life jacket and it inflated with a demonic roar. At least she noticed it. �Piano keys! Go! Release every line.� I yanked a line out of a big winch above my head. Anna, finally moved to action, saw what I did and sprang for the front of the cockpit, frantically releasing cleats. I spun the wheel to what I thought was dead center, and the yacht lolled upright but still broadside to the waves and wind. The loose sails cracked like giant whips. The rigging shuddered and crashed trying to tear itself loose.
We were nearly awash, still going down. �Get to the life raft!� I shouted, switching on the cockpit floodlights. I saw the wind speed hovering around fifty five knots. The boat was dead in the water. Waves washing over the deck poured down the companionway, each cascade another wave closer to sinking. I saw Anna trying to lift the life raft over the side as I jumped below. I waded through thigh-deep water looking for the abandon-ship bag. Impossible! and I was going to end up trapped. �Screw it!� Instead, I grabbed the companionway covers in a last ditch attempt to stop the water pouring though from the deck.
Anna hadn�t budged the life raft. She probably hadn�t tripped the releases. �Why didn�t we practice abandon-ship procedures? Stupid, stupid, stupid!� While berating myself I watched Anna skid backwards and slam into the mast. She struggled to hang onto it. �Forget it! Get back here!� I screamed from the cockpit. She couldn�t hear me. I figured we were seconds away from waves sweeping her from the deck or a whipping sail braining her.
Still no helm control but the yacht was more-or-less upright. Reflexively, I slapped the fuel open and turned the key to start the engine. What sounded like a shotgun blast into a barrel of water came from below and the lights went out. The electrics were dead. �The engine�s underwater, you stupid twit.� I muttered to myself. �Stupid, stupid, stupid!�
Anna shrieked as a line cracked her wrist. Her flashlight went airborne, arcing through the air into the water. It was still shining as it went down.
�Bring me a jib sheet.� I yelled over the wind. �Hurry! I need control.� I used my flashlight to light one of the thick whipping ropes while clawing and grasping my way toward Anna. Finally she pressed a thick line leading from the forward sail into my hand and tumbled back into the cockpit with a splash. I slammed the line into a winch and pulled like hell. The forward sail took on a bulging grotesque shape, and dragged the bow downwind.
With Anna at the helm, I stabilized what functional sail area I could. We moved sluggishly downwind. The wind vane self-steering contraption had been destroyed; parts were torn away and what was left was twisted and broken. Anna wiped wet hair from her face with a bare hand. Her mitt long gone, I caught a glimpse of her wrist and a ragged wound centered in tendrils of blood and seawater. I shone my flashlight right on it.
�Oh, look at that. Huh�� Anna examined her wrist with detached interest.
Shadow was sitting low in the water and waves from behind poured over the transom. �The battle�s not over yet.� I pumped the manual bilge pump for hours. At least I knew it wasn�t hooked up backwards this time. Anna spelled me off when she could. Slowly, Shadow rose from the water and waves stopped breaking into the cockpit. When the pump started gulping air, I went below.
My flashlight revealed the heartbreaking mess. Everything was drenched, smashed, ruined or just plain gone. Ruined books, charts and notes lay in sodden heaps. Water dripped from mattresses, seat cushions, piles of clothing and blankets. Only the food in cans remained viable�� although missing labels would make for mealtime intrigue. The electrical panel was dead. The choking smell of chlorine and an ominous sizzling below my bunk wasn�t a good sign. The battery compartment is down there. I knew we�d lost some, maybe all of them. Recalling my idiotic attempt to start the motor, I hoped the system had shorted out before the engine turned over and inhaled seawater. I didn�t know if I�d be able to start it again. Neither of us had anything dry and, seeing my breath, I became suddenly aware of how seriously cold it was.
I moved up to sit on a bare cockpit bench. The cushions had all been swept overboard. I watched Anna at the helm. �I�m sorry. So bloody sorry. For everything.�
Her lips were blue and her teeth chattered. �I am also sorry.�
I switched off my flashlight. For all I knew it was the only source of light we had left. After a few minutes I could see the faint phosphorescence of bioluminescent plankton in our wake and the foaming waves around us.
Anna said nothing. She leaned into the wheel, anticipating a wave from behind.
I think I saw her, in the almost nonexistent ambient light, lick her wounded wrist. After a few minutes I went on. �I�m thinking the batteries are wrecked. There�s acid down there reacting with seawater. Without electrics we�ve got no nav, engine, autopilot, weather or email.�
�You�ll fix it. We had the same problem in the Mediterranean.�
�I don�t know. This time it�s different. Everything is wrecked. The laptop is probably drowned. What good�s the sat-modem without it?�
�No, the computer is in the kayaking bag Sandy gave me in Panama. It�s probably okay, the bag is watertight, it�s in my closet. I�ve been making sure it did not get wet.� Her teeth chattered on the t in wet.
�Wow, great! At least��
�How far to Canada?� Anna cut me off.
�Oh geeze, maybe a thousand miles, and they�re all further north.� I squeezed icy seawater from my mitts with aching hands. �And it�s going to get a lot colder, rougher too.�
�Okay, tell me, Jess, can we make it?�
�I don�t think we have a choice. We have to. We land anywhere but Canada and you�re as good as dead.�
�That�s not what I want to hear. Not what I need to know.�
I opened my mouth to speak, but had nothing to say. Eventually, �We�re a thousand miles from land, somewhere in the North Pacific, west-northwest of San Francisco. I�ve heard the offshore sailors at the club say �nobody sails north of San Fran in winter,� and it�s winter now.�
�I don�t care what you�ve heard others say, they aren�t here now�� we are.�
�Oh geeze, we were so close. So close, Anna! One more week and we might have made it. The only reason we�re upright now is because we are going downwind. Heading south�� running away.�
�I have nowhere to go but north.� Anna�s disembodied voice spoke slowly and clearly from the darkness. �If we don�t go north, my life is as good as over.�
�But��
�No, let me speak.� Anna cut me off. �If going north means we are both going to die, I won�t have that. I think we cheated death tonight.�
�I think we�ve been cheating death since��
�Let me finish.� I heard her inhale slowly. �I have been ready to die for a long time now. I think it maybe started for me in the Atlantic. I look at things like it is for the last time. I look into the water and I imagine my last breath. I have grown accustomed to living always with my last sunset, last meal, last look, last feeling. I guess, as you would say, �I am damned if I do and damned if I don�t.��
�Anna, I didn�t know��
�But you aren�t. You have a choice. We can go to Panama, or Mexico, or even America. You might lose this boat, or what�s left of it, but you won�t lose your life.�
�You won�t��
�Yes I will, or I might as well. I will be returned to Russia eventually. My life will be over. It�s just a fact. But Jess, and this is what I need to know, I don�t want to die needlessly in this goddamned ocean. If you don�t think we can make it to Canada, I don�t want to try. You told me you didn�t want to watch me die. The same goes for me.�
�You�re ready to die getting to Canada?�
�I guess I�ve been ready to die for a long time, but I�m not willing to let you die for me too. So, if you tell me honestly we can or we will make it, we�ll turn this boat around at first light, make what repairs we can and we�ll fight the battle again. But only if you say we can win, we can survive, we can make it.�
�I�m not a hero, Anna.�
�You have to be. We both have to be or we won�t make it. So, Jess, what�s it going to be?�
* * *
A couple of weeks later we were motoring under Vancouver�s Lions Gate Bridge without ceremony. It felt surreal. I�d emailed Tom that we were in the Strait of Georgia, and, since my Fido phone was no longer roaming, I�d called Gavin as we sailed by Point Grey. He was arranging our arrival with officials and I was following his instructions. Shadow was a veritable wreck, but at least I�d gotten the motor going. We�d made it!
The unaccustomed light of Vancouver, glowing from crystalline skyscrapers, was hard on the eyes. I felt unexpectedly numb. No dramatic final cadence. No excited applause. Just Gavin, Sandy and two uniformed officers standing on the dock as we approached, our speed bleeding off until they grabbed lines from Anna and lashed them tight. I pulled the fuel shut-off and killed the engine. Traffic noise took its place.
I looked at Shadow, our world for the last eight months, hardly believing Vancouver was just outside and whispered to myself, �Damn it all, we actually pulled it off!� Shutting down the electrics I�d cobbled together after nearly going down off San Francisco, I noticed the satellite modem�s green message light. The Dell was on the chart table and jacked in, so I retrieved the message. It was a final email from Tom, without whose steadfast assistance we could never have made it. He sent congratulations, expressed relief and broke off contact.

FORTY

�This calls for a toast! Where�s Anna?� Gavin hoisted a glass of his home grown, home pressed apple cider.
�In the bath, farmer Gav.� Sandy said, stirring a pot of what I hoped was my brother�s deadly-hot meatless chili.
�She�s been in there for hours! Someone want to check on her? See if she�s drowned or something.� He put down his glass with extreme care. Not a drop of the precious golden liquid would be lost. It was his baby and he was the proud father.
�I think Anna knows her way around water by now.� Sandy approached Gavin with a steaming heap of something dark brownish red on a wooden spoon. Hugging his waist with her free arm she reached way up toward his face with the spoon. �Taste. Does this pass muster?�
He gave it a try, raised an eyebrow in contemplation then broke free of Sandy�s embrace and ran for his cider. �Whoa! That�s crazy hot!�
�Perfect, in other words, right?�
Gavin didn�t answer.
�Yup, perfect, I do believe.� Sandy winked at me.
I was sitting on a stool at the island. It was my kitchen, but I felt like an outsider. Everything that must have happened before Kiev seemed so long ago and so far away. Borrowed memories. The wooden spoon in Sandy�s hand was mine. I was vaguely aware of the countless dishes I�d stirred with it sometime in the past. But was it my past? Did I experience those disconnected events?
Anna showed up in a terrycloth robe with wet hair. It was reassuring to see someone familiar in that environment.
Dinner started in earnest with Gavin�s long awaited toast. �To doing whatever it takes no matter what the��
�Stop! I hope you didn�t work hard on that.� I interrupted and put my glass down. �You�re going to waste your delicious cider on a toast like that?�
Gavin looked crestfallen.
�Allow me, you�ve had your turn.� I raised my glass. Sandy, Gavin and Anna raised theirs. �Here�s to the perfect apple cider!�
Silence. Puzzled looks, but only for a second before glasses clinked and the best apple cider in the world passed my lips.
The chili was powerful, the garlic toast pungent, and the conversation animated. �So, you�re going to want your house back now, I suppose?� It was Gavin. The maybe one percent alcohol content of his cider had done away with decorum�� not that he had much to begin with.
�That�s right,� Sandy piped in, �we have an announcement to make.�
�We do?� Gavin looked at Sandy. All eyes were on her.
�We do, hon. And that�s enough tipple for you.� Sandy put her hand on his. �I�m moving into Gavin�s place.�
�Oh yeah, that! You�re moving in with me?�
�Not so fast, big boy. I�m moving to your place. As for with you will depend on how well you behave.�
Gavin smirked.
We ended up laughing and smiling our way through several more toasts to everything but sailing, syndicates, or security. Well, almost all of them, anyway. �I�ve got an agent!� Anna announced.
�That was quick.� Said Sandy.
�No kidding! You�ve been here what, forty-eight hours or so and Hollywood�s already come a calling?� It was Gavin.
�Hollywood? No, not Hollywood, CSIS.� Anna pronounced it see-sis.
I�d almost forgotten about the meeting Anna had that afternoon and the offer she�d been given by, Bert�� her very own agent-contact from the Canadian Security and Intelligence Service. Anna might be an asset after all.
Even Roger, my own agency contact, had been in touch. In an unprecedented phone call�� of all things�� he wanted to see if we were indeed alive and safely on land in Canada. He was raring to get back to business. While we took our world-cruise, the Orange Revolution Democracy Movement had been all but crushed in Kiev and fissile material was flowing like hotcakes into Iran. It wasn�t over by a long-shot.
But it was at least on hold for me, for a while maybe, but not long. �Roger, boy, it�s weird to hear your voice.� He didn�t sound anything like I expected. No smoker�s cough, no swearing, no clich�. �But, I�m taking some leave. Have a big old house reno to finish, a boat to fix, trails to hike, slopes to ski.�
�The snow�s good up there? Maybe I�ll join you for some boarding.�
Roger�s a snow-boarder, how young is this guy? I wondered. �Have no idea, haven�t seen the slopes in over a year.�
�The Russian ski?�
�Only cross-country.�
�No problem, we�ll get her boarding. Let�s make it Whistler in say�� It sounded like the phone was being mauled at his end. �two weeks?� More muffled noise. There really is no good way to shoulder a cell phone. �Yup, that�s it I�ll have confirmation in a few hours. My, err, our treat, by the way. They at least owe me this and I have got to meet� what did you call her in Ukraine? The Russian factor��
�Anna?�
�Yeah, Anna.�
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Photo 1�� Paid anti-democracy protestors. Ukrainian Prokuratura (Office of the Attorney General), Kiev, Ukraine
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Photo 2�� Post Orange Revolution pro-Russia protest. Kiev, Ukraine
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Photo 3�� Deal-making, CIS style, outside Kiev�s Prokuratura
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Photo 4�� Anti corruption protest outside Kiev Prokuratura
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Photo 5�� More deal-making with extra security. Kiev, Ukraine
[image: ]
Photo 6�� Pro Russia protest outside the Central Election Commission�s headquarters. Kiev, Ukraine
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Photo 7�� Mobile military porridge caldron feeds hungry protestors. Kiev, Ukraine
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Photo 8�� Green Party encampment outside the Central Election Commission�s headquarters. Kiev, Ukraine
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Photo 9�� Residents of the Green Party encampment. Kiev, Ukraine
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Photo 10�� A room with a view. Window overlooking Prokuratura, Kiev, Ukraine.
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Photo 11�� Location of attack and kidnapping attempt on Anna. Train Station, Kiev, Ukraine
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Photo 12�� Odessa Airport, showing tractor and modified trolley-car passenger carriers.
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Photo 13�� Shoppers in Turkish Bazaar
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Photo 14�� Turkish Bazaar, fruit stand
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Photo 15�� Anna contemplates sailboats at anchor. Turkey, southern coast
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Photo 16�� One of many hard working Turkish tradesmen outfitting Shadow. Marmaris, Turkey
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Photo 17�� Anna�s first ascent up Shadow�s mast.
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Photo 18�� Upwind sailing. Eastern Mediterranean sea
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Photo 19�� Grabbing some shut-eye in the cockpit. Jess is wedged between the helm-station and benches to prevent being thrown overboard.
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Photo 20�� One of many volcanic islands north of Sicily. Mediterranean sea
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Photo 21�� Jess trims the mainsail in the Strait of Gibraltar
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Photo 22�� Aftermath of tropical storm, mid Atlantic. Seas remain rough.
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Photo 23�� A Panama Canal pilot transfers from Shadow to a pilot boat while both vessels are underway. Pacific Ocean
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Photo 24�� North Pacific doldrums
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Photo 25�� Anna at the point of exhaustion. North Pacific ocean, 1000 nautical miles west of Los Angeles.
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Photo 26�� North Pacific Ocean, 1000 nautical miles west of California coast.
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Photo 27�� North Pacific Ocean, 1000 nautical miles west of San Francisco.
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Photo 28�� Anna, �Is this really the best time for photos?� 500 nautical miles west-southwest of Vancouver Island, Canada.
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