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His hair, still thick and wavy, had turned a magnificent white with the passage of almost 50 years. His rail-thin body had filled out as well, now sharply attired in an expensive, double-breasted suit of slate gray. It was the eyes, though, which hadn’t changed since the last time she’d seen him. Eyes of such electric blue as to penetrate the depths of one’s very soul. 

Or was it just her own guilt that made her hover between wanting to set the article aside and wanting to memorize every detail of its content?

Celebrated Playwright Dmitri Kuznekov Comes to Washington, D.C. for American Debut of New Drama

He’d never been without a notebook and a pocket of stubby, No. 2 pencils with which to jot down his ideas. Her father, of course, had insisted he was recording crucial state secrets to send back to Moscow. “No daughter of mine is going to date a damn Commie,” he had archly proclaimed. 

Though the Cold War had long since ended, the pain in Eleanor Lipton-Langdon’s heart was instantly rekindled the moment she had seen the feature story about Dmitri in The Washington Post.

She was pleased to read he had done so well for himself. Two of his novels were adapted to hit films. His latest play was opening at National Theatre the end of the month. The reporter noted it was a coup that the author had agreed to several short lectures at Georgetown University during his stay. There was no mention of any family accompanying him. 

“Are you finished with the paper, ma’m?” she heard her housekeeper softly inquire.

Ellie’s hand shot out to keep the Arts section from being scooped up with the rest. “Not just yet, Grace,” she replied. “In fact, I think I’ll just take this up to my room.”

Neither Grace nor Henry, the butler, who watched their silver-haired mistress ascend the stairs of the Alexandria mansion could have fathomed the flood of memories which accompanied her.

Dmitri. Dear Dmitri. Had he ever forgiven her for what she had done?  Not until after she closed her bedroom door did Ellie finally give in to the tears which had been welling up inside.

*****
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Dmitri Kuznekov slipped the horned-rimmed glasses off his nose and rubbed his temples. Off to the right, he heard his companion firmly suggest that the press had overstayed its welcome. “These lectures he has agreed to give,” Mikhail informed her, “should more than satisfy anyone’s curiosity.”

“All the same—” the interviewer insisted. The fact someone of Kuznekov’s notoriety had last set foot on American soil when he was still a student at university was newsworthy in and of itself. The storyline—a poor young Russian in love with a wealthy American classmate—was all the more hint he had come to the United States with an open heart and returned home with a badly broken one. “Are the rumors true that it’s autobiographical?”

Mikhail once more opened his mouth to intervene but Dmitri had already resumed speaking. “Writers write about the truths with which they are familiar,” he eloquently replied. “The rest is filled in with fiction to make for a more interesting story.”

The interviewer scribbled a few more notes. “Will your wife be joining you on opening night?” she wanted to know. With the exception of his handler, the author had deplaned alone at Dulles.

Dmitri took a deep breath before responding. So young and unworldly, he thought, to not have done her homework more thoroughly before her arrival and, thus, spared him such insensitive inquiries.  “Irina,” he said, “was taken from me four years ago.” 

*****
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The student was insistent on honoring the elegant lady’s request for personal delivery of her sealed message to the university’s guest speaker. Mikhail Zal was just as steadfast in his determination to screen its content. “Mr. Kuznekov,” he declared, “does not read anything unless it first comes through me.”

The exchange between the two might have become heated if Dmitri hadn’t chosen that moment to walk by. Whether moved by the messenger’s sincerity or intrigued by the pale blue envelope which seemed to be the source of their contention, he deftly plucked it from Mikhail’s fingers and opened it.

As the young man started to withdraw—his mission accomplished—Dmitri asked him whether the note’s author was still in the lecture hall. There was a trace of uncustomary urgency in his tone which Mikhail found disconcerting.

“I think she’s already left, sir,” the student replied, “but if you’d like me to check—” 

Dmitri graciously dismissed the earnest offer of assistance. “Thank you, no,” he answered, pocketing the blue envelope before Mikhail could take it from him. “I believe I know where to find her.”

*****
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“Do you think I should have just left well enough alone?” Ellie asked her best friend, Carla, over afternoon tea in the dining room.

At nearly 84, Carla Devane was the only one in Ellie’s social circle who had been around long enough to know that Trent Langdon wasn’t the first love of the Washington heiress’ life. She valued her role as a trusted confidante almost as much as that of a maternal figure who never needed encouragement to dispense unsolicited advice. 

It was Carla whom she had called to come over after she read the article about Dmitri being in the U.S. Carla pounced on the invitation with unabashed vigor. “Aha! So the Prodigal Pushkin returns!”

“Is that going to be your nickname for him?”

“If the shoe fits. Or do they all wear big, furry boots over there?” Aloud, she tried to recall the footwear in Dr. Zhivago, remembering only that there was quite a bit of snow.

“I’m sure I don’t know. Anyway, I’ve been thinking that what I did could turn out to be something—uh—awkward.”

“For him or for you?”

“Both maybe.” A part of her almost hoped her message didn’t get delivered and Dmitri need never know about her attempt to reach out.

“Water under the bridge, Cookie,” Carla replied. “All you did was wish him well with his new play. Whatever he reads into it beyond that—” 

“But there isn’t anything to read.”

She knew in her heart she was lying. Carla probably knew it, too, but discreetly chose not to call her on it. Instead she remarked that Ellie’s late father was probably tossing and turning in his crypt at the Lipton Mausoleum at Ivy Hill. “And your mother’s right there next to him having conniptions!”

Ellie lifted a brow. “You mean because I made contact after all these years?”

“I was referring to the fact your Russian Romeo grew up and amounted to something consequential.”

“Besides a spy?” Ellie started to say but noticed that Carla was suddenly distracted by something outside the front window.

“Looks like somebody’s getting flowers,” the older woman observed, craning her scarf-swathed neck for a better look as the delivery truck purred to a stop in front of the house.

Ellie’s breath caught in her throat at the sight of the driver taking a tall vase of red roses from the back of the van and now starting up her walkway.

“I’ll get the door,” Carla offered, bouncing off her chair with remarkable agility for someone whose arthritis was a constant complaint. When she returned a moment later, a scowl had creased her pixie face. “The florist must have goofed,” she remarked. “There’s only 11.”

Ellie swallowed hard, realizing she hadn’t felt this nervous since a night in April nearly 50 years ago, a night which had painfully changed her life forever. 

“It’s no mistake,” she wanted to explain but couldn’t find the words. Instead she asked whether a card had accompanied the delivery.

Carla, true to her roots as a professional busybody, had already broken the envelope’s seal. “‘Eight tomorrow evening at La Porte Au Ciel,’” she read aloud. “‘Regrets only by phone.’”  The wrinkle of perplexity hadn’t left her brow. “Senior moment. My French isn’t up to snuff.”

“Heaven’s Gate,” Ellie translated, the irony not escaping her as she inhaled the first fragrant whiff, transporting her back to a time when life—and love—should have been much simpler.

“So are you going to go?

Ellie’s smile spoke for itself.

Carla clapped her hands in delight.

*****
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She often caught herself wondering why romance always seemed to come so much easier to everyone else. She’d watched, year after year, as friends and strangers alike found themselves swept into the arms of companions with what appeared to be an effortless grace. Greeting cards lined the shop shelves with their pastel promises, love songs filled the radio airwaves with soaring choruses, and cheesy movies assured audiences there was someone out there for everyone—if only they took the care to look. 

Yet, for her, the first taste of love everlasting had been ruthlessly tangled in the complexities of world politics and parental egos. Sometimes she half-suspected the universe had a different script written just for her, one where timing and choices carried a far heavier weight than the universal desire for companionship.

The weight was that she had been born a Lipton and, thus, had no escape from what that engendered.
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CHAPTER ONE
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She chose a tailored wool suit of pale pink. Not until the split second before she emerged from the taxi did she realize it was exactly the same shade she had been wearing on that fateful night in her parents’ living room. Left to his own devices, of course, her father wouldn’t even have granted her the chance to say goodbye. It was her mother who intervened with the insistence it might do more harm to Ellie’s heart if the break-up message were delivered by anyone other than Ellie herself. 

Only with the passage of years had she come to understand her mother’s line of thinking. Dmitri—dear, impetuous, headstrong Dmitri—would have moved heaven and earth if he’d thought she was being held in her own house against her will. Hearing her voice, seeing her face as she ended their relationship provided the one clear assurance he’d leave that evening and never attempt to return.

“Good evening, Madame,” the maitre d’ greeted her as she stepped into the welcoming warmth of La Porte Au Ciel. 

The assumption she had a reservation went without saying; he dutifully waited for her to provide a name as his assistant stepped forth to take her coat, mindful of the single red rose in her left hand. 

She cleared her throat, pretending not to be apprehensive of the fact she was now only seconds away from seeing a man she hadn’t stopped loving in half a century. “I’m meeting someone. A Mr. Dmitri—”

“Ah yes, Mr. Kuznekov,” he finished her sentence. “If you’ll follow me, please ...”

La Porte Au Ciel exuded the refined charm of an Old World French restaurant nestled in the heart of the nation’s capitol. Soft golden light spilled from ornate crystal chandeliers suspended above, casting gentle patterns across the gleaming, rich mahogany paneling and perfectly polished floors. Crisp white tablecloths blanketed each table, their immaculate folds accented by delicate China and slender crystal stemware arranged with meticulous care. 

The air was touched by the subtle strains of classical music, weaving an atmosphere which felt both stately and inviting. Every detail—from the discreetly attentive servers to the elegant arrangement of fresh flowers—spoke of tradition, warmth, and an understated luxury which made guests feel both honored and at home. Every one of its Michelin stars and customer reviews, Ellie thought, had been well earned.

It was too late to turn and run, she firmly told herself, trying to ignore the shivers of apprehension coursing through her body. She half-expected the couples already dining to look up from their meals as she passed, puzzled by the sound of loud thudding coming from her chest. In truth, however, they were more intent on paying attention to each other than in noticing the comings and goings of other guests. 

Once upon a time, she, too, had been similarly absorbed in a certain young man from the U.S.S.R. dreaming of the day she’d take his last name as her own. Establishments such as La Porte Au Ciel had once been beyond his frugal budget as a student, nor would his fierce Russian pride allow him to ever let Ellie treat. 

Instead, their dates had consisted of soup and hamburgers and taking walks past the elegant windows of Washington’s trendiest restaurants, pausing to watch the splendidly attired patrons who were dining within. “Someday...” he would wistfully remark. He believed in this and she, in turn, believed in him.

He was already standing by the time she caught sight of him at a corner table, looking even more handsome than his newspaper photo. She tried to swallow the lump which lingered in her throat before she’d be expected to say something. It was Dmitri, however, who spoke first as she closed the final fragile distance between them, his hand reaching for the rose.

“‘I will never be whole without you,’” he murmured, “‘and you will never be whole without me.’”

His recitation of the poem she’d written so many years ago stirred memories so vivid, so close. It was she who had sent 11 roses to him in those early, bittersweet days and he who had always responded with a single, perfect bloom to punctuate his fidelity.

“You remembered,” she said as he came around to help her with her chair, his lips feather-kissing her forehead. The sweet tenderness of his candlelit gaze as he took his seat opposite her made it all the more impossible to deny the pulsing knot in her stomach.

“It is not the only thing I have remembered.” He looked up to acknowledge the arrival of the sommelier bearing a chilled bottle of Veuve Clicquot. “I took the liberty,” he said, the last word carrying a subtle whisper of upward inflection should she choose to graciously decline.

“What are we celebrating?” she almost asked, then quickly thought better of it. The occasion of this meal was obviously the opening of the new play. To invite anything further than a toast to his professional success on the world stage would be inappropriate. 

He lifted the crystal flute as if contemplating the refracted shimmers of light which twinkled amongst the bubbles. “To the end of the Cold War,” he said at last, “and the thawing of hearts it held captive.”

She faltered in the fragile silence which followed the angelic resonance of his glass touching hers, the implication of his words shattering her already limited confidence. 

“I didn’t know until now a heart could break twice,” she murmured, not daring to lift her eyes to meet his for the uneasiness of what she might see...or not see.

He picked up his menu and proceeded to open it.

The tight knot within her begged for the release that only his voice, his acceptance of what she had just said, could grant. Were they to spend this entire meal in silence, she wondered with rising panic, deeming the soundless company of having him just across the table a far worse torture than having spent a half century and an entire world away from him. As she started to pick up her own menu, he finally replied with the one thing she would never have expected.

“My condolences,” he said, “on the loss of your husband.”

Before she could summon the voice to speak and ask him how he knew she was a widow, he completed the empathic thought he had so gently begun.

“I lost Irina to the same dreaded disease four years ago.”

“I’m so very sorry,” she replied, having said the very same words of sympathy to more friends in recent times than she cared to count. As if of its own volition, her left hand reached across the table to touch his in comfort. Except that she hadn’t noticed Dmitri was holding the menu with both hands. She withdrew hers at the precise moment he realized what she was doing and went to lay his right hand on top, just missing her. 

She found herself smiling in spite of herself, trying to remember whether it had been George Bernard Shaw or Anton Chekhov who penned the phrase about star-crossed lovers being victims of their own bad timing. 

“Shall we try that again?” he offered, regarding her with a speculative gaze which mingled amusement and gratitude. 

She glanced down and saw that his right hand was out, his palm upward in gentle invitation. She reached over and felt his fingers close around hers, enveloping them in such a pocket of warmth she couldn’t help but compare it to how she had once felt within the caress of his strong, young arms. 

Propriety insisted she acknowledge their respective loss of mates, yet there hovered in the back of her mind the question of how he had even known about Trent’s battle with cancer. As popular as her spouse was in the Washington corridor, she had never perceived his reputation as the sort of celebrity which extended much beyond American borders. 

Unbeknownst to her, had Dmitri—across the miles and years—kept up with the details of her life in ways she could not have imagined? His unexpected awareness of Trent’s illness and even his passing hinted at a silent attentiveness, one that suggested he had, at the very least, made efforts to remain informed about her even if from afar. Yet, she could not bring herself to ask outright, unsure whether she wished to know the extent of his watchfulness or simply to bask in the comfort of their renewed connection.

A pang of guilt now assailed her. As relieved as she was to know that neither of them was jeopardizing a marriage by having an intimate dinner together, the fact remained that Dmitri was the more worthy of compassion, Ellie’s relationship with Trent having already cooled long before he physically succumbed.

“I defer to your judgment on the entrees,” he was now saying. “What do you recommend?”

The question implied she had dined there before. “I—uh—really don’t know. It’s the first time I’ve ever—”

Once more, his face displayed an uncanny awareness of all the things she was leaving unsaid, disarming her as easily as if he read her mind. She decided to take the offensive rather than allow him to continue to keep her off balance. “I said I’d never come here unless it was with you. Don’t you remember?” Had she said it too loud?  Or was it her burst of assertiveness which only made it seem like everyone was staring?

He nodded thoughtfully, guarding the accidental betrayal of his satisfaction that no one—including her own husband—had ever brought her to this magical place which, in his youthful view, had always signified the milestone of ‘arriving.’  

“My apology, then,” he said, “for keeping such a beautiful lady waiting so long.”

Thankful for the shadows that hid her blush, she commenced a study of the evening’s elegant French fare. By the time their server arrived, she had settled on the Chicken Tarragon.

“That comes with Jasmine rice and spears of fresh asparagus,” she was informed.

“That sounds lovely, yes.”

Dmitri contemplated the selections a few seconds more. “The salmon in the mustard caper sauce, I think.”

“An excellent choice, monsieur. We serve that with red baby potatoes and spinach sautéed in oil and a splash of Balsamic vinegar.”

Dmitri nodded his approval, returning the wine list as well. “I believe the lady and I will stay with the Veuve this evening.”

“Very well, sir. Might I also recommend our soup du jour to start?”  It was garlic and herbs, he explained, “the perfect thing to take off the evening chill.”

As the waiter withdrew, Dmitri asked whether she had family living in the area.

If he’d been following her life as surreptitiously as she wondered, it was an almost certainty he wasn’t referring to her parents who had forced them apart. 

She nodded. “My daughter, Liz. She and her husband live in Silver Spring. Not very far from here.” 

“I’m familiar with Silver Spring, yes,” he said, though he offered no reason why.

“And then there’s my granddaughter, Courtney.”  She automatically started to reach for her purse to pull out a picture but stopped, remembering she had switched everything to a smaller evening bag. “She just turned 14,” she continued, “and thinks she’s the next Ashleee.”  She paused to search his face for a nod of affirmation he knew who Ashleee was, not unlike the way she had always taken the time to carefully explain American slang to a bewildered young Russian.

He sipped his champagne and smiled. “Technology has made the world a more accessible place. Even for those who still seem to live in the farthest corners of it.”

She tilted her head in puzzlement.

“I know of this Ashleee and her fondness for the steampunk,” he explained. “Soon enough, I think, your Courtney will find a worthier—and more sensibly dressed—example of young womanhood to imitate.”

“Right now,” she responded with a laugh, “it’s hard to tell her anything. She practically throws a fit whenever Liz tells her to stop phoning her boyfriend.”  

“At only 14, you say, she already has a boyfriend?”

“Nothing serious, thank goodness, plus she denies it left and right.” She was dismally cognizant of the fact the same claim couldn’t be made for some of Courtney’s classmates who were bent on competitively racing each other toward adulthood.

“She would never have survived the rules of our day,” he observed, alluding to the ritual of males always being expected to make the first move.

She suddenly felt ancient, not unlike how she felt when Courtney referred to her as hopelessly old-fashioned. “I’m not sure we survived the rules that well, either.” 

The ice tentatively broken, he proceeded to tell her about his two sons. Alex, the older, was a government engineer. “Steady work. He is not always happy but he is accustomed to it.”

“And your other son?”

He shook his head. “He is too happy, that one. He inherited his mother’s optimism and none of his father’s sense of the practical.”

“What does he do?”

“He is a writer.”

“Like you?”

The arrival of the soup called for a brief intermission in his story.

“You started to tell me about your younger boy,” she coaxed him, wondering whether he’d elaborate as well on the reference to Irina being optimistic.

“Anton writes poetry. An occasional short story here and there.”

“Anything published?”

In a troubled voice, he related that Anton had thus far refused any advice or offers of introduction to publishers. “He insists he will make it on his own or not at all.”

“Hmm,” she mused aloud, “I wonder where he gets that from...”

For the first time since their evening began, she saw a flicker of question dance across Dmitri’s brow.  “The faith of a good woman,” he opined, “can make many things possible. He is fortunate to have such a partner in Anna.”

“Anna’s his wife?”

“Not yet but each day she is hopeful.”  Lost for a moment in some private reflection, he went on to add that Anna was exactly the sort of girl Irina would have approved of. He regretted the two hadn’t met until the final weeks of Irina’s illness.

She wavered between pursuing the subject or changing it. The part of her that was curious to know everything about their life together was waging furious battle with the side that said it was really none of her business. Whatever chance for happiness she and Dmitri Kuznekov might have seized once upon a long-ago time had been taken away from them on the April night she’d told him goodbye forever. He had gone home and married Irina. She had stayed behind and married Trent. The difference was that—

His voice gently cut into her mental hockey game. “Is something wrong with your soup?”

She looked down, suddenly aware her spoon was not only poised halfway between the rim and her mouth but that the savory contents had trickled back into the bowl without her even noticing. “Sorry,” she murmured, “I must have been—” 

“—wondering what would have happened?”

A look of tired sadness settled on his features, replacing the chiseled mettle which had been there less than a minute before. The vow she’d made to herself not to make apologies or explanations for the past now slipped back to challenge her. A new anguish seared her heart, not just because she had married a man she didn’t love but because Dmitri had married a woman whom he obviously adored. The dull ache of foreboding made her wish all over again she had never come tonight.

“Life doesn’t give us do-overs,” she replied, trying to sound as detached as possible. “The times wouldn’t have allowed us to do anything different.”

He weighed her with a critical squint. “That is not the way I remember it, Miss Lipton.” 

Miss Lipton. 

An echo of the past, bringing with it all the clarity of the first time he’d contradicted her after a class they both attended. Though the intent of his remark that day had been to correct her impressions of Soviet politics, he had won her over instead with the sincerity of his magnificent blue eyes. The very same eyes, the very same look he had for her now. 

“You’re not going to let it go, are you?” she challenged him, alluding to the one thing they had both been skirting ever since they sat down and yet, ironically, was the only defining reason which had brought both of them there.

“No,” he answered quietly. “I would not be so foolish as to burn the same bridge which was rebuilt for me by an act of Providence.”

*****
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Irina had secretly been in love with him from the start, he explained, a young cellist he had known briefly as a casual friend before his student papers were approved to allow his entry into the United States. It was their mutual respect for the arts, he told Ellie, which offered them a life in common after he had returned to Moscow. 

“She would go to rehearsals. I would go to my desk and write. The spaces in-between were spent with friends and Irina’s family who believed us to be a good match.”

Ellie nodded, relating all too well to the antiquated concept of ‘good match.’ Trent Langdon had been such a match for her, an up-and-coming lobbyist who supported all the correct causes, fraternized with the best people and frequented all the right clubs. He’d never known about her involvement with Dmitri or, if he did, chose to dismiss it as a minor infatuation of her youth. She wondered if Irina had ever known about her or if, determined to erase all memory of his time in America, Dmitri simply never brought it up.

Within his next breath, her unspoken question was answered.

“She would read my stories and plays,” he said, “and she would tell me I wrote with the passion of someone who had drunk deeply from the well of love. A traveler who can recite the colors and textures of a place he claims he has never been to is either an accomplished liar or an incurable romantic with a vivid imagination.” Irina, he told her, chose to believe the latter rather than to pursue truths.

She remembered she hadn’t asked him yet about his new play. 

“It’s about an impoverished young Russian student who falls in love with his wealthy American classmate.” 

“Art imitating life?”

“Art imitating what life should have been, save for forces beyond its control.”  

Her pale lips parted in tentative preparation to deliver the words of apology which were so very long overdue. 

“May I ask you something?” he said, delaying their utterance yet a tender moment longer.

Awkwardly, she cleared her throat. “What is it?”

His blue eyes probed to her very soul. “How long did you stand watching at the doorway?” 

She forced a remote dignity into her voice, in spite of the passions which magically hurdled her a half century into the past, compelling her to recall every minute detail of the evening which had changed her life forever. “Maybe if you had turned around, you’d know the answer without having to ask.”

The unspoken pain was alive and glistening in his eyes. “If I had turned around, my love, I would never have had the strength to leave you.”  His gaze was now as soft as a caress, making the agony of their past that much more poignant.

“And if I were to tell you my answer,” she said, “that it was 50 years poised at that front door, what then?”

He thoughtfully picked up his champagne glass, a few precious drops still remaining at the bottom. “Perhaps,” he suggested, “you might do me the honor of allowing me to call on you in the next few days and we can speak of this further...?”

The memories closed around her, filling her with a longing to turn back the clock. Unlike the past, however, there were no obstacles this time to stand in their way.

She lifted her glass. “I should borrow a page from my granddaughter’s book.” In response to his puzzled look, she lightly tapped the rim of her glass against his. “Perhaps, Mr. Kuznekov,” she said with a beguiling smile, “I’ll be the one to call you ...”
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CHAPTER TWO
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The telephone on Ellie’s bedside table rang at 7am sharp the next morning.

“Hi, Carla.”

“Hey, Cookie,” the older woman replied in surprise. “How did you know it was me?”

Ellie propped herself up on one elbow. “Because you have absolutely no will power.”

“How about you?”

“Too much, I’m afraid,” she answered with a sigh.

“Oh.”

“Oh?”

“So you’re saying the evening was a colossal bust?”

“Not at all. In fact, I feel a bit like Eliza Doolittle singing ‘I Could Have Danced All Night’.” She swung her slender legs over the side of the bed and commenced a toe-Braille search for her slippers.

“He took you dancing?! Where did you go?”

“Turn up your hearing aid, darling. I only said that’s how I felt.”

“Oooooh, I feel a juicy story coming on,” Carla responded with a squeal. “Shall I go make myself an adult beverage?”

“It’s only 7 in the morning.”

“So? I almost called you at 5.”

And I would have been awake, Ellie refrained from divulging. “So isn’t it a little early to be imbibing?”

“If I were half of The Thin Man, I would have started at 3.” It was one of Carla’s favorite jabs to speculate how Nick and Nora Charles ever solved anything when they were always quaffing martinis. “Come on and dish. And don’t leave anything out of it!”

*****
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She had asked him how the Washington debut of his play came about. “I would have thought that for the opening of a major work—” 

“New York?” he finished her sentence. “Broadway perhaps?”

“Especially for someone of your reputation.” 

Her mind flickered back to a student production they had gone to in Georgetown. Though she was hard-pressed this many years later to remember what, exactly they had seen, the memory of Dmitri’s arm draped over her shoulder throughout the whole performance was as indelible as his accented whisper of proclamation that he, too, would one day write such wonderful plays. And so, indeed, he had.

He smiled at her praise of his accomplishments, revealing boyish dimples which reminded her of how well he had managed to age. How easily the decades melted away each time his lips parted in a grin, melting her resolve to stay strictly focused on the present and the roles in which Fate had decided to cast them.

“It is part of the cultural exchange between our respective countries,” he proceeded to explain. “Perhaps you read of the meeting last year at your president’s Camp David?”

She nodded in remembrance of how much press the media had given the historic negotiations, culminating in the agreement to trade artists, writers, musicians and special exhibits for a limited engagement as part of ‘The New Détente’.  

“A friend of mine is on the Board of Directors of the Smithsonian,” she told him, apologizing that the only items she could recall offhand on the exchange manifest were the First Ladies’ inaugural ball gowns and the Hope Diamond. “Clothes and jewelry,” she said with a laugh. “I guess that shows you where my mind is...”

“You wear them both well.” Again, that smoldering look across the table which set her heart racing and made it difficult to concentrate on the latest conversation she had started.

“It must have been exciting to be one of the people they picked,” she continued, wondering whether she had overlooked his name during the initial media blitz about Camp David or if she had purposely not even searched for it, fearful of the painful emotions it might conjure.

“I was actually late to the table. Too many commitments, too little time to accept yet another. You heard about the last film perhaps?”

She nodded, recalling its mention in the Post.

“A strange thing, the movies,” he candidly remarked, “as if pictures could do justice to what the imagination can create for itself with just the right words.”

His subsequent comment about the limitations of movies sparked a retrospective reflection on both their parts about the nature of adaptation itself. Over the years, she had watched film directors take beloved novels and plays and reshape them—not just to fit their own creative visions but also to cater to the demands of A-list actors eager for roles which might serve as their next Oscar-worthy ‘vehicle.’ 

Directors, he pointed out, often walked a fine line between honoring the source material and making changes that would allow a star performer to shine, oftentimes altering entire storylines or character arcs to suit the strengths or preferences of marquee talent. The result was a cinematic landscape where the original work was reduced to a messy canvas for collaboration, negotiation, and ambition, where the pursuit of artistic integrity was often balanced against the allure of critical acclaim and industry awards.

“You’ll get no argument from me on that,” she agreed with him, conscious of how many times she had mentally cast Dmitri and herself in every paperback romance she’d ever read. “I try not to go see something after I’ve read the story because it’s always so disappointing.”

“Ah yes,” he replied with a nod of fond reminiscence. “I remember your great fondness for books.”

“And yours,” she countered, “for wanting to write.”  That his ambition had put him in the spotlight he deserved was a dream she couldn’t help but reiterate was something in which he could take a lot of satisfaction.

“Yes, but so many fine writers in my country. The opportunity to have their work presented under such important conditions would have served them well.”  It was Anton, he revealed, who wrote to the committee and told them that perhaps his father might be persuaded to participate, in spite of having previously declined the invitation.

“He must be very proud of you.”

“And I of him,” Dmitri admitted, “though goodness knows he sometimes acts without first considering if his intentions are appropriate.”

“So you really didn’t want to make the trip?”  

Even as the question left her lips, she realized in embarrassment it had completely been the wrong thing to say, implying that his feelings toward her—and toward Washington, D.C.—still somehow governed the choices he made for his life.

In his inimitable way, Dmitri put her anxieties to rest. “When I learned that my American counterpart was to be the esteemed David Mamet, I was at a loss for words.”

She smiled. “Because you always admired his work?”  Even in the company of celebrities who were now his peers, she imagined a part of him would always remain a little awestruck. His unabashed answer confirmed her assessment. 

“If I had remained in Moscow, the chance might have presented itself to meet him at last. Instead I am here.”

*****
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How long had they been the last patrons remaining in the restaurant?  By the time she noticed the waiters hovering discreetly in the distance and chatting quietly amongst themselves, she realized how quickly the evening had sped by. 

“I should call for a cab,” she murmured, reaching for her bag and the cell phone that lay within.

“You don’t have a driver?” he asked in surprise. “I would have thought—” 

“It’s his night off,” she quickly replied. 

Though it went without saying Henry would gladly have brought her to the restaurant and dutifully waited until she was ready to go home, she hadn’t been able to bring herself to let either of her staff know her plans. Especially since she had left the house that evening with no idea of what to expect.

“Please,” Dmitri gallantly offered, “allow me to make the arrangements for your safe return.”

*****

[image: ]


Carla impatiently interrupted to ask why it was that Dmitri didn’t have a chauffeur himself. “I mean since he’s a big mucky-muck celebrity over in Russia ...”

“He doesn’t even have a driver there. He says he likes to walk everywhere for his health.”  

“Don’t tell me he walked all the way back to the Hay?! Does he not know it’s February?”

Ellie reassured her he ordered a second cab for himself.

“So why couldn’t you share his? Why couldn’t he share yours?” Carla clucked her tongue. “I’m starting to see why you kids never made a go of it.”

“Logistics, silly. He was going to Hay-Adams. I was going to Alexandria.”

“Like a long ride would have killed him to walk you to your door?  Please tell me he at least laid a big, wet smackaroo on you...”

“We’re not teenagers, Carla.”

“No, and you’re not getting any younger, either!”

*****
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I should have kissed her the way a woman should be kissed, he reflected, sipping the small cup of strong black coffee he had purchased and watching the hotel’s other early risers chew bagels and peruse the morning’s news. I should have shown her that there are things between us that the years and distance have not changed. Will never change as long as I draw breath...

As was his habit of a lifetime, he had been up and dressed long before daybreak, slipping out of his suite before Mikhail could continue his previous night’s interminably long interrogation. “I need to get my rest,” he had finally begged off. “You forget sometimes I am not a young man.”

“No,” Mikhail grimly agreed just before Dmitri closed the bedroom door. “But you are a man most valuable to Mother Russia. Such lapses in protocol shall not be tolerated in the future.” 

There was no mistaking the translation that although Mikhail had grudgingly allowed him “a harmless dinner with an old friend,” he would not be forgiving of future such transgressions during their American visit.

Much as he respected his companion’s concern for his welfare, the weight of Mikhail’s veiled warning nonetheless summoned forth unpleasant memories of the virtual leash which the country of his birth had once held on those who were permitted to travel abroad. 

Damned pinko Commie’s a flight risk. 

The harsh words of Ellie’s authoritarian father still echoed in his head. Fiercely protective of his only child, Gerald Lipton had seen him as nothing more than a shaggy-haired opportunist who would leap at the chance to use his daughter’s wealth and innocence in order to defect. He had even gone so far as to hire a detective to follow him around, unaware that Dmitri was never that much out of the sight of embedded KGB, legendary for its reputation of pre-empting plans of escape before they ever materialized.

Ellie had never known about that, of course. Angry as she was with both of her parents about their interference in matters of the heart, to reveal the depth of her father’s antagonism toward him would have driven an irreparable wedge which even his love for her could not remedy. 

In the end, he had said nothing. 

His reminiscence might have lingered into a second cup of coffee if he hadn’t been distracted at that moment by the sound of a female giggle. An attractive young couple attired in matching fleece warm-up suits had just returned from a morning jog and were now asking the vendor if he carried Odwalla fruit drinks and energy bars. Both blond. Both athletically fit. Both with golden tans that belied the season. Probably from California, Dmitri guessed. Or maybe Florida. 

He sipped the remains of his coffee, wondering whether they would pass by his table and, perhaps in speaking, shed further clues about their lives.

“Where do you get your ideas for such interesting characters?” people were always asking him. Aspiring writers themselves whose faces always registered disappointment whenever he replied with the simple truth: “From life.”

Would those from whom he had appropriated snippets of speech or gesture or physical traits ever recognize their theatrical counterparts, he often wondered. The question prompted him to return his gaze to the young blond woman again, laughing once more at something her beau had just said. A brief glimpse of sparkle on her left hand made him smile. Young marrieds. Or at least engaged to be. The precipice of a grand adventure. The ache in his heart was underscored with wistful envy for the long years these two would spend together. Years as gold and as vibrant as their skin.
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