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CHAPTER 1


          

          PAPA

        

      

    

    
      I’d been waiting for this day all my life. All almost five years of it.

      “Go have something to eat, Rodion. Auntie Lena is here. She’ll make you a sandwich.” Mama waved toward the kitchen, where I heard the clanking of cutlery. I walked in and saw our tiny kitchen table completely covered in dirty dishes. It reeked of alcohol. Several empty bottles of vodka stood by the wall.

      “Rodion, here is a cheese sandwich. You gotta hurry and eat. The taxi will be here in twenty minutes.” Auntie Lena handed me a plate and disappeared. Auntie Lena was Mama’s best friend, and like family. 

      “Hey, dork,” I heard Sergei’s voice. My older brother walked into the kitchen, ruffled up my hair, and gave me a rueful smile. “Ready for the big day?” He winked at me, and, without waiting for an answer, left. I sat down at the kitchen table, pushing the dirty dishes to the side, and chewed on my sandwich.

      America! I thought dreamily. From the corridor, I heard the sound that had become familiar in the last few days. A suitcase being opened and closed, followed by Mama’s sigh. Mama had been trying to pack our most important possessions into the six suitcases we would take with us to America. Two for each one of us. Mama, Sergei, and me.

      My whole life, it was always the three of us. Mama, Sergei, and me. And I liked it that way. Papa was a fairy tale character. Mama told me stories about him right before I went to sleep, shortly after reading me a story. So, it was the three little pigs, and then Papa. Or Cinderella, and then Papa.

      “One day, Papa will bring us to America. And then, we’ll live in a big house, on a pretty street, in a city called Pittsburgh.” This was the story I heard right before falling asleep, night after night. “Papa works very hard, and soon we’ll all move there. Very soon, Rodion.” The fairy tale had lots of details, like how big and strong Papa was, how handsome, how hard he worked, how much he loved me, and how badly he wanted to see me. “Papa can’t wait to meet you, Rodion. He loves you very much.”

      Sometimes, when Mama wasn’t too tired, she told me the story of how she and Papa met at The Lab. The Lab was part of some secret Research Institute, and Mama worked there as a technician. The story of how Mama and Papa met was part of family lore, just as much as the fairy tale of how Papa waited for us in America.

      “Sergei had just started second grade, and I was late for work one day. I had to drop your brother off, you see. So, I was rushing, not paying attention to where I was going, and a handsome guy bumped into me in the corridor.”

      “And that was Papa?” I’d ask, eyes wide, staring at Mama in excitement. The story never got old. 

      “Yes! That was Papa! He was just like a prince. He came to The Lab and swept me off my feet!” Mama would stare into the distance, lost in thought.

      “And then what happened?”

      “And then Papa and I went to see a movie. And then he got me flowers. And a few months later, I learned that I’d have a little boy.”

      “Me?” I’d ask. Fortunately for Mama, back then, I wasn’t very concerned with the exact mechanics of how watching a movie or getting flowers led to a baby.

      “Yes, sweetheart, that was you. And then you were born. And I named you after your grandfather. Rodion.”

      “Your papa?”

      “Yes, sweetheart, my own papa. It’s a very special name. It means heroic and brave. And you’re my little hero.”

      Then Mama would usually get very quiet. All I knew about my grandfather was that he died when Mama was young and that she barely knew him. The only thing remaining from my grandfather was a two-tome edition of The Count of Monte Cristo published in 1946, and a hunting knife engraved with my grandfather’s name. 

      Rodion Likharev.

      And that was my name, too. 

      Mama, Sergei, and I all had her maiden name, and it was to honor her papa, Grandpa Rodion. 

      “One day, sweetheart, when you’re older, you’ll inherit your grandfather’s knife. It’s already got your name written right here.” 

      Mama would take out the hunting knife and show me, allowing me to feel the steel, its cool blade, and run my finger on it. Then, she’d put it away and open up The Count of Monte Cristo. 

      I don’t remember the first time Mama read it to me, but by the time I was five, I knew the story of the Count and his miraculous escape from Château d’If by heart. Mercédès was the prettiest name any woman could have, and Edmond Dantès was a courageous man, whose pursuit of taking justice into his own hands was the moral of the story.

      And now, the knife, and the two-volume edition of The Count of Monte Cristo, were safely packed in our suitcases and coming with us to America. 

      To Papa.
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        * * *

      

      July 14, 1995

      We landed in Pittsburgh in the middle of a historic heat wave. It was the first time flying for all of us, even Mama. Too nervous to sleep on the plane, we were exhausted by the time we landed. As soon as we got out of the plane, we saw him standing right at the gate. Papa.

      I recognized him right away, though he didn’t look quite like the superhero I’d imagined. Papa’s height was average, and so was his build. He had a receding hairline, and his eyes were small and shifty. And when he reached to kiss Mama, I noticed he had a paunch.

      “Rodion,” Papa said gravely. I’d imagined this moment so many times, and now it was happening in real life. I immediately hid behind Mama’s back.

      “He’s just shy.” Mama kissed me on the cheek. “He needs a bit of time.” 

      “Of course, of course.” Papa’s voice was a deep baritone.

      “Sergei, say hi,” Mama said, and turned to my older brother. Sergei grunted something akin to a greeting.

      “Hey there, sport!” Papa slapped Sergei’s hand.

      “My boys. All of you together,” Mama mouthed, teary-eyed.

      “Welcome to America!” Papa led us to the baggage carousel. “In America, you have to think of everything. If you don’t, life gets expensive. Boris lent me his car, because I knew you’d have lots of luggage.” Papa wiped beads of sweat off his forehead, pushing the cart loaded with our belongings.

      Outside, the heat slapped us. It was nothing like I’d ever experienced before. The air felt thick and moist.

      “Do you wanna see your new house?” Papa turned to me. I was still too shy to speak, but nodded in agreement, peeking out from behind Mama. 

      On the drive from the airport, I fell asleep and didn’t wake up until the following morning in a strange bed.
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        * * *

      

      On our first morning in America, Papa took us grocery shopping.

      “An American supermarket is like nothing you’ve seen in Russia,” Papa gushed, as we walked out of the house and turned the corner onto Greenfield Avenue. We approached a large, gray building that occupied an entire block. As we entered, I felt a blast of cold air and shivered.

      “This is incredible! So many options!” Mama gasped.

      “Welcome to the land of plenty,” Papa chuckled. “But in America, people save. This store has coupons, so every week, you gotta check what’s on sale first. You don’t just buy things, you check for the coupons.” He took a bright paper with colorful photos of packages and stuck it under Mama’s nose. “See? That’s how shopping is done in America. You gotta be careful with spending, Lydia.” He gave Mama a careful stare.

      “Of course, honey.” Mama’s cheeks turned pink. 

      “I’m not a rich man, you see. I’m just getting settled here,” Papa said, looking around the supermarket as if seeking approval from the other customers. “Of course, we could have waited a few more years, but you were in a rush because of Sergei. And I understand, he’s fifteen, and you don’t want him to deal with the army.” 

      Papa picked up an onion and placed it in our cart. “I know, I know the Russian army is scary, but if he had shown more academic promise, that wouldn’t have been an issue. So, here we are. I’m just two years into my job, and in America they can fire you like that.” He snapped his fingers. “It’s not like back home, not like that at all. It’s cutthroat here.” Papa moved his hand across his neck and I noticed it had loose skin. I’d never looked closely at a man’s neck before and kept staring in fascination. Papa took my expression for admiration and his eyes lit up. “Good, good, I can see at least my son is paying attention.”

      “Of course he is, honey. Rodion is very bright.” Mama took me by the hand. We were now in the dairy aisle. 

      “Oh, so, what’s important is the type of food that you buy. Coupons, of course, but also, here is some cheese, for example.” Papa took a package with bright orange slices and handed it to Mama.

      “What’s this, honey?” she asked, flipping it in her hands.

      “That’s cheese. Special American cheese. It’s not what we’re used to, but that’s what Americans eat. So, I want the kids to get used to it. I don’t want them being like all those immigrants, hanging on to what’s familiar. We gotta get the kids Americanized, and quickly.”

      “Of course, honey.” Mama nodded and gave me a doubtful look.

      I clutched her hand as she obediently put the cheese in the cart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          VLADA

        

      

    

    
      Just a few weeks later, on August 8, I turned five years old, and Papa announced I was old enough to go to kindergarten.

      “It’s free and there is an elementary school down the street.”

      “But he’s only five. Maybe we can keep Rodion at home for one year? It’s a big adjustment,” Mama fussed.

      “It’s better that it happens right away. Otherwise, what’s he going to do, sitting at home all day long?” Papa furrowed his brow. The implication, of course, was that she was sitting at home all day long. 

      “And you? You want to learn how to speak English?” Papa turned to me now. I wasn’t afraid of him anymore and responded with confidence.

      “Yes.”

      “Good boy!”

      Before I knew it, the first day of kindergarten arrived. Mama packed my lunch, and we walked together to the bus stop, while I clutched her hand for safety. The yellow bus came, rumbling down the street. I got in and ended up in a seat next to two little girls, right in the front.

      One of them spoke to me. She had light brown pigtails and big brown eyes. She was smiling, opening and closing her mouth, and I understood absolutely nothing. It took all my willpower not to break into tears.

      We pulled up to an enormous building, and I followed the crowd inside. Before I knew it, I was in a classroom, shriveling in terror. The day passed in a blur. I understood nothing.

      At the end of the day, after getting off the bus, as soon as I saw Mama waiting for me at the stop, I ran outside, my lower lip trembling.

      “How’s my little guy?” she asked.

      I started crying. I wept so hard, as I’ve never cried in my whole life. Mama squatted next to me, hugged me, kissed my tear-streaked face, trying to console me. 

      “I don’t wanna go back! I don’t wanna!” I cried and cried, and then, when I couldn’t anymore, I hiccuped.

      “Oh, my sweet little boy, come on, let’s go home and have a snack.” Mama led me up Greenfield Avenue to our house.

      That’s when I noticed a woman standing on top of the hill, hands on her hips. To my horror, she was staring directly at us, and, from the concerned expression on her face, it was evident she’d witnessed my meltdown. Mama must have noticed the woman, too, for she squeezed my hand and we continued to climb up the steep hill.

      “What’s she doing there?” Mama mumbled under her breath. We were the only Russians on our street and no one understood us. I looked down at the ground and quickened my pace.

      “Good day,” the woman said in perfectly accented Russian, and I gasped. She was dressed like an American: practical beige pants, matching sandals, and a short-sleeved pink top with a collar. She looked older, her short hair streaked with gray. “What’s your name, little guy?” The woman leaned over. “Why the tears?” She continued speaking in Russian, leaving no doubt as to her origins. “My name is Vlada.” She extended her hand to me. I didn’t take it.

      “This is Rodion,” Mama responded, putting her hand over me in a protective gesture.

      “What a beautiful name. Traditional, Russian.” The woman nodded in approval. Her voice was unusually deep, almost like a man’s.

      “I am Lydia,” Mama said. “You’re Russian!” she added unnecessarily.

      “Oh, yes, we moved here five years ago, from Novosibirsk.” Vlada flashed a victorious smile. Five years was my entire lifetime. 

      “How nice. We are from Moscow. Moved here last month.”

      “Oh? I can’t tell from your accent.”

      “I was born in Kolomna,” Mama said. I looked up at her with surprise. This part of her biography had never been mentioned before.

      “That’s good. Muscovites are so snobby. Dreadful people,” Vlada said, without missing a beat. “And you seem like a nice lady. A month is nothing. How are you adjusting to America?”

      “Oh, just fine. We came here to join my husband. And he’s settled in Pittsburgh.” There was pride in Mama’s voice. Her words sounded just like the fairy tales she’d told me when I was little, about my strong papa welcoming us with open arms in America, and I also straightened up. 

      “What’s going on with the little guy? I have three boys of my own. If you ever need help, or some advice, come by. I’m happy to be of assistance.”

      “Oh, thank you. But we’re fine. We’re just going home. First day of school.” Mama started moving uphill suddenly, as if regretting taking this stranger into her confidence, and pulled me along.

      “Well, don’t let me keep you,” Vlada said, panting slightly, but following us. “I live right down the street. Right on top of this hill.” She pointed into the distance.

      “Alright.” Mama turned around, still gripping my hand tightly. Forced to come to an abrupt stop, I tripped and fell. Immediately, I started crying again. “What now?!” Mama yelped, then, noticing my knee, turned to Vlada in exasperation: “Listen, it’s not a good time.”  

      “I’ve been through it all,” Vlada spoke over my cries of agony. “Listen, let me help you.”

      “I don’t need any help!” Mama screamed, and the next moment she, too, was weeping. Red blotches appeared on her cheeks, and she sniffled. “I just can’t take it anymore.” Mama smudged her mascara. “You’re the first person who’s been kind to me here.”

      “Oh, my dear.” Vlada shook her head. “America is a tough place, initially, but you’ll get used to it. I’m so glad I ran into you two. It was like God told me to go for a walk at exactly this time, so I can help you.”

      “I just don’t know what to do,” Mama admitted, completely ignoring me and my scraped knee. “I really am about to give up.”

      “Oh, dear, dear, let me walk the two of you back,” Vlada fussed. “Come on, Rodion, let’s help your mama out.”

      Vlada turned to me and, gently but firmly, ordered: “You lead the way!”

      I clenched my jaw, and, proud of this responsibility, walked uphill toward our house. It was only a short walk, up the hill and then to the right, but I felt like a general leading an army. I could hear Mama speaking to Vlada, their muffled voices behind me, but I didn’t turn around. Not even once. Five minutes later, we were standing on our porch, Mama fumbling for the keys.

      “And here we are.”

      “Oh! So, you’re Philip’s wife? I should have guessed!” Vlada exclaimed when Mama opened the front door. “But I’ve known him since he first moved here.” 

      “You have?” Mama took her shoes off. “Please, here are some slippers.” 

      She offered a pair to Vlada, who had already taken off her sensible beige sandals.

      “Oh, yes, of course, we were the first Russians to buy homes in this neighborhood. Philip and us, we bought houses just a month apart. And used the same real estate agent, Tatiana. She introduced us. Tatiana’s clients all know each other.” 

      “I had no idea.” Mama led Vlada to the kitchen. “Have a seat, please, and let me make you a cup of tea.”

      “I’m not a fan of tea. Though I do like strong beverages.” Vlada let out a giggle that sounded like a horse’s neigh. “If you catch my drift.”

      “Of course, yes. But I’m not sure if I have anything to offer you right now.” Mama turned her head frantically around the kitchen, then rushed to the freezer. “Vodka maybe?” Mama held out a large bottle.

      “Oh, don’t worry about it. I prefer cognac. It does wonders for my high blood pressure.” Vlada said. “And your boy is just adorable.” 

      “Rodion!” Mama remembered me. 

      I’d been standing in the doorway, still wearing my backpack. The blood on my scraped knee had now dried. I must have been a sad sight, because immediately Mama let out a squeal.  

      She rushed to me and gave me a hug. 

      “Your knee! How is it?” She squatted next to me, then, noticing my bag, fussed. “Oh, sweetheart, take your bag off. Oh, my poor baby.” She led me to the chair, and I sat down. Mama then changed her mind, made me get up, and walked me to the kitchen sink, where she proceeded to wash my scraped knee, mumbling to herself. Once Mama was done, she told me to go be a good boy and wait for her in the living room. 

      I was getting hungry. I hadn’t eaten since that morning and had been too shy to have lunch at school, but I found our new acquaintance to be extremely intimidating, so I sat on the couch and waited. I heard the clanking of glasses and Vlada announce in her low voice, “Na zdorovye!”

      I am not sure how much time had passed by, because, when at last the front door opened and Sergei walked in, I had drifted off to sleep. I jerked up and stared at my brother. I’d completely forgotten that it was the first day of school for him, too, and evidently, so had Mama. She ran up to the front door, bypassing where I’d been sitting.

      “Sergei, hi, sweetheart.”

      Sergei threw off his black leather jacket that he’d insisted on wearing to school regardless of the warm September weather.

      “Sergei, we have a new friend. Meet Auntie Vlada.” Mama pointed to the kitchen.

      “A new friend?” Sergei narrowed his eyes, then, glancing in my direction, said: “I’m tired. Going to take a nap upstairs.”

      “Don’t you wanna tell me about your day?” Mama asked, but Sergei was already halfway up the steps.

      “No, thanks,” he said, and, seconds later, the door to his room slammed shut.

      “Yes, Sergei is my oldest. He’s fifteen, going on thirty.” Mama laughed. 

      “They grow up fast, don’t they!”

      “They sure do.”

      My stomach rumbled, and I expected Mama to tell her new friend that it was time for her to feed me, but Mama proceeded back to the kitchen and took her position at the kitchen table.

      I turned on the TV.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          RYDER

        

      

    

    
      By November, my English was good enough for me to understand almost everything at school. One of those things was that my name was useless. No one could pronounce “Rodion” correctly, and it was quickly shortened to Rod. I hated it with a passion and complained about it at home.

      “You know, some kids pick new names when they come to America,” Papa announced one evening. We were in the kitchen, Mama, Papa, and I, and I’d just finished my plate of mac and cheese, a dish Papa assured us was what American kids ate. Papa was eating soup. He put his spoon down and looked at me critically.

      “Maybe Rodion can change his name? I’m sick of hearing his complaints.”

      “What?” A loud clank followed. Mama had been collecting silverware from the table, and some of the pieces dropped to the floor. 

      “It’s not such a big deal. If my name weren’t universal, I would have changed it a long time ago. We all need to adapt.” Papa rolled his eyes. “Is there any soup left?” He looked at the stove.

      “But Rodion was named after his grandfather.” Mama walked over to me and kissed the top of my head.

      “Rodion, do you want a new name?” Papa turned to me. “Why don’t you think of a nice new name for yourself? It can start with an R.”

      “Yes, Papa,” I said. I was a good boy. “Ronald?” I said tentatively. “Like Ronald McDonald?”

      “Oh, no. People will immediately think of Reagan.” Papa shook his head. “Is there another name you would like?”

      “Philip, it’s too much to ask of Rodion. Let’s talk about this later. Rodion, go spend time with your brother.” Mama gently pushed me out of the kitchen. 

      I went upstairs, where Sergei, as usual, was sitting on his bed, playing guitar. Back in Moscow, Sergei always played songs by the band Kino. He adored its lead singer, Viktor Tsoi, and dressed all in black, just like Tsoi did. The song Sergei favored was ‘A Star Called the Sun,’ and I knew the words by heart. But now Sergei was playing a song I didn’t recognize, and it was beautiful.

      “Hey! Listen to this.” Sergei was unusually friendly.

      
        
        
        Riders on the storm.

        Into this house we’re born.

        Into this world we’re thrown.

        Like a dog without a bone.

      

      

      

      Sergei’s English was the best in the family. He’d studied it in school in Russia, and he pronounced each word carefully.

      “It’s this band called The Doors. ‘Riders on the Storm’!” My brother smiled.

      “It’s the last song Jim Morrison ever recorded before he died. He was the lead singer. He was real young, only twenty-seven. Just like Tsoi. It’s kinda amazing. But Jim Morrison was deep. So, this song, it’s about philosophy. Heidegger. He’s got the answers. You see, our lives, they’ve got no meaning. That’s what Morrison meant. We’re just thrown into this world and we don’t have answers. You get me, Rodion?”

      I was quiet. What could I say?

      “This is what everything is about. Random. Throwing us into the world. Like, what’s the point? Is there a point? We’re all riders on the storm. You get me?”

      I nodded. 

      “Papa told me I could change my name,” I said after a pause. “So I can be more American.”

      Sergei shook his head in indignation and sighed. We heard a noise of a car pulling up outside. I ran to the window, grateful for the distraction. A truck had stopped in front of our neighbor’s home. It was a yellow truck with huge black letters. 

      R-Y-D-E-R

      I read out the letters. I had just finished learning the alphabet at school and was learning to read. 

      R-Y-D-E-R

      “Ryder!” I yelped in excitement. “Look! Ryder!”

      “What are you talking about?” Sergei put the guitar down and walked up to stand next to me.

      “Ryders on the storm! I wanna be called Ryder!” I jumped up and down. “My name!” 

      Without waiting for Sergei’s reaction, I ran downstairs and announced my decision.

      “Mama! Papa! I wanna be called Ryder. Like the truck.”

      “What truck?” Mama opened her eyes wide.

      “Nice! Ryder has a nice ring to it.” Papa smiled at me with approval.

      “Yes, come look!” I pulled Mama by the sleeve to the window and pointed at the truck. “See?”

      “Rodion, we’ll let the school know tomorrow.” Papa gave me a high five. 

      “Philip, you can’t let him be named after a truck! That’s his whole identity. This is a serious decision…”

      Mama was speaking, but Papa and I weren’t listening. 

      Papa picked me up and spun me around, as we both chanted: “Ry-der! Ry-der! Ry-der!”

      From that day onwards, I would be known as Ryder Likharev.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          BABUSHKA

        

      

    

    
      At school, we were getting ready for Thanksgiving. We drew turkeys, talked about the Pilgrims and got an assignment to ask our parents what they were thankful for and to report the next day at school.

      “What are you thankful for?” I asked Mama, as soon as I stepped off the bus.

      “Oh, my little guy!” She leaned close and I could smell her breath. It was unfamiliar, pungent, and fruity. “I’m grateful for you, Rodion!” Mama took my hand in hers. She refused to call me Ryder, and so did Sergei. “And you know what? You’re going to meet your grandmother soon.”

      “My grandmother? Babushka?” My mouth gaped open. Babushka was Mama’s mother, and she was dead.

      “Well, you have two babushkas. My mom and Papa’s mom.” Mama clutched my hand. “Papa’s mother is coming to visit us. For Thanksgiving.”

      “Where is she now?” I asked, immediately picturing a fairy tale granny, like in “Little Red Riding Hood”, somewhere in the forest. 

      “She lives right here, in Pittsburgh, but she was busy and couldn’t come meet you before.” Mama averted her eyes.

      Ahead of the visit, Mama acted strangely, rushing around the house with a rag, wiping nonexistent specks of dust from all surfaces. She sent Sergei to the store to get mayo, then forgot about it and sent him again, tearing up when he confronted her. Then Mama set out two china sets on the kitchen table, staring at them for hours, trying to pick the right one for the dinner. All of her conversations focused on the menu for Thanksgiving. She’d speak to no one in particular, not expecting an answer. “I should make the Olivier salad, and then piroshki? With meat or potatoes. Or both? Or borscht? That could be a nice touch.”

      The biggest challenge was the turkey. Mama had never cooked it before. For advice, she called Vlada, and they spent over an hour going over what needed to be done to adapt the Thanksgiving classic to Russian taste. That required substituting the bread stuffing with fruit, which, Vlada assured Mama, would make it edible.

      That afternoon, Papa came home early, carrying a bouquet of orange roses.

      “Put these in water, please.” He handed the flowers to Mama. She moved her finger across the petals, her eyes sparkling. 

      “Thank you, Philip. You shouldn’t have.”

      “It’s for Mother,” Papa said curtly. “I am about to go pick her up now.”

      “Okay.” Mama bit her lip, and I noticed she rolled her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Grandma Oxana was a short, stout woman, her hair dyed jet-black. Her beady, assessing eyes took in our place and settled on me. She hummed and raised her eyebrows, then announced, “I gotta take my boots off.”

      “Mother, one moment,” Papa fussed, arms flailing. He let out a yelp and ran to the kitchen, appearing a moment later with a chair. He positioned it by the front door and led Grandma Oxana to it. “Please, have a seat.”

      “Thank you.” Grandma sat down and Papa kneeled next to her, looking like a knight about to receive an accolade. Papa unzipped her long boots that went all the way up her shins.

      “Ooh, that feels good.” Grandma let out a breath and wiggled her feet. Through her stockings, I could see the curved nail of her right big toe and it made me gag.

      “The slippers! Where are Mother’s slippers?” Papa turned his head widely. “The furry ones.” When no one answered, Papa grunted, rising, and reached for the shoe rack.

      “Here you go, Mother, I’ve got them right here!” A radiant smile crossed his face as he put the slippers on Grandma’s feet. 

      “I’m just like Cinderella.” The old woman giggled. “My prince!” She threw an adoring look at her son. “Well, show me what you’ve been up to.” Grandma rose from the chair and put her hands on her hips.

      “This is Lydia, Mother.” Papa pointed to Mama, who came out from the kitchen, an aloof look on her face. Mama was wearing her best sweater, the one Auntie Lena had given her before we left for America. It was beige with sparkles sewn onto it, and Auntie Lena told Mama it made her hair stand out and was “tasteful.”

      “I heard a lot about you,” Grandma said, walking over to Mama. “And this is the boy?” Grandma fixed her gaze on me again and I had no choice but to leave my hiding spot from behind the couch. “Rodion?” Grandma squinted at me. “Well, hello there, boy.” 

      I didn’t respond, so petrified was I with fear. I even forgot to say my new name. Ryder.

      “Is the boy mute?” Grandma raised her eyebrows. 

      “No, no, he’s just shy.” Papa stepped in to defend me. “Let’s have lunch, Mother.”

      “I’d like to wash my hands first,” Grandma Oxana said, and retreated to the bathroom.

      As soon as the door closed behind her, Papa slapped his forehead so hard that a red mark appeared. 

      “I can’t believe I forgot!” He ran to the kitchen and grabbed the roses from the vase, still dripping water. Papa wiped the stems on his shirt and took a position by the bathroom door like a soldier standing guard.

      “Mother, I’m sorry; I forgot to give these to you sooner. My fault. But we got you this bouquet,” he said solemnly, as soon as Grandma walked out of the bathroom.

      “Thank you, Philip, my boy.” Grandma Oxana took the bouquet, then paused and started counting. “One, two, three, four,” she began, her face turning pale. “Twelve? Did you get me twelve roses?”

      “Yes, I suppose it’s a dozen,” Philip mumbled, scratching his forehead, the red mark fading slightly.

      “Did you do this on purpose? Do you want me dead?” Grandma pushed the flowers at Papa with such force that he stumbled back. Several petals fell to the floor.

      “Mother, that’s how they sell them here. It’s a dozen roses.”

      “You know we get even numbers for the dead! Why did you get me these flowers? Is it her?” She narrowed her eyes and looked at Mama. “It was her? Tell me! I know it was! I should never have agreed to meet her.” 

      Grandmother huffed and rushed out of the house, slamming the front door. 

      “Mother, please, it’s just a misunderstanding.” Papa ran after her. From the outside, we could hear shouting, the sound of the car door slamming shut. 

      “Mama, is Grandma coming back?” I asked.

      “No, Rodion, I don’t think so. Let’s sit down and eat.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Lydia, you’ll need to apologize to Mother,” Papa said when he came back that evening, looking haggard.

      “Apologize for what?” Mama threw her hands up in protest. 

      “For the flowers.”

      “I wasn’t the one who got her the flowers.” Mama’s voice sounded screechy. “You got them, you apologize.”

      “I already did.” Papa shook his head. “Mother is very sensitive. Why didn’t you count the roses? Now she doesn’t want to come back. And it took me months to convince her to meet you.”

      “Good riddance,” Mama mumbled quietly, so Papa wouldn’t hear. 

      But I did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          THE CONSOLE

        

      

    

    
      Growing up in Russia, I was used to snow. It was on the ground for six months out of the year. Snow in Russia was gradual and fell slowly, with snow piles accumulating over a few weeks, growing tall. So, when Papa got home from work one day and announced—panic in his voice—that it was about to snow, Mama, Sergei, and I were amused.

      “So what?” Mama opened her eyes wide. “Snow isn’t a big deal!”

      “Get ready. We need to spread salt on the steps.” Papa placed a large bag right by the door, expression on his face serious. “We’re about to get snowed in.”

      “Why would you need salt if it’s about to snow?” Mama frowned.

      “To melt the ice.” Papa turned to Sergei. “Hey, sport, help me out here.”

      Sergei followed Papa outside, and the two of them spread ice on the steps and the driveway. When they came back inside, there was a light dusting of snow on their coats, their hair moist from precipitation. I ran outside and, before Mama could stop me, stuck my tongue out, catching the snowflakes. It was almost like being home, in Russia.
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        * * *

      

      That weekend was the best one I’d had in America. Snow fell for two days straight, blanketing our neighborhood. I watched TV and slept. Mama and Papa were unusually nice to each other, and Sergei was in his room, playing guitar, and I would hear him singing songs by The Doors over and over.

      In the evenings, we made plans for the future. Papa promised to take us to Lake Erie in the summer. 

      “As soon as it gets warm, we’ll go there for the weekend. Rent a house. And we’ll go swimming. Water is very clear, beautiful. And we can picnic outside. It’s budget friendly,” Papa promised, then furrowed his brow. “Maybe we can even rent a camper.”

      “A camper? What’s that?” I asked, staring at Papa.

      “One of those cars; you sleep in it and you can drive around, see different places.” 

      “Like a house on wheels?” I sat up straight. It sounded like a dream I didn’t know I had. 

      “Exactly, Ryder.” Papa ruffled my hair. “That’s my guy.”

      Sergei had been sitting with a detached expression on his face, but even he perked up at the mention of a trip to Lake Erie.

      On the third day of the blizzard, after the snow had stopped falling and Papa and Sergei had ventured outside to clear it from the steps and the driveway, we had a visitor.

      It was Vlada. She came dressed in a thick winter jacket with the Penguins’ logo on it. I’d seen a few high school kids wear those, but never a woman. She was wearing sturdy winter boots, and when she took them off, snow fell out of them, as if she’d stuffed them with it on purpose.

      “Love this weather!” Vlada exclaimed, pulling off her hat. It was a pink knitted beanie, the color of it contrasting with the rest of her black outfit. “I’ve been walking in the snow for two days straight. Can’t get enough,” Vlada exclaimed. “I should have told you I was going to come over, but I wanted it to be a surprise!” Vlada let out a laugh. “So, here it is!” She produced a rectangular package, tightly wrapped in newspaper.

      I immediately recognized the lettering of New Russian Word, a Russian immigrant newspaper. Philip subscribed to it and Mama read it regularly.

      “You shouldn’t have. Please, come in, sit down!” Mama fussed, taking Vlada’s jacket.

      “I wanted to say hi to Rodion.” Vlada winked at me.

      “Ryder,” I breathed out, and Mama sighed.

      “He only wants to be called Ryder.”

      “That’s fine. Nothing wrong with experimenting with different names.” Vlada’s face softened. “I wish I’d changed my name when I first came to America. It’s a great opportunity to start a new life.” 

      I fidgeted, my eyes fixed on the package. I suspected it was for me but wasn’t entirely sure. I could feel something important was about to happen. A transformation.

      “So, little guy, I hear you’ve been a good boy at school.” Vlada looked directly at me. “So, I decided I’d give you this. The boys are grown. It’s just sitting there, collecting dust. But I know they sure loved this thing.” She handed me the package. “Go ahead, unwrap it.”

      I accepted the gift and took the paper off. The newsprint stained my fingers, and by the time I put it aside, they were gray. 

      I was holding a game console.

      “Thank you!” I gasped. I’d seen the console at Vlada’s house. Sergei and I even played it one evening when we were over there with Mama.

      “Vlada, this is so generous of you! You shouldn’t have!” Mama leaned in to give Vlada a hug.

      “I’d like for Rodion to use it.” Vlada game me an encouraging smile, and I immediately rushed to plug in the console, connecting the cables and deftly inserting the game cartridge. 

      “See, he knows what to do. It’s meant for little Rodion,” Vlada noted.

      Mama took Vlada to the kitchen, and by the time I smelled the coffee brewing, I’d already connected the console, gotten the right channel, and was staring at Stewart the Fox’s adorable face. With the console, Vlada brought a treasure trove of games her sons had played. The tune of the Stewart game played loudly, and I was enthralled, moving the little fox on the screen. He was spinning into a ball, baring his teeth, his red spiky hair ready to defend him, to prickle and attack.

      “Hey, what’s this?” I heard Sergei’s voice. It came out of another dimension and pulled me back to reality. 

      “Ha?” I turned, with some difficulty tearing myself from the screen.

      “Where did you get this?” Sergei brushed the snow from his jacket and walked up to me. His boots left wet footprints on the carpet. I hadn’t even noticed he’d been outside. “Is that a game console?”

      “Yes.” I turned back and Stewart flashed me a smile. I rocked back and forth, and Stewart and I both knew we’d found each other. 

      The next moment, Stewart spoke to me.

      “Ryder.” A wink followed. Hand on the hip. “Let’s play!”

      “Alright!” I yelped, and edged closer to the screen. I wanted it to possess me. I wanted to be there, with Stewart, inside of the game, running and spinning on the purple bricks with him. I wanted to flip just like him, to be as fast.

      “Rodion, what are you doing?” Sergei shook me.

      “What?” I looked up at my brother.

      “When did you set this up?”

      “Just now. Vlada brought it over.” I put the game aside and snapped back to reality. Adrenaline was rushing through my veins. I jumped up and down, just like I’d seen Stewart do, then I did a flip. 

      “Easy now, easy.” Sergei shook his head in mock admonishment.
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        * * *

      

      My life changed that day in more ways than one. I started to wear all red. Like Stewart. I had one shirt that color and I wore it every day, refusing to wear anything else until Mama got the clue and took me shopping to Gabe’s. We took two buses to get there, because Papa needed to go swimming. He went to the gym every Sunday because it was important for his health.

      At Gabe’s, Mama let me pick out new T-shirts for myself. We found several shirts with Stewart the fox on them, and I immediately started wearing them. 

      “My little fox,” Mama cooed, watching me as I paraded my new outfits. 

      I loved the game. Stewart took over my life. There were other games, but I didn’t care for them. I identified with him. I was him. We were one. I could trust him. 

      Stewart listened to me and he appeared to me in my dreams. More than once, I woke up to find Stewart sitting on my pillow, speaking to me. It wasn’t Russian or English, but our own language. What Stewart wanted me to know percolated into my brain through sounds. Stewart would stay, but only if I didn’t move. If I tried to reach for him, he’d move away and disappear. I figured it out after some tries, and once I did, I’d lay motionless, in a sort of paralysis, waiting for Stewart to transmit messages.

      What did he tell me? Everything. Mostly, the revelations were about getting to the next level in the game. But some were about the ways of the world. Stewart told me about my true mission in life. It was to be his mouthpiece. I was to help him communicate with the world, to let the true Stewart be seen. I didn’t know what that meant, not entirely, but he would smile coyly and tell me that “all would reveal itself in due course” if I pressed him for more information.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 6


          

          THE THREE MUSKETEERS

        

      

    

    
      The summer came and so did my kindergarten graduation ceremony. To celebrate my achievement, Grandma Oxana agreed to come over. I didn’t care for her visit, and neither did Mama. Sergei took the upcoming nuisance in stride. He had turned into somewhat of a philosopher and was reading Heidegger in German. This was all related to his exploration of the futility of human existence and the connection to Jim Morrison. Sergei would sit in his room, peering into the English-German dictionary, then into a tome of Heidegger’s works, underlining several words, then writing them out. The process was incredibly time-consuming, but, Sergei noted, “he wasn’t in a rush.”

      But I was.

      I was in a rush because I was just like Stewart the Fox. Our goal was to run. To move, to sprint. We were runners, not walkers. Our feet were our wings. And really, Stewart and I could practically fly, if you thought about it. I sure did. If I could be a creature of the forest, I’d be invincible. I could defeat just about anyone. Those were my thoughts when I was standing in a green gown, graduating from kindergarten.

      Mama ran up to me and handed me the flowers. I checked the number. There were six roses.

      “Mama, why are you giving me half a dozen roses?” I asked. “Isn’t it supposed to be for the dead?”

      “Rodion, sweetheart, don’t be ridiculous. Don’t listen to Grandma!” Mama laughed. “When did you become so superstitious?” I took the flowers in one hand and extended my other hand to her. We walked up to Grandma Oxana and Papa. Sergei was standing to the side, observing us. He liked to be on his own.

      “Congratulations,” Grandma said. She was scrutinizing me with her small, beady eyes. I noticed her glancing at my bouquet and expected her to say something about the number of flowers, but she didn’t.

      For the ride from the graduation ceremony, we all piled into one car. Grandmother Oxana sat in the front seat, next to Papa, and I caught her surveying me in the rearview mirror. Mama, Sergei, and I were in the back of the car. After a few minutes, Grandmother Oxana, directing her question at Mama, said: “You know, your little one looks a lot like you, Lydia.”

      “Yes, I think so.” Mama nodded.

      “Both of your boys do,” Grandma Oxana added graciously. 

      Sergei gave me a side-eye and elbowed me in the ribs. This was an expression of affection.

      “I guess so,” Mama agreed, her cheeks turning pink. “Rodion, please, can you move a little to the side?” Mama shifted in her seat and moved her purse that had been squeezed by my booster seat.

      “So, does your older one look like his father?” Grandma continued her query. Mama tensed. I could feel her arm freeze in place.

      “I couldn’t say.” Mama swallowed hard.

      “You don’t have any photos of your first husband?” The question was like a bomb exploding. Papa gripped the wheel tightly, and Mama gulped. Sergei rolled his eyes. I stared bravely straight ahead and my eyes caught Grandma’s cold stare. Her eyes were like those of the Ice Queen. Light blue. Unforgiving.

      “Mother, perhaps we can discuss this later.” Papa cleared his throat.

      “I am just curious. I’d like to know as much as possible about my grandsons. Both of them.” Grandma rounded her eyes.

      Mama’s anxiety was palpable. She breathed hard, her hands were shaking, and she fidgeted in her seat, as if she wanted to catapult right out of the car. She opened her mouth as if to speak, but no sound came. At that moment, we pulled up to our house. Mama opened the passenger door and got out. Making her way to the steps, she leaned on the railing, her mouth wide-open as she struggled to breathe.

      “Mama! Are you alright?” I unbuckled myself and moved to help her. 

      “Yes, yes. It’s okay.” Mama wiped beads of sweat on her forehead. “Let’s go inside.” 

      Grandma followed us, head up high, a sly smile on her face.
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        * * *

      

      I’d been looking forward to my first summer vacation in America. We’d go to Lake Erie with Papa in a “house on wheels” and I’d get to practice swimming. I was a little nervous about that part, not entirely sure I still remembered how to swim, but Sergei assured me he’d remind me what to do. And of course, the summer meant unlimited time with Stewart the Fox. 

      Sergei got a summer job, so most of the time it was Mama and me at home. She’d been taking English lessons at a community center in Squirrel Hill, but they had ended for the summer. And so Mama and I stayed together with little to occupy our time. 

      All day long, I played Stewart the Fox. And Mama gossiped. As soon as Papa left for work, she would pick up the phone and call Vlada, inviting her to come over. And immediately after that, Mama called Zhanna. Zhanna was another woman from the neighborhood, a recent immigrant whom Vlada had introduced to Mama sometime in the spring. 

      Those three were now inseparable and called themselves the three musketeers. Vlada always showed up first, at around ten in the morning. Without fail, she would bring with her a bottle of Armenian cognac and set it on the kitchen table.

      The smell of freshly brewed coffee spread through the house, as Mama brewed coffee for the two of them in a special copper pot, then served it in her favorite porcelain cups. She’d add “just a dash” of cognac, and they chatted.

      Busy with Stewart, I paid them little mind. He and I were progressing, and my dreams about him were getting more and more vivid. At one point, I think it was right around July 4, I finally made it. I’d become Stewart. I got to run around the purple brick wall and spun myself into a tight little ball. I could even feel the red pointy hair sticking out of my head. It was the best dream ever, and I punched and sneered at the audience. Yes, I even had an audience. I was inside of the game!

      Zhanna, the third musketeer, would pop in a bit later, usually closer to noon, on account of her husband being a “late riser.” He painted houses, and Zhanna complained he drank too much, was a cheater, and was “way too lazy.” Zhanna cut hair for a living and operated an illegal hair salon from her home, where she offered five-dollar haircuts to both men and women, and also colored women’s hair for a reasonable fee. Zhanna preferred consistency, as she admitted herself, and mostly dyed her clients’ hair black. I wondered if Grandma also went to Zhanna to get her hair done, or whether there was some unwritten code where all immigrant women of a certain age had agreed to have the same hairstyle.

      Once Zhanna joined them, Mama and Vlada would have another round of cognac-laced coffee. 

      “This one is for the blood pressure,” Vlada announced. “Just a teeny bit, to get it down. Down-down,” she sang in her deep voice, not the least bit ashamed of how tone-deaf she sounded. 

      “Here, in America, I also am starting to get high blood pressure,” Mama admitted. “I’m glad Vlada came up with this natural cure. I’m getting headaches. All the time.”

      “You are?” Zhanna shook her head, a look of concern on her face.

      “Yes, it’s unbelievable. You know what this hag said to me the other day?” Mama’s voice was now a hoarse whisper, but I could hear her just fine. I’d lowered the volume of my game so I could pay attention.

      “What?” Zhanna and Vlada asked in unison.

      “She was hinting that Rodion isn’t Philip’s son!”

      “No!” I heard the two friends yell out. 

      “How dare she?” Zhanna gasped.

      “What a piece of work!” Vlada added in her near-baritone. 

      “I know!” Mama cried out. 

      A clinking of cups followed, and I guessed that the three women were still tending to their respective high blood pressures.

      “Is he?” Vlada asked after a pause. “You’d tell us, wouldn’t you?”

      “Of course he is Philip’s son!” Mama was indignant. “I don’t get where she gets these ideas. It’s like she sits there scheming, trying to find ways to make my life impossible. It’s difficult as it is!”

      “That’s America for ya,” Zhanna said. “Everyone suffers here. It’s a dog-eat-dog place.”

      “But I’m her daughter-in-law! Doesn’t she want Philip to be happy?”

      “No. She’s one of those mothers. You know…” Zhanna’s voice trailed off. “Monster-in-law type. Her kind hates anyone their son marries. They want their boy to themselves. You can’t win.”

      “But Philip isn’t a mama’s boy!” Mama said. Bouts of laughter followed. Zhanna, Vlada, and Mama guffawed hearty belly laughs. 

      “That’s a good one, Lydia! By the way, where’s your boy? He’s been awfully quiet for a five-year-old,” Vlada said, and I immediately turned the volume up.

      Stewart did another flip, and I hummed the tune of the game loud enough for the women to hear.
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