Two Bottles of Wine
By Elizabeth L. Sammons

“Alyo?” The husky voice I remembered, the first of  nine Viktor Sapiros in the San Francisco phone book, and I had found him.

“Viktor Moiseevich, hello. It’s me, Maria,” I began. “I’m in san –“

“Masha – Mashenka! Dear girl, is it really you? All the way out here? What are you doing here? Why didn’t you let me know you were coming?”

“I’m just here for a conference, Viktor Moiseevich,” I responded. “I didn’t bring your address, and –“

“When can we get together? Just name the time. Mashenka, shame on you not telling me ahead of time – I would have –“

My seminar break was running short, so I cut him off. “Tomorrow night, would that work?”

“Of course.” In the academic Russian I remembered from our acquaintance in Odessa, Ukraine, the scientist explained to me which trolley to take to the street where he lived.  

Basking in predilections of the feast that doubtless awaited me now, my mind returned to how Viktor, his wife Devora and I had first met. As guide on a traveling American exhibit, I had conversed with thousands of visitors, but few with the vigor and passion of this petite couple. “You must share a meal with us,” Viktor had insisted after just a few minutes of talk at the show. 

Arriving at the family apartment, I was greeted with the usual heavy-laden table of food and drink then. What stood out initially were the many vines and even small trees crawling around door frames and tetering on the balcony. A dove flew in through the window, perching on the corner of a side table to peck at dishes of small seeds and some water obviously left for her there. “She’s nesting just outside our window, and she has three little babies. She has come to trust us now,” Devora whispered, while Viktor muttered something about not wanting to embarrass guests with a street bird in the apartment.   
“Dvosya is our bird lady, but as for me, I’m a botanist,” Viktor explained as Devora weighed my plate down with her excellent food. “Some call me the best in Odessa. Most of my genetic experiments start right here at home.”

Devora smiled shily, pouring some dark wine into an exquisitely etched crystal goblet before me.  Then, after hesitation and a nod from her husband, she poured a little for him and for herself. 

It is usual in Russian homes to drink toast after toast, but the most formal is always the first, comparable in solemnity to a family prayer in America. Viktor raised his glass, and then he stood up. Devora stood between us, one hand in his, the other lightly caressing my shoulder. “I lift this glass to you, Masha, and to your country,” Viktor began. Startled, I saw tears in Devora’s eyes. She was sober, I thought, too early to become maudlin.

Viktor continued, voice strong. “Both our children are now in your country. Perhaps Dvosya and I will also join them someday, but we are unsure. After we got married, I prepared three bottles of wine. The first we drank at our daughter’s wedding. The second we drank at our son’s wedding. The third – “ He paused. I felt Devora’s hand tighten ever so slightly on my shoulder.

“The third,” he continued, “we hoped to drink at the birth of our first grandchild. But even if we have a grandchild someday, we know that we will not be able to do this, since we cannot take wine out of the country, and after all, we may still be here.” He paused, collecting himself.

 “We do not want to drink this fine wine by ourselves,” Devora added quietly.

“No indeed,” Viktor continued. “We want to share it with you as a person from the country of our grandchildren’s future, a country of freedom for our own children. We have no words to thank you for the gift of hope that you have imparted to our family.”

My throat was so tight that after clinking glasses, I could hardly swallow the contents of my goblet. Not only was it now to late to stop things, bottle having already been opened and poured, but it would have been unspeakably discourteous to refuse to share a toast, and the emotions along with it, with these kindred strangers who had never known me and who might never see their children again. As the wine tingled in velvet perfection on my tongue, I felt more guilt than honor in partaking of this family treasure never intended for these gentile lips.

As the evening went on, Devora scurried around the apartment to bring in publications Viktor had written on grapes and otherplants on which he had edxperimented, as well as photo albums of his agricultural success. It crossed my mind that his expertise might be the reason that he and his wife, unlike many would-be Jewish immigrants, had been forbidden from leaving the country with their children. In saying farewell, I promised to stay in touch with them, and also to call their children upon my return to America with their best greetings. 

“Please tell them we love them and that I pray for them every day,” Devora whispered to me. “Please let them know we are fine, and we are safe.”

“Let them know my plants are still thriving!” Viktor broke in.

Was this already ten years ago? It had been five years now since I received a letter from Devora written upon their arrival in San Francisco. Though I did not now recall its full contents, the opening words remained in my heart. “Masha, dear, we are pleased to tell you that at last, we have joined you in your wonderful country. I spend much time babysitting our two little grandchildren, and I want you to know that any time you come to California, our home is your home…”

I had imagined no luxuries in the part of town where the trolley dropped me off, but I was startled to see a variety of Indian, Chinese and Latino stores, not the Russian neighborhood I expected. But after scarcely a glance around, I felt a strong hand on my shoulder, and I was looking down into Viktor’s sparkling brown eyes. “Let’s go quickly,” he greeted me after kissing me on both cheeks. “I don’t like to be out here with all these dark people around.” I took his arm, and we hustled up the street, turning into a darker allie, and from there, into the dusky entrance of an apartment block. “I even lost my bicycle that I kept chained down here,” Viktor picked up, breaking the silence of the last two blocks. “You can’t trust anybody in this place.”

“I’m sorry,” Viktor Moiseevich,” I said, while in one part of my mind, I was fighting not to laugh at the amusing image of this tiny man on a bicycle. Surely he had not done this in Russia.

“Just Viktor, even Vitya,” he corrected, taking me by the hand and leading me up a dusty flight of stairs. “We’re in America now, and no one calls me by my full, formal name here.”

“Alright, Viktor,” I answered as we approached a door with the number 29. 

As Viktor’s door creeked open, the living room air shuddered with odors of stale food, and something else, too, the age of either the building itself, or of its occupants. Surely Devora would not be keeping house like this, but where was she?

“My wife – she died two years ago,” Viktor said, doubtless seeing the lost look on my face. Stunned, unthinkingly, I sat down, uninvited. Seeing Viktor removing his shoes, I sheepishly followed suit, too shocked to remember to do this before I had walked to the sofa. “I didn’t know,” I trailed.

“I didn’t want to tell you on the phone, Masha. I wanted to write to you after her death, but, you know –“ it was his turn to trail off now.

“I’m so sorry,” I managed.

“And do you know what my children did?” he went on. “They buried her in the Jewish cemetery across town where I cannot even go to visit her grave now. I wanted her here close to me, but they said that would be too expensive. Money is all they think about, all they talk about now.”

By now, Viktor’s shabby tennis shoes were aligned in the corner. To my relief, he broke the silence again. “But let’s eat and drink.”

“May I help you?” I asked.

“No, no! The food is all ready. It is these – how do you say it? These ‘mils ohn wils. I get them every day, and I save the food. Most of it isn’t very good, but this week is fine. There’s plenty for us both”

With the vigor I remembered, Viktor now scurried into the kitchen. I heard the beeping of a microwave and some clanking, then he returned to the living room with a small card table. “We can eat in here, my kitchen is almost too small.” He turned on a record player; I heard Louis Armstrong singing “A Kiss to Build a Dream On.” With his old panache, Victor was now holding a bottle in front of me, Two-Buck Chuck. “See what I bought for us tonight?” I sensed the excitement in his voice over this treat, but realizing that he, like most refugees, probably lived on less than $500 a month in SSI payments, I smiled. It really didn’t matter.

After Viktor had brought in two plates bearing soggy bread, hardened hamburgers and limp green beans, he startled me by turning off the living room lamp and lighting a candle in the middle of the table. As he sat down beside me, I sensed the musk of  his unwashed skin and hair, now that his hat was off. I wondered if I would be able to down the food in front of me and override the odor, but still, I tried to smile. 

“Let’s have a toast, Mashenka,” Viktor went on. Now his voice was soft, hardly audible over the jazz. “He half filled our plastic cups with a flourish. “I have remembered you so many times now, Masha, especially since my Dvosya has gone to the grave. We shared so much together, even in one evening.”

Just as I felt tears in my eyes, his arm went around my shoulders, and his face came close to mine. The sourness of a tooth infection, untreated, perhaps, was almost more than I could bear, and I tried to move my face backwards. But his hand rested firmly on my shoulder. “You are beautiful, young, and you love my country.” He lapsed into English for his next sentence. “If we togezer, yu tich me Inglish, I maybe bekam US citizenship, yes?” Lapsing back into Russian, he went on breathlessly. “Perhaps you can love me, too, Masha. I have no one to love now.”

“But – your children and grandchildren –“ I faultered.

Viktor’s arm stiffened on my shoulder, and now his hand dropped as he seemed to bounce back from his attempt at intimacy. “My children?” he said loudly. “It’s like I have no children. They only visit me to take me to some so-called doctor now, and they say the grandchildren are afraid of me.” He sprang to his feet. “Afraid – of me!” He stomped his foot on the floor. In that instant, the glaze over his formerly gentle eyes showed me just how frightening this miniscule man could be. His words were coming out in a torent. “I’m a captive here, and it’s worse without the bicycle now. You can’t trust a soul, everyone wants to sell you something and to be your friend that first day of the month when you get a check. I don’t talk to anybody, and I chase the kids that yell back at me. See this?” He roled up his sleeve, revealing an ugly scab. “That’s where I fell down the other day running after  a couple of black hooligans following me home from the store and trying to take my tooth paste. Just imagine, tooth paste! They followed me all the way through the line, I saw them.”

By now, Viktor had sat down, and noisily he began to consume the contents of his plate. “Pardon me, Masha, but I have to say I like the food better in Russia.”

“Devora was a beautiful hostess,” I said.

Again, to my alarm now, Viktor stopped eating and turned to me. “Dvosyenka was simply beautiful herself – so beautiful.” Chewing his hamburger, he tried to put his arm around me again, but now, I turned away. “

“I think I should go soon,” I stammered. “It will be dark, and you said yourself –“

“Oh, but we haven’t even drunk our tea yet,” he rejoined. Then he laughed harshly. “Don’t worry, Masha, I’ll walk you to the trolley when you’re ready.
My mind began to race to find a safe topic of conversation. What could I talk about, in fact, what did I know about this man beyond his wine, his sundered family, and now, his paranoya? Of course, I had just the thing – not too personal, but interesting to us both -- his plants! “I’m surprised not to see any plants here, Victor,” I began. “I still remember those vines around your door in Odessa.
For a moment, Viktor smiled, but then, he grimaced. “They’re gone, too, Mashenka,” he said. “I used to have them, I developed some types that could grow, well, even in the little light we have here. No balcony, you know, so it was challenging, but Dvosya let me use the bath tub, and we just took sponge baths. I got in touch with some of my old colleagues in Europe to tell them about the flowers I grew that could survive almost in the complete dark. They were amazed, and they invited me to come to France and show my findings.”

I found my head bobbing like the bits of cork in my glass, so I stopped myself.

“Yes, it was a wonderful opportunity. But then my wife, you know, she was so sick those last two years, and I had to refuse their offer. I thought I could trust them, so I sent them my findings. And do you know what happened, Masha? Can you guess?”

I took another sip of wine, hoping its tang would drown out the combination of odors around me and wafting from this man’s mouth. “I can’t guess, it’s hard to say,” I said.

“They sent somebody here. They stormed into my apartment after someone told the landlord I had plants in my bath tub. They took everything out, they acted like they were throwing my plants away, but I know they were stealing them for the Europeans. And now I’ve heard they are making millions of Euros selling my plants. I didn’t know about the patent system here in your country, and anyhow, I wasn’t quite ready to perfect it yet.”

But how do you know they took it?” I asked.

“How do I know?” Viktor asked, genuine surprise crossing his face. “I can’t tell you, because if I did, my source might never talk to me again. But let me assure you, it’s true.” He removed a grubby tablet from his pocket and began scribbling something down in pencil. “Here’s the Latin name, and the Russian name I had given the flowers. You can even look it up, but you’ll see it’s under this man’s patent.” He broke the pencil amidst a French-looking name. “Devil take it – I can’t remember the last of it, that’s how much I hate that so-called colleague now!”

Again, I could only shake my head.

“That was almost not the worst of it, Masha. They weren’t just theves, they were cruel. The day Devora died, my daughter brought me a pet dove. She told me –“ his lip began to tremble now, and he drew a breath before going on. “My daughter said it was my wife’s last wish, for me to have a little dove to take care of. I trained her for a year. Every morning, she would leave, but she would be back by noon. But when these people came – they were going to take her, too. I pleaded, and one of them just threw her out the window. She never came back after that. So I am telling you the truth, Masha, when I say, I have no one to love now.”

The jazz record had come to an end. I was grateful, but I twisted inwardly amidst the silence. “I have to start early tomorrow,” I lied. “I am going to go after we clean up.”

Viktor shrugged. “Don’t worry, I’ll clean up. Don’t you want a little more wine?”

“No thank you, Viktor – yours was better,” I said. “But I appreciate your getting this for me. 

“Then I have one thing yet to give you,” he said. I trembled inside as he turned his back to me and opened a drawer. At least he had turned the lamp back on. He spread a table cloth over my lap. “This came from Odessa; my Dvosya made it when she was still very young. There is no one here who will love this when I am gone.”

The white cotton was richly framed with creamy lace, obviously the work of a master. Feeling helpless to do otherwise, I folded the cloth between my fingers and put it in the bag I had brought with me. I could not speak.

“I always believed we would drink a second bottle of wine together,” Viktor said to me as we reached the stop. Then he fished in his pocket. “At least, I hoped so. Well -- here’s the fare for your trolley. If I could drive, I would take you back to your hotel. I’m sorry I cannot do that for you.

My “good-bye” cracked in two as the trolley door closed to separate us forever.

