 A Few Little Miracles
By Bill Hoke
After I read Gary Scholl’s description of his life and decided to include it in the box with each scrapbook, it occurred to me that some of you might also be interested in my story. It describes how I met a dark-eyed lady in Moscow in 1975 and ended up marrying her 24 years later. It involves the CIA, the “Philadelphia to Moscow Pony Express” and a few little miracles. My story mentions nothing about Hanover, but I thought you might find it interesting anyway.

1975

In 1975 I was VP of Sales and Marketing of Abar Corporation, a suburban Philadelphia  manufacturer of industrial equipment. We made vacuum heat treating furnaces which are used primarily for the manufacture of jet engines. I had been with the company for several years, and had spent the past two years building a network of overseas sales agents. Our Japanese sales agent was Mitsubishi Trading in Tokyo. I communicated with Mitsubishi Trading in Tokyo via Mitsubishi’s New York City office.

One day, a guy named John Linnehan called me from Mitsubishi New York, and asked me if we had a representative in the Soviet Union. I told him we didn’t. He said, “Well, if you don’t have a representative there, we’d like to represent you for a negotiation in Moscow. Our Moscow office reports that the Soviets are going to buy a large vacuum furnace, and they tell me they are well connected with the decision makers for this project. May we represent you in this negotiation?” I told John we’d be wasting our time. In 1975, the cold war was in full fury. I was confident the US government would not permit us to export our equipment to the Soviet Union, but I told him I’d check on it.
I called the US Department of Commerce in Washington, described our equipment to them, and asked if it was on the list of prohibited exports to Iron Curtain countries. They said they’d review it and get back to me in a few days. A few days later I got a call on the phone. The caller said, “Mr. Hoke, my name is Cameron Crowley. I’m with the US Central Intelligence Agency and I’d like to stop in to see you regarding the matter of a vacuum furnace for the Soviet Union.” I said to myself, “Holy mackerel!! … the freakin CIA … what have I gotten myself into?” I said to him, “Aaah … yes, of course … when would you like to stop in?” He said, “How about tomorrow at 10:00 AM?”
I said, “Yes, sir.”
Miracle #1 The CIA tells me I can ignore the law
Cameron Crowley was not what I expected a CIA guy to look like. He was “a suit.” He looked like an IBM vice president. He handed me his card. It had the CIA seal and said, “Cameron Crowley, Special Agent, Philadelphia office.” I didn’t think CIA guys handed out business cards. That was only the first surprise of our meeting. He was very businesslike and he got right down to business telling me I didn’t need to give him a plant tour because he had already done his homework and he was familiar with our equipment. He told me they had known about the Soviet interest in a vacuum furnace before they got my phone call because they knew the Soviets were going to build a new military jet engine factory and that’s where this equipment would undoubtedly end up. He went on to say that my guess that our equipment was on the list of prohibited exports to Iron Curtain countries was correct. Under current US export regulations we could not export our equipment to the Soviet Union. Then he said …

“My advice to you is to go after this contract and get it if you can. If you do, we will get you an export license. No matter what we do, they are going to get this equipment anyway and if they don’t get it from you they will simply get it from the Japanese or the West Germans … and besides … we need the jobs in this country.” Then he added, “If you do pursue this, we’d like to stop in and see you after you visit them. We’d like to know the names of the people with whom you meet and a few other things.” 

So, I called John Linnehan in New York and told him to have his Moscow people set up a meeting with the Soviets. A few weeks later I boarded a flight from JFK to Moscow.
1975 - JFK Airport - A little bit of cultural shock
Today, Moscow has superb restaurants with world class service. The service in even small mom and pop restaurants is fantastic. Everybody is breaking his or her neck to make the customer happy, but under the Soviets, the customer came last. Dead last. I booked a flight on Aeroflot, the Soviet airline, because it was significantly cheaper than Pan Am. My flight was scheduled to leave from JFK at 8:00 PM. I arrived at the gate at 7:15 and no one was there. At 7:30 there was still no one there and I said to myself, “Maybe I’m at the wrong gate”, so I walked down the hall to a Delta departure area and said to the Delta guy, “I’m booked on Aeroflot’s 8:00 PM departure to Moscow but there is nobody in the check-in area … am I at the right gate?” The Delta guy laughed and said, “Yeah … you are at the right gate … they never leave on time … just go back and sit down and they will eventually show up.” I went back to the Aeroflot gate and waited. About 8:30, a few passengers (all Russians who had apparently flown Aeroflot before) started straggling in. The ticket agents arrived at 9:00. They didn’t say a word. They just stood behind the counter shuffling papers. At 9:30 the ticket agents started checking people in (no apology for the late departure) and we boarded about 10:00 PM. The pilot announced the expected arrival time in Moscow (two hours late … no apology) and we took off. When we got to cruising altitude, some passengers got up and took a pillow and a blanket from the overhead rack. I asked a flight attendant to hand me a pillow and  blanket. She scowled at me, grabbed a pillow and blanket, turned her back to me, and threw them at me over her shoulder as if to say, “The next time get them yourself!” I said to myself, “I don’t think I’m going to enjoy this trip.” 
I was wrong.

The first Russian I would meet in Moscow was more “American” than I was

Mitsubishi told me there would be someone at the Moscow airport to meet me in the arrival area. I assumed it would be a guy with a small sign which said, “Mr. Hoke.” That’s the way it was usually done. When I walked into the arrival area (after a 10-hour flight), I was mildly annoyed when I failed to see a guy with a sign. I noticed a very attractive young woman who looked like she was there to meet someone. Our eyes met a few times but we each looked away. Finally, when there were very few people remaining, our eyes met and she said tentatively, “Mr. Hoke?” I said, “Mitsubishi?” She smiled, stepped forward, extended her hand, and said (in perfect English), “Welcome to Moscow, Mr. Hoke. My name is Natasha ….Our driver is outside.” (She later told me she was looking for a vice president of an American company and all the vice presidents she had met before were at least in their 50’s and I didn’t look the part.) I was 39 at the time, and had been regularly carded in American bars until I was almost 30.
I said to myself, “Well, this might not be so bad after all.” 
On the way to the hotel, Natasha outlined our schedule for the next three days. We would have a meeting with the customer the next day (Wednesday). She would be my translator for the negotiation. The customer people would then give a report to their superiors (Thursday), and if the superiors were impressed with the report, we’d meet again the next day (Friday). Natasha said her people were very confident we’d have a Friday meeting. That meant that I’d have nothing to do on Thursday. She said, if I had no other plans, she’d be happy to show me around Moscow on Thursday. (It was standard procedure with Mitsubishi for Natasha to offer to show English speaking business clients around Moscow on the days when there weren’t business meetings.)
Wednesday’s meeting went very well. I was pleasantly surprised at how well Natasha translated the highly technical discussion. My experience with translators in other countries was not always good. Sometimes the most difficult part of the negotiation was getting the translator to understand the technical aspects of the discussion, but she handled the discussions flawlessly. 
After the meeting, the head of the Moscow office asked me if I had any plans for the evening. He told me they had two tickets to the Bolshoi, and Natasha would be happy to accompany me if I wanted to attend. I had never been to a ballet performance in my life. I was tired, jet lagged, and had no interest in ballet, but just to be polite I told him I’d like to go. So Natasha and I went to the Bolshoi. I was awestruck. The majesty of the theatre itself is breathtaking. The performance simply blew me away with its beauty and perfection. If you are ever in Moscow and can get tickets to the Bolshoi, GO!  I promise you that you will remember it for the rest of your life.

The next day, Natasha showed me around Moscow. We spent the entire day strolling around and we had a lot of time to talk. Before I arrived in Moscow, I assumed that all Russian women looked like Khrushchev’s wife. She didn’t look like Khrushchev’s wife. She was 30, had dark hair, and the most beautiful dark brown eyes that God ever bestowed on any woman.  She was extremely intelligent and she had a great sense of 
humor. Based on what I had read in American newspapers, I assumed that all Russians were isolated, brainwashed, and very ignorant of the realities of American life. She was none of the above.
 I asked her what literature she liked. She told me she loved the Russian poet, Pushkin. She also liked Turgenev (19th century Russian writer of great love stories), and, of course Tolstoy. Then she added, “I also like your Ernest Hemingway,” and she mentioned several Hemingway novels. I said, “Gee, it sounds like you’ve read quite a few Hemingway novels.” She responded casually, “Yes, I think I’ve read all of them.” (I’ve read only one Hemingway novel in my entire life.) 

Then we talked about music and I asked her what she liked. She loves classical music (which I knew nothing about at the time), so I asked her, “What about popular music?” She named a Russian singer, a French singer and then she said, “and I just adore your Frank Sinatra.” I said to myself, “Okay, my Russian beauty, I’m loaded for bear on this one.” (Sid Mark is a disk jockey at a Philadelphia radio station. For forty-seven years he’s been playing Sinatra and only Sinatra every Friday from 6:00 PM until 10:00 PM. I’ve been listening to “Friday with Frank” almost every Friday for more than 35 years. If there ever was a Sinatra nut … I’m it.) I asked her, “What do you like about Sinatra?” She started naming Sinatra songs, indicating what she liked about each one …and she went on and on.  I was dumfounded. I asked her, “How is it that you know so many Sinatra songs?” She casually responded, “Oh, I have his albums.” I asked her what Sinatra albums she had, and she named album after album. When she finished, I realized  she had almost as many Sinatra albums as I did!

The crowning blow (to my American misconceptions) was when I volunteered to look for any book she couldn’t find in Moscow when I got back to the states, and bring it for her on my next trip to Moscow. She thought for a moment and said, “You know there is one book which I haven’t been able to find in Moscow. It’s ‘The Money Changers’ by Arthur Hailey (a popular American writer in the 70’s). I’ve been looking for it all over Moscow and nobody has it.” When I got back to the states, I went to a large bookstore in suburban Philadelphia and asked them if they had it. The clerk checked her card file and said, “No, we don’t have it yet. It was just released a few weeks ago and we don’t have our first copies yet. We expect to get them any day.”
Friday’s meeting went well and I knew I’d be returning to Moscow to continue the negotiation. On the way back to the States, I stopped in Oslo, Norway, for a meeting, and had some time to kill so I wrote a brief thank-you note to Natasha for her hospitality telling her that I enjoyed the Bolshoi and our talks, and mailed it from Oslo.
Trips #2 and #3 to Moscow
I made two more trips to Moscow and they were separated by intervals of about two months. Shortly after I returned from the first trip, I was pleasantly surprised to receive a brief note from Natasha thanking me for my note and telling me that she also enjoyed our talks. 
During the interval between the second and third visits, Natasha and I exchanged brief letters. Each trip to Moscow was similar to the first one in that I’d have a meeting one day, then a day off, then another meeting on the third day. On the off days, Natasha and I would walk around Moscow, see a few sights, and talk. We talked about all kinds of stuff. We talked about socialism, capitalism, the meaning of life, what hopes we had for our kids (she had a 6-year-old daughter), and on and on. It was easy for us to be very open with each other because each of us felt that my current trip would probably be my last trip and that we’d probably never see each other again. If we got the order, my technical people would take over the remaining discussions and if I lost the order, there would be no reason for me to return. That made it easy for both of us to resist the  
temptation to try to impress the other. Our talks were “po dusham” which is a Russian phrase which means “heart to heart” only more so. The literal translation is “soul to soul.” We had lots of “po dusham” talks.
After the second trip, I felt pretty good about the negotiation. I felt that my company was the leading contender in the eyes of the Soviet customer and that we’d probably get the order. A West German competitor apparently got the same message from reading his tea leaves, so he cut his price by about 35%. That put their price significantly under mine.
During the third visit, the meetings didn’t go well. The customer told me they preferred our equipment, but said I had to cut my price substantially or lose the order. I told them I could knock off 10%, but that was it.  I hammered away at the advantages of our design (and the shortcomings of the West German design). I made some points but concluded (correctly as it turned out) that they would go with the West Germans on this contract.
The day before I departed from my third visit, I told Natasha that this would be my final visit to Moscow. Natasha said, “It does appear they will buy from the West Germans this time, but perhaps there will be other negotiations in the future?” I said, “No … not for me. I’ll be leaving Abar in a few months to start my own business and that won’t involve overseas business trips, but we can still write to each other if you wish.” She said, “Hmmm … if you leave Abar, you won’t be able to send your letters to the Mitsubishi office and I won’t be able to send my letters to you to the Abar office. That could be a problem, but let me think about it.”
The next day (my last day in Moscow), she said, “I have something for you, Bill,” and she handed me a small paper bag. Inside were about ten self-addressed, stamped envelopes with her home address (in Russian) and a Soviet stamp. She said (it was a fib), “Our mail system is not very good and if you send a letter from America to my apartment, it will probably get lost in our mail system.” She went on to say, “I’d enjoy hearing from you and if you want to write, just put your letter in one of these envelopes, and give it to someone who will be visiting Moscow. Tell the person to drop the letter into any mailbox in Moscow and it will get to me.” The real reason she suggested this was that it was strictly forbidden for a Soviet citizen to have a social relationship with a foreigner. Letters from America sent to a Soviet citizen’s home might be intercepted and that Soviet citizen might be given a one-way ticket to Siberia.

Dosvidania

At the end of my last day in Moscow, Natasha and I were walking back to my hotel and we stopped for a few minutes at the entrance. I said to her, “Well, I guess this is where we say goodbye. It’s been a lot of fun for me and I’ll miss you.” Natasha said, “Same here. I’ve really enjoyed knowing you, but I won’t say goodbye because I don’t like that English word. It sounds too final. Instead I’ll use our word which is ‘dosvidania.’ It means ‘Until we meet again.’” I said, “Okay, let’s use the Russian word.” So we said dosvidania on a summer afternoon in 1976.

As it turned out, “dosvidania” was the correct word to use, but 23 years would pass before we would meet again.

The Pony Express – Philadelphia to Moscow – 1976 to 1981
Natasha and I exchanged letters from 1976 through 1981. I had a buddy who lived in Chicago who had a brother who was a Swissair pilot. The Swissair pilot would fly periodically to Chicago and periodically to Moscow. When I wanted to send a letter to Natasha, I’d put it into one of those envelopes and send it to my Chicago buddy. He’d give it to his brother, and his brother would drop it into a Moscow mail box on his next flight to Moscow. It was a slow and cumbersome process, but it worked. Natasha had a slightly less difficult problem. She’d give her letters for me to a Mitsubishi guy who would be going to the main office in Tokyo. He’d drop it in the mail to me from Tokyo. That way, she avoided the Soviet screen on outgoing letters to the west.

We exchanged about one letter per year. I got her last letter in 1981. I wrote a response, but never sent it. The Swissair pilot had ceased flying to Moscow. I tried to find a replacement, but couldn’t find one. Time went by, I got busy, and I gave up my search for another Pony Express rider. 

My next contact with Natasha would be 18 years later.

1999

My first wife passed away on February 9, 1999, after a two-year battle with cancer. There is a myth that women are the weaker sex. My wife, Myla, was the strongest individual I’ve ever known. She fought the disease tooth and nail. She never complained and she never felt sorry for herself. She endured surgery, two rounds of chemo, and lots of radiation treatment and she never flinched. She set out to beat the disease and she did for 22 months, but then the cancer spread to her brain and we knew she wouldn’t make it. We had been married for 39 years.
Until my wife was diagnosed, I was a classic workaholic. I lived to work. I had my own business (still do) and I poured my heart and soul into it. The day my wife was diagnosed, that changed. It was as if somebody turned off a light bulb and my interest in my business suddenly disappeared. As Myla fought the disease, my attitude toward the business had changed from viewing it as an all-consuming passion to regarding it as a nuisance.
It took me about a month to do the things people do when a spouse passes away. Thank-you letters went out to the people who attended the funeral and to the people who sent sympathy cards. I donated money to build a children’s playground in Myla’s memory at a local church and approved the preliminary plans for it. I settled her estate.

And then there was nothing to do. 

The kids had flown the nest and had lives of their own. I no longer cared about the business even though I still went through the motions of working.. Because I had been a workaholic, I became very good at my trade, and because I was very good at my trade, I had made lots of money. I had a 4-bedroom vacation home in the Poconos right at the top of Camelback Mountain. It had 3 levels of decks, one end of the living room was all glass, and the view was very nice. You could ski from my front door onto the slopes of the Camelback Ski Area. There was a wonderful trout stream 15 minutes away. It was only 90 minutes from my home in Bucks County and I used to enjoy going up there to get away from the business pressure. Now there was no business pressure and now when I went up there … I was bored.

So, in March, I decided to start taking 4-day weekend trips to visit friends and relatives. I flew to Phoenix to visit a former boss. I then spent 4-day weekends with friends and relatives in southern California, then in northern California, then Chicago, then Boston.
By early May, I had run out of places I wanted to visit in the USA.
Then, I thought about Russia. Mostly because of Natasha, I had become very fond of the Russian people, their literature, and their music, and I always had a great time there on my visits. I said to myself, “I wonder whatever happened to her?” Then I said to myself, “I wonder if I still have any of those old envelopes?”
Miracle #2 Envelopes in my attic

I thought a few of those old envelopes with her address might be still up in the attic because I knew I didn’t use all of them, and I didn’t remember throwing them away. So I went up into the attic and started looking. There were about 10 old boxes up there which might have contained those envelopes. I started carefully going through each box. In the next-to-last box, there were three of those old envelopes which she gave me in 1976.

Uli (Ulrich) and Ralph 
At this point, I had Natasha’s old home address (in Russian which I can’t read) and that was all. I assumed (correctly as it turned out) that she had left Mitsubishi, so they would be no help in tracking her down. My best customer is a small company in New Jersey run by two German-born US citizens. They do a lot of international business, travel frequently to Europe, and they are very sharp guys. We had become good friends, and I thought they might be able to give me some good advice regarding how I could start my search. I photocopied the address from one of the old envelopes, called them, told them I wanted to buy them lunch the next day, and they said they never turned down a free lunch.

Miracle #3  Andrei’s mother
At lunch, after we completed a brief discussion about business, I said to them,“Guys, I’ve got a little problem. I want to track down an old friend of mine and all that I have is a 20-year-old home address (and I pulled out the copy of her address) and … it’s a Moscow address. Can you guys give me a suggestion as to how I can begin?”

Uli looked at Ralph and said, “Andrei?” Ralph smiled, nodded his head and said to me, “Give me the address, Bill, we can check it out for you.” I asked how they could do that. Ralph said, “We have a Russian guy named Andrei working for us here in New Jersey. He is from Moscow and his mother lives in Moscow and they talk on the phone at least once a week.  We will ask him to have his mother check it out.”

The next week, Ralph called me and said, “Andrei’s mother confirmed that your friend still lives at the same address.” I said, “Really!” Ralph said, “Yep, and her phone number is 914-8624.” I said, “Ya gotta be kidding … Andrei’s mother got me her phone number too?” Ralph said, “Yes, why don’t you give her a call?” I thanked him and said to myself, “Now what do I do?”

The Philadelphia to Moscow Pony Express … the second time around

In one of her letters in the late 70’s Natasha mentioned that she and her husband had divorced, but I assumed she had remarried. I thought about calling her on the phone, but I decided to write her a letter instead. My letter contained one little fib. In the letter, I told her that I expected to be in Moscow on business in July, and that I’d enjoy buying her (and her husband if she had remarried) dinner during my visit. I gave her an update on my life for the past 20 years and included my email address.  
The Soviet Union had collapsed, but I thought there might be vestiges of the old system remaining, so … to remove any potential problems for her … I decided to use the old Pony Express approach to get my letter to Moscow.  I spent several hours on the phone calling friends of friends who might know somebody who could drop my letter into a Moscow mailbox. I discovered that a cousin of mine knew a lady named Vera who lived in Ohio and who had come originally from Moscow. He told me she was going to visit Moscow in late May. I called Vera and she (with puzzled amusement) agreed to drop my letter with a new Russian stamp into a Moscow mailbox during her May visit to Moscow.

The Russian sense of humor
One of the things I love about the Russians is their wonderful sense of humor. About a week after Vera’s visit to Moscow, I got a three-page email from Natasha (remember … she wrote me a letter in 1981 to which I never responded). 
She started her email with …
“Dear Bill,

Well, I always assumed I’d hear from you again sooner or later, but I had no idea how much later it would really be!” 
She went on to say that she had never remarried, so she had no husband to bring along to dinner, and she’d be delighted to see me. She told me about her life for the past 20 years and that her daughter had recently graduated from law school. The day I received her email, I called her on the phone and we had a great chat (for about an hour). I then booked a flight to Moscow for a long weekend in July.
Aeroflot .. the second time around
The Russian airline was still the cheapest way to get to Moscow from JFK, so I made a reservation with them. This time it was a lot different. The free enterprise system isn’t perfect, but it works a heckuva lot better than socialism. We left on time and the plane was a new Boeing 777. Nice airplane, nice flight attendants, and we landed on time in Moscow right after lunch on a Friday afternoon.

Moscow July 1999

Moscow had changed since 1976. I checked into a brand new Marriott Hotel in downtown Moscow. The facilities were superb and the service was impeccable. Natasha was still working, so she met me at the hotel after work. It was great to see her. Aeroflot and Moscow had changed a lot, but Natasha hadn’t. She was still bright and full of life, and she still had those incredible brown eyes. We spent most of the weekend together, and her newly graduated lawyer daughter, Marina, joined us for dinner on Saturday. Natasha referred to Marina in her email as, “I think she’s the most beautiful lawyer in Russia”… and when I met Marina, I realized that was probably not an overstatement.  
On Sunday, I asked Natasha if she had made her vacation plans for this year. It was July, and most Europeans take their vacations in August. She said she had made plans to go to Austria for two weeks. She had never been there and had been told by friends that it was a beautiful country. I asked her if she was going with a group or just by herself. She said she was going alone. I said, “I’ve never been to Austria either … do you want some company?” She gave me a look of mock astonishment and said, “Bill, I’m shocked by your suggestion!” I said, “Why? … I promise to behave myself if you promise to behave yourself.” She smiled and said, “No, that’s not it, …but I can’t imagine the Bill Hoke that I used to know being able to tear himself away from his beloved business for two entire weeks!” We both laughed and agreed to meet in Vienna on August 26.

Vienna August/September 1999
I scheduled my arrival in Vienna to be about 30 minutes after her arrival. We met at the airport and took a cab to the hotel. Lady Luck smiled on me and Natasha again. The cab driver was formerly from Yugoslavia, spoke fluent Russian, and had lived in Vienna for about five years. During our thirty-minute ride to the hotel, he and Natasha spoke non-stop Russian and she told him our story which captivated him. He suggested that he show us around Vienna and the surrounding area during his off-duty hours. We took him up on his offer several times during our one-week stay in Vienna. On his day off, the three of us spent a delightful day in a tiny little town about twenty miles from Vienna. He told us which restaurants in Vienna were good (and which ones weren’t). He was a tremendous asset during our visit, he is a great guy, and we still exchange Christmas cards with him.

The weather in Vienna was wonderful in the last days of August. Vienna has beautiful little parks everywhere with meticulously maintained flower gardens. The flowers were in full bloom. I’ve been to a lot of cities including Paris and Rome and I can’t remember any city as pretty as Vienna. We strolled around that beautiful city, visited the historical landmarks, attended some concerts, and had dinners in charming little restaurants recommended by our cab driver friend.

There ought to be a law against cities as romantic as Vienna. After three days, I had a problem.

On the fourth day, I said to myself, “I’m hopelessly in love with her.” I argued with myself saying, “That’s impossible.” My answer to myself was, “It may be impossible, but this is it … when it comes to love, I’ve been there … done that, and I know it when I see it.” I said, “But I don’t really know her that well.” My answer was, “I feel I’ve known her all my life and this is the person I want to spend the rest of my life with.” I said, “But she’s a Russian, what if she won’t move to the States?” My answer was, “So what? … I’ll move to Moscow if I have to.” 
At dinner that night, I said, “Natasha, I’ve got a problem, It’s a very big problem and you are the cause of the problem.” I then explained my problem. She listened quietly, then told me she understood my problem perfectly because what had happened to me had also happened to her, and she was just as shocked and bewildered by her problem as I was by mine.  So … I asked her to marry me, and she looked at me with those beautiful brown eyes and said, “Yes.”

Natasha’s original plan for her two-week vacation was for one week in Vienna and the second week at a tiny resort town called Velden. We stuck to her plan, spent a few more days in Vienna (where we picked out her engagement ring and our wedding bands), then took a short plane ride to Velden.

Velden September 1999

Velden is a small mountain resort town in Austria near the Italian border. The early September weather was perfect and so was Velden.  It’s on the shore of a large lake. Our room had a balcony overlooking the lake. We spent a week there and had dinner on our balcony many evenings while we watched the sun set on the lake. Natasha and I had decided to bring our own CD’s for the trip because I planned to buy a little portable CD player in Vienna (which I did). We’d sit on that balcony enjoying a wonderful dinner prepared by the hotel’s excellent restaurant, with a bottle of wine, watching the sun set on the lake, with Sinatra, or Rachmaninoff, or Tchaikovsky softly in the background. When the sun went down, we’d look at the stars, listen to the music, and plan our new life together.

It just doesn’t get any better than that.

We spent some time in the piano bar at the hotel and had a great time with the young  piano player whose name was Elena. Elena grew up in Hungary, spoke fluent Russian, and she and Natasha became good buddies. Elena had lived in the States for six months (suburban Cleveland) and she hated it! When she learned that Natasha was going to marry me, she tried to talk Natasha out of it. Natasha thought it was funny and she shared Elena’s conversations with me. Elena said, “Marry an American? Are you crazy? Have you ever been there?” Natasha told her she hadn’t been to the States. Elena went on, “Well … are you aware they don’t have sidewalks? You can’t walk anywhere! You can’t go anywhere unless you drive!!! Do you drive?” Natasha said she didn’t drive. “Oh my God, you will hate it there!!!” Natasha teased me and said to me, “Bill, you had better turn on the charm with Elena or else she might talk me out of this.” So I worked on Elena and (sort of) won her over. On our last evening, Elena took Natasha aside and said, “He seems like a very nice guy and you two are obviously very much in love, so I’m very happy for you both, but … after you are married, convince him to move to Austria … you will both love it here.”

The reaction in the good old USA
When I returned home, I was slightly worried about how my family and friends would react to my news. My three kids were great. They were understandably concerned that I might have been too hasty, but I talked to each one of them individually, and each of them essentially said at the end of our conversation, “I want you to be happy and if this is what you want to do … go for it … I’m with you.”
I worked while Myla raised the kids and she did a superb job.

My stockbroker, who is a good friend, was funny. He was absolutely outraged when I told him the news. “Have you lost your mind???  Myla has been gone for less than a year … and you are getting married? … to a Russian? … she probably just wants to get the Hell out of that God awful country of hers … or else she’s after your money … or both! What will your family think? What will your friends think? You can’t do this !!!” We got together for drinks and he tried hard to talk some sense into me, but he failed. When Natasha got to the states, we had dinner with him and his wife. Natasha charmed them. Recently, I was talking to him on the phone and …when he said some nice things about Natasha …  I reminded him of his initial reaction to my news. He paused … then said, “That was then and this is now … Now what I can’t figure out is how did a jerk like you ever manage to end up with a great gal like Natasha!” We both laughed.

The Moscow wedding

In September, right after she returned, Natasha filed the necessary papers for us to get married in Moscow. The quickest way to get her into the USA was to get married first in Moscow. We could not predict the exact date when the Russian government would complete the paperwork, so we couldn’t predict the wedding date. I told everyone in the States that I didn’t expect them to attend the wedding in Moscow, and that we’d have another ceremony here after Natasha arrived in the USA. The approvals came through in mid October, I booked a flight to Moscow and we were married a few days after I arrived. 

When I arrived in Moscow, Natasha told me, “Bill, I’ve got a best man for you and he’s an American.” I said, “How on earth did you manage to pull that off and who is he?” She told me his name was Fred Strickland and that she had worked with him a few years prior. She told me he’d be joining us for dinner that evening. Fred joined us for dinner and we liked each other immediately. He grew up in Williamsport, PA, went to work for Bank of America right after college, became a vice president in San Francisco, was transferred to Moscow for two years to set up a new Bank of America branch there, fell in love with Moscow and the Russian people, moved his family to Europe and told Bank of America that he wasn’t coming home after two years. He started his own consulting business in Moscow and had been living there for ten years. So, I had a best man. It’s a small world.

Our official honeymoon was very brief. We spent two days together in Moscow and I left for America to wait for Natasha. Now that she was the wife of an American citizen, we could submit her official request for a green card. Six weeks later, her request was approved and she boarded a flight for JFK. We both felt it might be awkward for us to live in my house in Bucks County, so we set up housekeeping at my place in the Poconos and it was our honeymoon cottage for six months while we had a new home built. We wanted to start our new lives with a clean piece of paper, and we moved into our new home in July of 2000. We had a small wedding ceremony here in the States in March of 2000. The guests entered the chapel with Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto #1 as the background music. After we exchanged our vows, Natasha and I walked back down the aisle to Sinatra’s “You Make Me Feel So Young.” 
How has Natasha “adjusted” to living in America?

Everyone asks me this question. The reason for the quotation marks on “adjusted” is that most Americans can’t understand how little adjustment she has had to make. Until 9/11, we Americans were like a bunch of happy cocker spaniels, bounding around in this huge wonderful country of ours with our ears flapping and our tails wagging …with not a care in the world. We had (and still have) so much here that there wasn’t much reason to think about the rest of the world, so we didn’t.

Europeans are different from us in this respect. Europeans (except for the French) have a great curiosity about the rest of the world, and particularly about America. As I mentioned at the beginning of this story, Natasha had read all of Hemingway’s novels before she was 30. In 1975, she was reading American paperback novels, and she was more familiar with Sinatra’s songs than most Americans. This was not because she had any particular enchantment with America (we were her country’s mortal enemy), but she discovered that she liked reading Hemingway, so she did.  She liked listening to Ol Blue Eyes, so she did. A large percentage of Europeans are bi-lingual with English being their second language so it’s easy for them to read our books, watch our movies and learn about our country.

Before 1999, Natasha had spent vacations in London (twice), Paris, and Spain. Her daughter, Marina, had lived in suburban Washington DC for six weeks in the summer of 1994 as an exchange student. Natasha had her own Visa card in Moscow (yes, Russians use Visa cards). She shopped in supermarkets (yes, they have supermarkets in Moscow). If you ever visit Red Square in Moscow, you will be standing in front of the Kremlin. You can walk down a large flight of steps within sight of the Kremlin and walk into a huge underground shopping mall right under downtown Moscow. It’s just like being in the King of Prussia Mall in suburban Philadelphia. 

There have been some surprises for Natasha, most of them pleasant. She loves grilled steaks, and she adores fresh corn on the cob. She doesn’t like Lebanon bologna or real country ham (hey … nobody’s perfect), but she likes most American food. She’s a great cook (I do the steaks, but she does practically everything else) and I’ve acquired a taste for borsch and other Russian dishes. Learning to drive was a frightening experience for her. She never sat behind the steering wheel of a car until she was 55 years old, and she (literally) didn’t know the brake pedal from the gas pedal. To make it less difficult for her, we found a Russian speaking driving instructor who taught her to drive. She passed her driving test on the first try, but she’s still not completely comfortable behind the wheel. She drives to a small shopping center 3 miles from our house, but she’s not confident enough yet to try the main highways.
If you remember the movie,“The Russians are Coming,” I’ve got news for you. The Russians have arrived! There are ½ million (yes, 500,000) Russian speaking people living in Brooklyn and Brighton Beach, and the surrounding metro NYC area. There are 70,000 Russian speaking people living in northeast Philadelphia. When Natasha and I want to go to an authentic Russian deli, we just hop in the car and head for northeast Philly. There are dozens of them there. We have satellite TV service. If we want to watch the evening news (in Russian), we just click on Channel 594 and there it is … broadcast from Moscow. If we want to see a major Russian performer, live, in concert … no problem … we just hop in the car and head for Atlantic City. There are so many Russians living in the New York/Philadelphia area that the major Russian entertainers come to Atlantic City several times a year. The auditorium at the Taj Mahal in Atlantic City holds about 3,000 people and the major Russian entertainers perform there to sell-out crowds several times a year. Natasha’s daughter still lives in Moscow and they miss each other very much, but they talk on the phone every day … for less than 4 cents/minute. Those of you who live in Hanover probably pay more than that to call someone in York.

Every day, Natasha and I marvel at how lucky we are. We visit Moscow a couple of times a year and her daughter, Marina, always greets me with a big hug and says, “It’s a miracle.” I never bothered to read the definition of “miracle” in the dictionary, but in 1959 and 1960 I was earning 70 bucks a week at Fort Benning, Georgia and then at Fort Dix, NJ, teaching young American soldiers how to kill Russians. Thirty-nine years later I married one. A miracle?  Perhaps not, but if not, it’s pretty darn close. The world does change and sometimes it changes for the better.
The Russians have a saying, “There is the past and there is the future and they are separated by a brief instant. That brief instant is called ‘life.’”

If there is a message in this story (and I think there is) it’s the same message that many of you included in your message to your classmates in the scrapbook. Enjoy life to the fullest and don’t let life get you down. Each day is a new day and nice things can and do sometimes happen to nice people. 
Keep a positive attitude and enjoy this miraculous gift that we call “life.”
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