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Chapter 1:

Vi Gables, owner-manager, Inn-on-the-Cliff (B&B; dinner by
arrangement) heard the latest honeymoon couple coming downstairs
and checked her smile in the mirror behind the kitchen door. Vi hated
honeymoon couples.

“Typical,” she muttered. “Everyone else up and gone. Long
since about their business. But these two... If only there weren’t so
many weddings. If there weren’t so many blasted honeymoons. If
Inn-on-the-CIliff weren’t such a romantic setting. Well, I wrote the
brochure myself, so what can | expect. But if only honeymooners
didn’t provide so much of my income...”

She glanced around. The kitchen was immaculate - not that the
honeymooners were likely to look inside. And the solarium, where
she served her guests, was bright with June sunshine and sweet
with the perfume of lilac in bloom under the windows - not that any
honeymooner she had ever seen would notice so much as a ten-ton
bomb arranged tastefully on the buffet as a centrepiece.

Vi placed the last two dishes of fresh strawberries on a tray and
again adjusted her smile. But the berries caught the sunlight that
poured through the window over the sink, and she had no trouble
smiling naturally after that. Perfect. Beautiful things, strawberries
- and not a honeymoon amongst them.

“Lookink good, Wi,” Feodor drawled.

“Yes?” she drawled back. “Me? Or the strawberries?”

“Darlink,” Feodor protested, lounging from the corner by the
sink toward the berry dishes, “lvan Feodorovich, as you wery well
know, eats r-red meat. R-r-red meat, darlink, with plenty of wodka
- and a bowl of borscht when Wi insist.”

“I know,” Vi replied with a sigh. “And don’t bother to cook the
meat.”

Feodor scooped a ynger through a dish of strawberries and licked
off the juice he picked up. His mouth curled, downward.

“It is a wonder, Wi,” he said, “that you have any but honeymoon
couples comink to your inn. A man in his right minds... Now in
Rawsha...”

“Never mind. | know all about Rawsha,” Vi snapped. “Stand
out of my way, you oaf. My guests are down and will doubtless
remember, eventually, that they have come expecting breakfast.”

She arranged her smile for the third time - Feodor’s appearances
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in the kitchen always wiped it away - and marched into the sun
porch.

“Good-morning, Mr. James,” she said to the bridegroom.
“Good-morning, my dear,” to the bride. “I hope you found your
accommodation to your liking?”

“Oh, yes. Very,” they both replied with wide smiles, as if they
had been waiting for an excuse to smile widely - as they probably
had. And Mrs. James went on to remark upon the yne day and Vibs
beautiful view over the bay and the islands.

“Yes, isn’t it,” Vi replied, without even thinking.

“We’re going for a nice long walk,” Mrs. James added, and
twinkled at her husband, who beamed at her.

“Just like a man with a idiot child what recites Dostoevski by the
heart,” Feodor remarked.

He was standing with his back against the glass wall that looked
out over the bay, and the islands, and the beautiful morning.

“Feodor,” Vi snarled, “vamoose, you bloody Rawshun. Remove
yourself. How many times do | have to tell you?”

He leered and loped off toward the side door to the garden.

“Darlink,” he drawled, just before he banged the screen behind
him, “Darlink Wi, you are so cute when you are angry.”

“Oh, for God’s sake!” Vi muttered.

“...if there are birds to be seen nearby... My wife is passionately
fond of...”

“Passionately,” Feodor carolled through the screen. “Send them
up the old planting ground along the road, Wi. Wery passionate
places, planting grounds. Back in Rawsha...”

“Oh, yes, we have lots of birds,” Vi told the new Jameses. “Most
of our shore birds have moved on, of course. But if you aren’t afraid
of old cemeteries and have brought stout shoes, the boundary bushes
are full of nesting songbirds - robins, sparrows, warblers...”

“Perfect,” Mrs. James cooed. “We are passionately fond of
warblers, aren’t we, Kenneth.”

Mr. James beamed.

Feodor gave Mr. James thumbs up, winked at Vi, and jumped
over the cliff to the beach.

“Good,” Vi said to herself. “Gone swimming. Now if | can get
these turtle doves off to the grave yard, I’ll maybe squeeze in a
minute or two at the word processor before...”
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A couple of thousand words later, in her turret-room study
on the second poor, Vi paused to stretch, imagined strong yngers
digging into the knots in her shoulders, relaxed, and sighed under
the pressure.

“Feelink good, no?” Feodor asked. “Feodor wery good masseur,
yes?”

“You are very good, darlink,” Vi admitted, “but what are you
doing here? The last | saw of you, you were disappearing down the
cliff. I thought you were going swimming.”

“So. But darlink,” Feodor protested, “even Rawshun freeze in
your bay. Two minutes. Two minutes, Wi, and my blood heating is
dropping to luke warm. Less. Barely warm hardly. To heat myself, |
have run to the bone yard to see how are the turtle doves doink.”

“You didn’t!”

“Didn’t? Feodor sure... If you say... But rememberink, Wi.
Sayink, ‘Feodor, they are maybe breakink all their legs and arms.
Could be rinkink 911.”

“Again.”

“But, darlink. Other time...”

“Oh, shut up, Feodor. | have work to do,” Vi said with a sigh.
“Go dress yourself. And hang up your pants. And... Oh, what’s the
use!”

He sauntered out and Vi watched him go. Damp jeans moulded
themselves to tight buttocks, laid themselves along stone-hard
thighs, swayed with the effortless movement of muscle against
muscle. Bare feet caressed the poor.

“Da, Wi,” he purred without turning. “Nice, am | not, my sweet?
Waitink for you in bed, no?”

“Not in my bed, you won’t,” Vi snarled. “Go sleep with
Elizabeth.”

He turned. “Elizabet?” he asked, a blank expression in his deep
blue eyes.

fElizabeth,0 she repeated with a pap of one hand. fiYou know
the one. Surely to goodness you remember Elizabeth. You saved her
from the jaws of a giant crocodile on the coast of Sumatra on a sultry
afternoon just before Cyclone Harry...”

“Oh! Elizabet!” he said. “But you yourself makink Elizabet
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stay in Toomboomba with blind husband of one leg and also wery
distressink kids. Feodor tellink at the time, darlink...”

“Then take Veronica to lunch at Remi’s on the Rue de la Paix,”
Vi ordered. “I need to see how she eats snails in garlic. You know
what | mean. Pay particular attention.”

Vi returned to her work.

“I’ll have to think of another adventure for that bloody Rawshun
before he drives me to drink or I deport him back to Vladivostok,”
she muttered. “How I ever saddled myself with...”

The letter slot in the front door rattled, and Feodor reappeared in
her room. “Post here,” he announced. “Brinkink up?”

Vi snorted. But she looked him over objectively and approved
what she saw as he strolled down the Rue de la Paix in light-gray
silk slacks and jacket tailored to every ripple of his body. A pale
pink shirt, open to the navel, slid over his chest as he moved, and
revealed glimpses of bronzed hide lightly covered with curly, sun-
bleached hair. A gilded crocodile’s tooth hung from a gold chain
around his neck and served as a pointer to a small scar over his heart.
Highly-polished shoes skimmed the pavement...

“You bloody oaf!” Vi hollered. “You’re on the shady side of the
street. You have to see Igor’s shadow a split second before... Get
over! Cross the road, damn you! Do | have to think of everything
for you?”

“Da, Wi darlink,” Feodor replied, and skipped across the Rue,
dodging trafyc, causing taxis to honk and drivers of other vehicles to
lean out of their windows and swear in every language approved by
the EC and a few others as well. Igor, of course, saw him coming.

Vi struck herself a glancing blow on the forehead and hit the exit
key.

“When Feodor is that dumb,” she muttered, “I may as well let
him loose for the day; he’s no use to me. I’ll go down and see what
came in the mail. Probably the phone bill, the power bill, and a bill
for something somebody else bought. But what the hell!”

The phone bill was there. A chance to win a million dollars
for the small investment of $1,537.54 - processing fees; that was
there. And a letter. An old-fashioned letter. Heavy cream envelope.
Return address: Waterfowl Academy, Philipsvale, ON. An Ottawa
cancellation. And clearly addressed to Miss Viburnum Gables, Inn-
on-the-Cliff, etc., Trinity Royal, etc...
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Wonders never cease. A letter.

“I'm almost afraid to open it,” Vi muttered. “Remember
telegrams? And people being afraid to open them because they
always brought bad news?”

“l too yong, Wi,” Feodor replied. “But if you say...”

“So am | too yong,” Vi snarled. “My mother told me. Or maybe
it was my grandmother. How old do you think | am?”

“Old, darlink? Wi not old,” he purred. “Wi yong. Wi not beink
afraid of my processor when she turnink me on. That wery yong.”

“MY... WORD... Processor, you thick-skulled...”

“Indeed? | wery surprised, Wi. | thought you turn on processor
and process me.”

“And so | do,” Vi admitted. “You’re right. | apologize. But | am
not telling you how young I am.”

“Are you tellink how yong is Feodor?”

“You’re ten, you nosey pest,” Vi snapped. “Ten years you’ve
been hanging around my neck. Ten years with Feodor Lofchenko in
the house.”

“So. | am ten,” he said. He seemed pleased.

“And ten damn good yarns,” Vi continued. “But no best sellers
yet. If we don’t hit the big-time soon, my Feodor, it will be back to
Vladivostok with you for good, and I’ll pick up another Rawshun, or
Pakistani, or Burundian... Or Cuban. Now there’s a thought. I could
maybe...”

“No... Bloody... Cubans, Wi, my sweet,” Feodor snarled as
he slammed his hand through the monitor. “If Feodor go back to
Vladivostok, Viburnum lady come with him - in leetle brass box -
and | scatter her over Japan Sea and forget all about.”

“That’s my Feodor,” Vi said with a smile, and went back to

work.

The phone rang.

Hanging up, Vi knocked the letter from Waterfowl Academy
onto the poor. It was still unopened.

They have probably discovered that my third cousin twice
removed on my step-mother’s side once spent half a term at
Waterfowl, and would | like to give a couple of thousand dollars
toward a crystal chandelier for the boys’ locker room,” she muttered
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as she picked the letter up.

‘Dear Miss Gables:

‘I hope that this letter will reach you before June 15...”

AJune yfteen!o Vi hooted. fltés only the yfth down here. What
day is it in the rest of the world?”

“I ring 911. Find out,” Feodor offered.

Vi ignored him.

“How far do they think we are from the centre of the universe?”
she howled.

“Two hours by the air. Twelve hours by the train,” Feodor
informed her.

Vi scowled.

“We’re not in the wilds of the Sahara, Waterfowl,” she kept on.
iWe dondt have to wait for the dog sled to yght through, for Godés
sake!”

“Of course not, Wi,” Feodor soothed.

“People make me sick,” Vi snorted.

“They not know, Wi,” Feodor murmured with a syrupy slurp to
his voice.

“Ignorance is not admissible,” Vi snapped. “Don’t go making
excuses for this goop.”

“Goop? What is goop?”

“You’ll see. This one wants to stay with us.”

“Is female, this goop?”

“No, sweetheart. Is male,” Vi told him with a leer. “This one is
for Vi, you bloody lecher... Did you take Veronica to lunch like |
told you?”

“Da, darlink. She eat snails in garlic with tiny leetle fork and
much rollink of the eyes and mooink.”

“Mooink, Feodor?”

“Like the leetle cow. Mooink. MMM-mmm-MMM.”

“Oh, she liked them.”

“Da. Like she likink Feodor takink in gondola after.”

“Gondola!”

“Da, gondola. You always sayink, ‘Feodor, how many times do
I tellink you? Think for yourself.” Feodor thinkink. Take to Wenice.
Nice.”

“Wery enterprising of you, Feodor,” Vi muttered. “My Lord, he
wants to stay a month!”
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“We not go to Vladivostok?”

“Not till after the middle of July at any rate... Do you remember
a Mr. and Mrs. Crawford, Feodor? Mr. and Mrs. Allison Crawford
from Toronto?”

“No, no, Wi. Is not "Toe...ron...toe.” Is "Ta...raw...na.” Have on
good authority.”

Vi sighed. “I don’t remember any Crawfords,” she muttered.
“Stayed with us three years ago, he says. Mr. and Mrs. Allison
Crawford. Must have been honeymooners.”

“Craw-w-f-for-d-d-d,” Feodor mused.

His eyes brightened. “No, Wi!” he exclaimed. “Alison Mrs.
Crawford. You read wrong.”

“No I don’t.”

“I wery sorry. Do. Mrs. Alison Crawford: 38 - 26 - 38. Bikini
shockink pink, and much complain about goddamn fog. You
remember, Wi. Not honeymoon. Mr. Alison, he like Inn-on-the-CIiff.
Mrs. Alison, she like Feodor - and nice comfortable gravestone up
the road. MMM-mmm-MMM. That right?”

“You have a one-track mind, Feodor.”

“No I not. Rememberink all about Mrs. James and passionately
love of birds. | go see. Maybe breakink somethink now.”

“Yes, you run along, Feodor,” Vi said absently. “You have given
me food for thought. Brilliant idea, taking Veronica for a gondola
ride after lunch. I’ll get that down while it’s still hot.”

She rubbed her hands together in glee and didn’t even remember
to watch him away.

“We’ve got our best seller this time, darlink,” she exulted. “I
think we’ve got our best seller this time. | really do.”

Some hundreds of words later, Feodor wandered into Vi’s study,
bored and sleepy.

“You not believink, Wi,” he complained. “They sittink in bushes.
They not even holdink hands. They holdink binoculars. They not
even sittink side by side but far away. Mr. James, he seeink bride.
Bride mostly lookink in leetle book. No sandwiches. No wodka. No
loff. Not even leetle smooch... They for real, Wi?”

“They for real,” she muttered, with her mind still on her work.
“You’re the one who’s unreal, my pet.”
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“And not so much as broken thumbnail, Wi,” he droned on.
“Can Feodor thinkink for self if nobody showink how? You no good
today. They no good. Feodor sleep.”

“That’s it,” Vi murmured. “You have a nice nap like a good boy,
and 161l ynish this part about you and Veronica at the Presidentds
ball.”

“Bah!” Feodor growled. “Hate balls. Skip ball. Go to part where
Feodor runnink up roof of church and jumpink in river. Soundink
like fun... Why I doink that?”

“You’re going to save \Veronica from her wicked uncle who
wants her to marry his rich but wicked old friend.”

Feodor groaned. “What some day! You doink better than that, Wi.
Even James-boy in bushes doink better than that. | wash hands.”

He stretched out his glorious body on Vi’s chaise longe by the
window and closed his Russian deep-blue eyes.

“You may be right, Feodor,” Vi mused. “You may be right, you
gorgeous thorn in a womanos pesh. 161l think about it. We dondt want
to lose our best seller at this point, do we. This may be my chance to
take you to Vladivostok - in a leetle brass box, you luscious louse.
And wouldn’t that be fun!”

She sat swivelling her chair, looking now at the monitor screen
where the Feodor Lofchenko best seller was unfolding, and then
in the other direction to where Feodor himself slept in infantile
abandon.

“God, you’re cute, Feodor,” she muttered... “I feel sorry for those
poor little Jameses... | shudder to think of the day their newborn-
kitten eyes open... She’ll take a look at her rotund young Kenneth
with his silly little chin-whisker and his three-piece suit. He’ll hear
her gushing about somebody’s beautiful view. Lord love us! If they
have any idea what they’re missing, they’ll miss it - bad.”

The sun crept around the house and began to lighten Feodor’s
already bleached fair curls. He stirred, and a smile played across the
strong, Slavic planes of his perfect features.

“God, you’re cute!” Vi repeated. “It’s a good thing you’re not
real. You wouldn’t give me the time of day if you were. I’d be lucky
to be sitting in a sidewalk cafe when you walked by.

“Somewhere under a coconut palm, | think. Drinking rum and
pineapple juice. Wearing white pants - silk... Yes. And a long, loose,
purple shirt with lots of fullness and a stitched collar open to display






