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PREFACE

I never planned to become a symbol—or to write a memoir. I only meant to leave Los Angeles for a few days, to ring in the New Year with sunshine and a fresh perspective. But that quick trip turned into a harrowing, year-and-a-half-long exile on a small island, where I was suddenly no one, nowhere, and with no way home.

Stranded in American Samoa, I was forced to confront a reality most people will never imagine: statelessness. Not just a legal term, but a daily sentence—without identity, without protection, and with no embassy to turn to. For over 500 days, I lived in limbo, clinging to Wi-Fi in a local McDonald’s to reach the outside world and plead my case. All the while, I bore the invisible scars of a broken immigration system and a bureaucratic misunderstanding that erased my place in the world.

[image: ]

This book is a witness account. A map of what it means to fall between definitions—between countries, identities, rights, and recognition. It traces not only my physical displacement but also the deeper journey through fear, frustration, advocacy, and, ultimately, resilience.

I write not to relive the pain, but to remember—and to ensure that the thousands of others like me are not forgotten. Statelessness is not a remote issue. It is a human crisis that strips away safety and belonging, yet demands you keep moving forward. My hope is that this memoir serves as both a mirror and a megaphone—for those who’ve felt invisible, and for those willing to see us.

If you are holding this book, I ask that you not only read it, but feel it. Imagine a life where a passport is just a piece of paper, and your existence depends on whether someone else believes it holds meaning. Then ask yourself: what makes someone belong?

This is my story. But it could so easily become someone else’s. And perhaps, in reading it, you’ll find a part of yourself in the in-between spaces where I was forced to live.

Thank you for listening.

[image: ]

– Mikhail
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A Window Beyond the Wall


I was born on February 26, 1973, in Baku, the capital of the Azerbaijan Soviet Socialist Republic—one of the republics within the vast, iron-clad structure of the Soviet Union. My twin brother and I entered the world fifteen minutes apart. We weren’t identical, but we shared a bond shaped by time, place, and the complex realities of growing up behind the Iron Curtain. Our family home was a multigenerational household, full of noise, warmth, and everyday Soviet routine. Alongside our parents and grandmother were my older sister and a half-brother from my mother’s first marriage.


My mother had a life before me—one that was marked by both love and deep sorrow. Long before I was born, she was married to a man who served as an officer in the army. From all that I’ve been told, he was a disciplined, kind-hearted man, deeply devoted to both his duty and his family. Together, they had two children: my older brother and my sister.

When he eventually retired from military service, he didn’t slow down. He transitioned into civilian life and began working for a construction company. It was honest work, physically demanding and far removed from the regimented world of the army, but it was work that allowed him to continue providing for his young family. My brother was only about five years old at the time, full of questions and energy, already starting to resemble his father in little ways. My sister, still a baby, had only just begun to recognize the faces around her. Her memories of him would later be drawn mostly from photographs and the stories others would tell.

Then, everything changed in an instant.

One day, while on the job at a construction site, tragedy struck. A section of the building they were working on—specifically the roof—collapsed without warning. It happened so suddenly, no one had time to react. My mother’s husband, the father of her two small children, was killed instantly. There was no final goodbye, no moment to prepare. Just a phone call, and the world as she knew it was shattered.

The loss devastated her. She had loved him with her whole heart, and in the space of a single moment, that future they had been building together—brick by brick, day by day—was gone. Her grief ran deep, but she did not allow it to consume her. Instead, she made a decision, one that would shape the next decade of her life: she promised herself she would never marry again.
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My mother, father, brother Nikolai, my half-sister Tamara with her daughter Yekaterina, my half-brother Karen, his wife, Karina. My grandmother Miriam in the center and myself

It wasn’t that she had closed herself off to love, but the pain was too much, too raw. She couldn’t imagine giving her heart to another or asking her children to adapt to a new father figure. So, she turned inward, gathering her strength and focusing all of it on her children. For the next ten years, she lived quietly, almost entirely for them.

She moved back in with her own mother—my grandmother—seeking comfort in the familiar walls of her childhood home. Together, the two women raised my brother and sister with fierce devotion. They built a world of warmth and safety, where the children were surrounded by love, even though a piece of their foundation was missing. My mother worked hard to be both mother and father, guiding them through their early years, trying to give them the best life she possibly could. There were no men in her life during that time. No dates. No flirtation. Just family, healing, and the slow passing of time.

And then, life surprised her.

After a decade of quiet perseverance, of solitude and sacrifice, something changed. She met my father.

Life in the USSR was a strange mix of security and restriction. On one hand, we were granted certain comforts: education and healthcare were free; housing was provided by the state; and public transportation, though crowded, was affordable and reliable. Neighbors were like extended family, and community meant something tangible. Celebrations—New Year’s, birthdays, weddings—were collective efforts. Family members and neighbors would gather in the kitchen, preparing dishes for hours, exchanging stories, laughter, and sometimes quiet frustration at what we couldn’t say aloud.

But underneath this communal life was a rigid system that controlled nearly every aspect of our existence. The government dictated what we studied, what we read, even what we were allowed to dream. Freedom of speech didn’t exist. Travel outside the Soviet bloc was a privilege rarely granted—almost always to those with high-ranking party ties. While most countries issued a single passport primarily for international travel, we had two: a domestic passport and a separate international one, the latter notoriously difficult to obtain. The process involved intrusive applications and party approval. Most citizens never stood a chance.


Even as a child, I felt the weight of that suppression. I craved something more. I consumed international news and studied maps as if they held the key to another life. While many of my classmates were content with the small freedoms we had, I was hungry for the world. I dreamed of France—the culture, the elegance, the language. It seemed like a world untouched by censorship or grey concrete apartment blocks.


At school, we had a pen pal program. Most students wrote to peers in fellow Soviet republics—Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia. But I waited, eyes scanning the pile of letters for those rare envelopes postmarked from outside our borders. I found a way to connect with pen pals from Brazil, Germany, and the Netherlands. One of them was a Brazilian hairdresser. Another, a girl from Holland. Each letter was a treasure, a symbol of life beyond the Soviet reach. I’d rush to our mailbox daily, heart pounding with hope. When one arrived, it was like oxygen. I’d read and reread it, then carefully craft a reply, often walking miles to the post office to send it. In those days before cell phones or the internet, handwritten letters were lifelines to a different world—and mine became a way to escape, at least in spirit.

Academically, I wasn’t the best student, but I had a deep love for certain subjects: history—especially world history—geography, literature, and languages. When the time came to choose a second language at school, I selected German. I loved the sound of it, and our principal, who also taught the language, was an inspiring figure: punctual, strong, and deeply respected. But my mother had other plans. She insisted I take English, reasoning that my older sister, who had studied it, could help. She couldn’t, really—her knowledge was limited—but I reluctantly switched.

The English teacher we had didn’t make things easy. She was more interested in pop songs and gossiping about her latest finds on the black market than in actually teaching us grammar or vocabulary. But I was determined. I began studying English on my own using whatever books I could find, and eventually took private lessons to strengthen my skills.

Looking back now, it was one of the best decisions I made. English is the most widely spoken international language—a key to understanding the world and being understood by it. Wherever life has taken me, the ability to communicate in English has opened doors, created connections, and expanded possibilities.

I didn’t know it then, but those moments—of studying late into the night, of waiting by the mailbox, of dreaming of France—were shaping me. They were carving out the path that would one day lead me beyond the limits of the life I knew, into a world I had once only imagined through the eyes of others.


Lessons Beyond the Classroom

My school years were spent alongside my twin brother—we were in the same class, sharing not only textbooks but also a fair share of mischief. I’ve already mentioned that I wasn’t the perfect student. While I had a deep passion for subjects like history, literature, geography, and languages, others, particularly physics, chemistry, algebra, and geometry, were simply not for me. Those classes often felt like an eternity. To break the monotony, I would sometimes burst into song in the middle of lessons, disrupting the class and much to the frustration of my teachers. More than once, I was kicked out of the classroom and told I couldn’t return until my parents had been summoned to school.

This kind of behavior wasn’t constant, but it was frequent enough. My twin brother and I seemed to take turns in stirring up trouble. One day it was me; the next, he’d pick up the baton, pulling some prank or causing a distraction. Our parents were regular visitors at the school, often called in to address our antics. Of course, I knew it wasn’t the right thing to do—but I was a restless child.
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When you’re young and bored, sitting still for long stretches can feel like a punishment. Acting out was, in part, my way of entertaining myself—and sometimes, gaining the attention of my classmates. Looking back, it was equal parts comedy and chaos. Like a circus show, it had its moments of humor, but when your parents are humiliated in front of your class, it stops being funny.

In the Soviet Union, discipline was harsh and often public. Corporal punishment was not only common, it was entirely legal. Teachers could hit students in front of the class, and even pressure parents—especially fathers—to do the same. It was seen as a legitimate method of teaching respect and obedience. Those were very different times.

Despite my occasional troublemaking, I was deeply engaged with the subjects that truly fascinated me. I was captivated by figures like Peter the Great, Nicholas II, Napoleon Bonaparte, Winston Churchill, and Russia’s great literary minds—Mikhail Lomonosov, Alexander Pushkin, and others. I would study hard to do well in those classes, aiming for the best grades in history and languages.

The Soviet education system was structured rigidly. Children typically begin school at the age of seven. After eight years, around age fifteen, we had to sit for a series of state exams covering all subjects. If a student passed, they had two options: continue for two more years to complete secondary school and become eligible for university entrance, or branch off into vocational education. I chose to continue. I wanted to finish all ten years—some records refer to it as eleven—because my ambition was to pursue higher education. At one point, I dreamed of becoming a history teacher.

My aspirations shifted frequently during those years. I wanted to be a biologist. Then a veterinarian—I’ve always had a love for animals and plants. On another day, I imagined myself a historian, and occasionally, in the ambitious way children dream, even the President of the Soviet Union. At one point, I set my sights on attending the prestigious Moscow State Institute of International Relations, the gateway to becoming a diplomat. But getting into that school required more than good grades. It required connections—often political ones—or the right family background, preferably a child of a high-ranking Communist Party official. For most, including myself, that path was blocked.

My older sister was exceptionally gifted in technical subjects. Physics, chemistry, and math—all came naturally to her. She dreamed of becoming a doctor, but admission to medical universities was fiercely competitive and often corrupt. Many bright, deserving students were denied entry simply because their families couldn’t afford to bribe admissions officials. My mother, recognizing this harsh reality, persuaded my sister to pursue another path. With her skills in science and math, she was guided toward engineering and went on to study at the Azerbaijan State Oil Academy, specializing in oil refining.

My older half-brother followed a different path altogether. He left school after eight years and trained as a carpenter, though he eventually became a waiter at the International Hotel “Intourist” in Baku, serving foreign guests—a rare position that offered a glimpse into a world beyond the Soviet borders. My twin brother also chose not to complete the full ten years of schooling. After eighth grade, he transitioned into vocational training and worked in a technical field—perhaps as an electrician or plumber, though I don’t recall the specifics clearly.

As for me, I was determined to pursue higher education. I believed—and still believe—that education is the key to independence, progress, and personal fulfilment. In a society where so much was restricted, knowledge felt like the one true path toward freedom.


A Curious Child in a Restrictive World

As a child, I was intensely curious, restless, hungry to understand the world beyond the grey walls of the Soviet life I was born into. School was just one small piece of my education. What truly lit a fire in me was reading. Books were my escape, my portal to other worlds, my way of knowing more, so I could answer questions, participate in conversations, and make sense of things that didn’t always make sense around me.

Not far from our apartment building, hidden in what felt like a forest or an overgrown park, was a small library. It was quiet, almost secret, and I loved that. I went there often, borrowing books about birds, plants, and biology. I was fascinated by the natural world—what types of birds lived around us, how different plants grew, what made living things thrive. I would spend hours in the woods, collecting flowers, observing nature, sometimes bringing plants home to replant them, hoping they’d grow in our little apartment.

My love for animals also started early. My father used to take me to the aquarium store, and together we’d bring fish home, setting up small underwater worlds in glass tanks. But it didn’t stop there. I’d bring home stray kittens, puppies—any little creature that looked like it needed love. My mother, however, wasn’t thrilled. In her view, animals belonged outside, in yards or fenced areas—not inside a Soviet apartment. She’d warn me, sometimes dramatically threatening to throw them off the balcony if I didn’t get rid of them. I never quite believed she would, but the message was clear: my heart for animals didn’t match the practicality of my parents’ world.


I wasn’t always easy to handle. I had a mischievous streak. I remember standing on our balcony and tossing eggs or potatoes at people passing below—not out of malice, but more from a wild, impulsive sense of fun. I didn’t always think things through; I just wanted to stir the stillness, to make something happen. Sometimes I was demanding, especially when it came to things I knew we couldn’t afford. If I wanted ice cream, I wanted ice cream—and I didn’t hide my disappointment if it wasn’t possible. Looking back, I understand the pressure that must have been placed on my parents, especially my mother. I don’t think I realized then just how much they were already sacrificing.


Still, in spite of all that noise and emotional chaos, I spent a lot of quiet time at home, especially during the long summers. My father would sometimes take us to the Caspian coast, and I’d swim and play at the beach, but the rest of the time I was in my own world—reading, studying English, diving into biographies of noble, distinguished people. I wanted to know what made them who they were. How did someone become great? What kind of life did it take to be remembered?
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Growing Up Different

Since I spent most of my time at home, in the forest, or in the quiet corners of the park, my circle of friends growing up consisted almost entirely of girls.

Unlike my twin brother Nikolai, who was always outdoors with boys—playing football, laughing loudly, testing the boundaries of childhood freedom—I gravitated toward quieter, more thoughtful companionship. He started smoking at an early age, which worried my mother terribly. She would often send me on little “missions” to talk him out of it, hoping that I could persuade him. I tried, but of course, it didn’t work.

Even at school, while Nikolai’s world was all boys and sports, mine was filled with girls—my closest friends, confidantes, companions. I remember my aunts joking with my mother that I’d probably be the first to get married, since all the girls were always coming to see me and spending time with me. But little did they know what all of that really meant. No one spoke about it—homosexuality simply didn’t exist in the public vocabulary of the Soviet Union. It was invisible, denied, erased. Even words like “gay,” “lesbian,” or “transgender” were completely foreign. They were never mentioned on television, never discussed in school, never acknowledged even in the medical field. My mother, who worked as a nurse in a clinic, never once heard any open conversation about it—not at work, not at home, not in society.

In the Soviet mentality, especially among Armenians, Azerbaijanis, Georgians, and other families of the Caucasus region, having a son was paramount. Boys carried on the family name. They were expected to grow into men, into providers, protectors. If a child acted differently—say, a boy who was more gentle, more emotional, more artistic—it was just considered a phase, nothing to worry about. “He’ll grow out of it,” they said. “It’s just childhood curiosity.”

But I didn’t grow out of it. I grew deeper into it.

I didn’t understand what was happening to me at first. I just knew I was different. I liked playing with dolls and soft toys. I liked dressing up in my mother’s clothes, slipping on her high heels, experimenting with her makeup. Sometimes, when no one was home, I’d put on a little fashion show in our apartment—my grandmother would be my audience as I walked the “runway” from room to room. On some evenings, I’d sneak out wearing her heels and walk carefully through the quiet streets, hiding in the shadows, afraid but also thrilled. I knew it was strange that people wouldn’t understand, but to me, it felt natural. Joyful. Creative.


That was the beginning of discovering my inner world—a world not just of femininity, but of art, expression, beauty, and identity. I became obsessed with fashion. My sister subscribed to a Soviet magazine called Moda (Fashion), and I devoured each issue. I’d study the photos from Europe, admiring the styles, dreaming about clothes, and design. I wanted to know everything about this glamorous, colorful world that felt so far away from our grey Soviet apartment blocks.


At school, the division was clear: boys learned carpentry, plumbing, and mechanics. Girls learned sewing, knitting, and cooking. I wanted to be with the girls. I wanted to sew. I wanted to create. So, I would run away from the boys’ class and join the girls instead. The teachers didn’t approve. They complained to my parents that I wasn’t behaving properly, that I was neglecting my assigned “male” classes. But I didn’t care. I didn’t feel comfortable with the boys. With the girls, I felt free, safe, and understood.

My mother used to call me, half-jokingly, a man-girl. She didn’t mean it cruelly—it was more teasing than anything. She thought I was just being silly, doing what children do. She never suspected anything deeper. And truthfully, neither did I. I didn’t yet have the words to understand myself. But I knew I wasn’t like the other boys. I didn’t want to be like them.

The only close male friend I had in school was another boy, Samvel, who, looking back now, I realize was probably gay too. He also had soft mannerisms, a gentle voice, and a curious spirit. We formed a quiet, unspoken bond. We never talked about it—not because we were hiding something, but because we didn’t have the language. We didn’t know what to say. But we understood each other, and that was enough.

Samvel was born to a unique blend of cultures that shaped both his character and his art. His mother was a Ukrainian woman from the city of Donetsk, known for her sharp wit and strong will. His father, Armenian by heritage, carried with him a deep pride in his roots—resilient, passionate, and steeped in tradition. It was a household where two distinct worlds met: the soft-spoken warmth of Ukrainian soul and the fiery expressiveness of Armenian spirit.

Early in life, Samvel experienced the tremors of political unrest. The conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan left many displaced, and families—like his—had to make impossible choices. Seeking safety and a chance at stability, they relocated to Donetsk, where his mother had family ties. This move, though born from hardship, would become the soil where Samvel’s creative roots would flourish.

From a young age, he was different.

While other children played with toy cars or chased each other around courtyards, Samvel would stage little shows in his living room, using a hairbrush as a microphone and bath towels as makeshift curtains. He had an innate sense of performance, a spark that refused to be dimmed. Laughter, mimicry, music—it all came naturally to him, as though he had been born with a stage in his heart.

That spark eventually turned into something much greater.


In his late years, Samvel will create what would become a local cultural phenomenon: The Nazarov Show in Donetsk, Ukraine. It began as a humble parody act, a one-man comedy show, that poked fun at politics, television personalities, and the absurdities of everyday life. But it quickly grew into something bigger. With flamboyant costumes, satirical sketches, and catchy musical numbers, the show drew crowds from all corners of Donetsk and beyond.


He had a gift—one that could make people laugh even when life gave them little reason to smile. And it wasn’t just comedy. Samvel infused his performances with emotion, with song, with a kind of theatrical depth that spoke to both the ridiculousness and the beauty of being human.

He wasn’t afraid to be bold, to be extravagant. Whether draped in feathers and sequins or delivering a haunting ballad from behind stage lights, Samvel owned every moment. His show became a kind of refuge for many—a place where people could forget their troubles, even if just for an hour, and feel something real.

In parts of Ukraine, especially in Donetsk, his name became synonymous with laughter, with artistry, and with unapologetic authenticity. Fame, in his case, wasn’t the product of flashy endorsements or viral trends—it was earned, slowly and honestly, one standing ovation at a time.

But what made Samvel truly extraordinary wasn’t just his talent. It was his ability to transform pain into performance, conflict into comedy, and uncertainty into something meaningful. In a region marked by political division and social unrest, he offered something rare: joy.

That friendship lasted through much of my childhood, until the war between Armenia and Azerbaijan forced us to flee our homeland. Everything changed after that. But before the war, before the fear and loss, I was simply a boy trying to understand himself in a world that refused to acknowledge he even existed.

I often wondered, “Is there something wrong with me?” I asked myself, but I never asked my parents. I knew the answer they’d give—or rather, the answer they wouldn’t. So I kept my questions quiet. But inside, my curiosity only grew wider, deeper, more persistent.


Discovering Myself: A Journey of Identity and Family

Growing up, my family consisted of two boys—my twin brother Nikolai and my older half-brother Karen—and my sister, Tamara. While my relationship with my twin brother Nikolai was typical of many brothers—full of outdoor games, football, and rough-and-tumble play—my bond with my sister was different. I was very close to Tamara. She was always there for me, helping raise me alongside my parents. Every time she went out, whether to meet friends or take a walk, I went with her. She made sure I was part of her life in a way that felt natural and comforting.

Tamara was a wonderful person. She was studying to become an engineer, but her heart was also in music. She attended music school and played the piano beautifully. I remember her playing classical pieces for me—Beethoven, Mozart, Chopin, Strauss—each note drawing me deeper into a world of sound that felt elegant, refined, and far removed from the daily routines of our Soviet life. Classical music became my gateway to the arts and to Western culture in a time and place where such things were both rare and censored. I would often imagine myself in Vienna, in the 18th century, listening to a waltz in a grand ballroom, or in Mozart’s time, just to experience the world that music transported me to. These experiences shaped my understanding of the world in ways I couldn’t yet fully comprehend.

At home, we had a gramophone, an old device where you would place a large disc to play music. It was one of the few ways we could access music beyond what Soviet television or radio played. Of course, even that was censored—many foreign films and songs were simply not allowed. But that didn’t stop Tamara and me from creating a bond that transcended any restrictions. She was my confidante, my guide, and the one person who could make me feel safe in a world that often felt so limiting.


My mother, on the other hand, was more controlling with Tamara, especially as she got older. In traditional Armenian culture, the expectations for girls were rigid—virginity before marriage, modesty, and strict rules about interactions with men. My mother, perhaps overprotective, would often insist that Tamara take me with her whenever she went out, whether it was for a walk or to the movies. My sister, in her usual kind spirit, did as she was told, even when I made things difficult. I recall one time when we went to the cinema, and I caused a bit of a disaster. I had this ridiculous habit—right in the middle of a quiet movie theatre, while everyone was lost in the film, I’d slip off my shoes and hurl them at unsuspecting strangers in the dark. I have no idea why I did it, but I thought it was absolutely hilarious, forcing Tamara to crawl around the theatre looking for them while trying to save face. It was chaotic, but it was also a reflection of how deeply she cared for me, how deeply we cared for each other.


Despite our closeness, there were limits to how much Tamara could help me with my schoolwork. She would try to tutor me in algebra, geometry, and physics, but I just couldn’t grasp it. It was a struggle. I knew I wasn’t meant to be an engineer or a scientist. I didn’t want to force myself into subjects that didn’t speak to my soul. I wanted to understand the world in other ways—through history, through literature, through the beauty of art and music.

Education in the Soviet Union was not only a privilege—it was a requirement. To get into university, you had to pass a rigorous entrance exam. This meant cramming through subjects that I had no interest in—algebra, geometry, physics, history—subjects that felt like they were designed to turn you into something you weren’t. I would spend hours studying, trying to force knowledge into my mind that didn’t fit, while my peers, many of whom had parents who could bribe their way into the system, seemed to find a shortcut. It was disheartening, to say the least, and it made me question the value of a system that didn’t care for individuality. It was all about conformity. If you failed in one of those subjects, you were out of the running for higher education and had to wait another year. But even those who succeeded had to follow a prescribed path, a set of rules that didn’t leave much room for deviation. I knew, deep down, that this wasn’t the path for me. I didn’t want to be a part of this structured system that didn’t align with who I was.

My older brother, Karen, was largely absent from my childhood. He worked a lot and wasn’t home much, so I didn’t feel the same kind of bond with him that I did with Tamara. I only saw him occasionally, and we never developed that close relationship that many brothers share. But Tamara was always there. Even when she was studying at the Oil Refinery Institute, she’d take me with her to her final exams, where I would sit outside the room and wait quietly, sometimes fidgeting with my shoes, while she took her tests. We’d then go out together, to the movies or on walks, and I’d feel like her little sidekick. She was my world.

But in the quiet spaces of my life, between my sister’s piano melodies and my mother’s strict expectations, I was also beginning to discover something else about myself. I was beginning to understand that I wasn’t just different from the other boys. I was starting to feel that I didn’t quite fit into the mold of what was expected of a boy. But this discovery was still in its infancy. I didn’t know yet what it meant or how it would change my life. All I knew was that the world I was growing up in didn’t have a place for someone like me—not fully. Not yet.


Growing up in the Soviet Union, we were all citizens of a vast and proud nation, a country that, in its propaganda, promised to protect every human being, regardless of skin color, ethnicity, or background. The Soviet Union was a place where racial discrimination was unheard of. We didn’t know what it meant to be judged based on the color of our skin or our religious beliefs. In the world I grew up in, no one was ever taught to disrespect someone because of their appearance or heritage. As a child, I had no concept of racism, and I am proud to say that it was never something I experienced or even heard about.


The Soviet government claimed that all people were equal, and in many ways, this was true. We had students from Africa, Asia, and Latin America who came to the Soviet Union to study for free. In fact, education in the USSR was highly esteemed, and I would argue that it was far stronger than the system in places like the United States. Unlike in the West, where tests are often multiple choice, in the Soviet educational system, the emphasis was on deep understanding. Teachers could call on you at any time during class to stand before the blackboard and explain your knowledge of a subject. It wasn’t just about filling in the correct answer on a piece of paper. You had to argue your point, defend your ideas, and demonstrate your intellectual depth.

This was something I admired about the Soviet system. It pushed students to think critically and sharpen their minds, rather than just memorizing facts.

Students from countries like Cuba, many of whom came to the Soviet Union to study medicine, received an education that allowed them to become some of the most respected doctors in the world. The Soviet system, while flawed in many ways, certainly had its strengths, and education was one of its most notable features.


The USSR was made up of 15 republics, each with its own distinct nationalities, languages, and cultures. Despite these differences, there was never any overt division or discrimination based on ethnicity or background. Growing up in Azerbaijan, I was surrounded by people from all corners of the Soviet Union. Armenians, Georgians, Russians, Ukrainians, and others lived together, and we never saw each other as different or “other.” In the Soviet Union, we were all just Soviet citizens.


Yet, as I reflect on the world today, I realize that this sense of unity is something that has been lost. The divisions and prejudices that now exist, especially around race and ethnicity, were simply not a part of our daily lives. There was no “white supremacy” movement. No one was ever taught to consider themselves superior because of their skin color or national origin. It’s something I now see in stark contrast to the world I live in today, where people often call each other names, attack each other for perceived differences, and elevate themselves over others. It’s a sad reflection of how things have changed.

As I grew older and learned more about my family’s past, I also discovered how my parents came together. My mother, a widow for ten years after the death of her first husband, had two children from that marriage. She had never planned to marry again. She was content with her life, raising her children with the support of my grandmother. But fate had other plans. My father, who had been married to a woman from Siberia and had a son, returned to Azerbaijan after his first marriage ended. His sisters encouraged him to find another wife, and that’s when he met my mother.

[image: My mom and my dad]

My mom and my dad

My mother had been hesitant at first, not wanting more children, but my father’s sisters convinced her that it would be the right thing to do. After some time, she agreed, and they married. My mother, who was 35 when we were born, hadn’t expected to have another child, let alone twins. On February 26th, I was born along with my twin brother. At the time, my twin brother was born with a murmur, which complicated things somewhat. Later in life, I would learn that this was the moment my life took an unexpected turn, though at the time, I had no idea what would unfold.
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Mikhail and Nikolai


What my mother didn’t realize, however, was that one of her children, one of the twins she had never expected to have, would grow up to be someone who didn’t quite fit the mold of what society expected. As I continued my journey of self-discovery, it would become clear that I was different—not just from my twin, but from many of the boys around me. The realization would come slowly, but it would be part of who I was, part of my identity, whether the world was ready for it or not.



Exploring Identity and Silence

As a young boy trying to understand who I was, there was always a nagging curiosity in my mind, a drive to understand what made me different. I knew there was something about me that set me apart from the other boys, but I didn’t know what it was. At the time, it was a kind of psychological conflict, trying to make sense of feelings that I couldn’t even name, let alone speak about. I asked myself questions that, in the Soviet Union, I couldn’t ask out loud. There was no one to talk to about these things, and to even bring them up felt wrong.

One day, I had a very confusing experience that would be a significant moment in my transition into adolescence. I woke up in the morning and noticed that I was wet. At first, I thought it was just an accident, maybe I had wet the bed, but when I touched myself, it felt sticky, almost like glue. I didn’t understand what was happening. I felt a surge of fear and confusion. I didn’t know what to call my mother or how to explain it. I gathered what little courage I had and went to find her.


When she came to check on me, she simply went to my father and told him that I had “become a man.” There was no real explanation, no understanding of what was going on, just the excited confirmation that I had reached some kind of milestone. I recall how, even in the cold winter months, my parents would always remind me to keep my legs warm, believing it was important for the continuation of the family, though they never explained why or how. The talk about sexuality, about growing up, was always vague, almost as if they were too uncomfortable to address it directly.


This lack of open discussion left us to navigate these experiences on our own. My mother never sat down with me, or even my sister, to explain what was happening to our bodies. When I was younger, I asked my mother where children came from, and she told me that birds brought them. I was told that storks were the ones who delivered babies. I imagined them soaring through the clouds with tiny bundles hanging from their beaks, gently dropping them off at front doors like some kind of magical postal service. It wasn’t until later that I began to realize just how little I knew about the biology of life, about reproduction, about the complexities of sexuality. These were topics that were never touched upon at home.

Yet, as I continued to grow, my curiosity did not subside. I tried to figure things out on my own, and this led to an unexpected and awkward moment. I remember one day, at school, a classmate, Marseille, came up to me and asked if I had ever “come.” When I said yes, he explained to me that I should try rubbing a pillow against myself, like he had seen in a video, and that it would give me a great feeling of “release.” At first, I didn’t fully grasp what he meant, but I was intrigued.

So, one day, I went home and, as my grandmother sat reading the newspaper, I decided to try what he had suggested. I placed a pillow on the couch next to her and began to mimic what I had been told. Of course, my grandmother noticed, and when she asked me what I was doing, I lied, telling her I was just “exercising.” She wasn’t convinced, and eventually, she told my mother about it. I overheard their conversation in the kitchen, and while my mother’s reaction was to brush it off as a part of growing up, the discomfort in her voice was clear. There was no real explanation or conversation, just a sense of awkwardness.

And then there was my father. I vividly remember the times when I would sit at the kitchen table and cross my legs, something I did out of habit and comfort.

He would scold me, telling me that only “prostitutes” crossed their legs. In his mind, a real man should sit straight, should avoid any behavior that could be seen as effeminate. I didn’t understand it at the time, but those comments planted a seed of shame in me, a belief that certain behaviors were not acceptable for a boy, for a man. This was the gendered world of the Soviet Union—one where masculinity was often defined by a rigid set of expectations.

Eventually, as I continued to grapple with my identity, I found myself in a situation that would mark the beginning of my understanding of sexuality in a more intimate way. Back in those days, it was the mariners—the sailors and merchant seamen—who had the rare opportunity to glimpse life beyond the Iron Curtain. As their ships sailed across oceans, carrying goods between the Western world and the Soviet Union, they were among the very few who had direct contact with foreign soil. They saw things most people behind the curtain could only dream of—bright neon signs, colorful packaging, fashion, music, and, of course, certain more private indulgences.


One of the more whispered-about treasures they brought back was pornographic videotapes—grainy, illicit, and passed hand-to-hand like sacred contraband. For men spending weeks or months at sea with no women on board, these tapes became a form of release, a crude yet deeply human attempt to satisfy desire through what was politely referred to as “manual exercise.” It was taboo, it was underground, but it was real. And for many, it was their only connection to a world of sensuality that was otherwise entirely censored and out of reach.



A boy from my neighborhood, Arnold, had somehow gotten his hands on a gay porn video from one of those sailors. He watched it, and it sparked something in him. He approached me one day, asking if I was interested in having sex with him. At the time, I didn’t fully understand what he meant, but something inside me felt drawn to the idea, even though I couldn’t articulate why. I agreed, and that moment began a sexual relationship with him that would continue, leaving me with feelings I had never anticipated—feelings that were far beyond what I had imagined.


The experiences that followed were both confusing and exhilarating. I felt excitement and pleasure, but also a sense of isolation. I had never been taught what these feelings meant or how to process them. They were my own, and they had no place in the world around me. Yet, the joy and satisfaction I found in these encounters were undeniable, even as I struggled to understand them.


The Secret World of Desire

My relationship with Arnold didn’t happen daily, but it was consistent—sometimes five or six times a week. Every time we met, the pleasure I experienced overwhelmed everything else in my mind. This secret part of my life was hidden from the world, wrapped in guilt and silence, but it was also a space where I finally felt alive. It felt like stepping into another world, one where my body spoke its own language, where pleasure and excitement met and whispered that I belonged there.

We mostly met at Arnold’s place when his parents were away. Occasionally, I would bring him to our apartment, locking my grandmother in her room to keep our secret safe. Looking back, I’m stunned by the lengths I went to protect that secret—but at the time, it felt like the only way. I didn’t fully understand what we were doing, but I knew it wasn’t something I could talk about. It was too dangerous.

I remember walking past my parents’ room once and seeing my father asleep, his legs splayed open, his genitals exposed. I stopped for a moment, not with any inappropriate intent, but with a deep sense of wonder and confusion. How could that part of the body, designed by nature or by God, be something capable of giving such pleasure? At that time, I wasn’t thinking of women. My mind was fully preoccupied with Arnold, and with the sensations I felt when I was with him.

The apartment we lived in was small and overcrowded—seven of us in a two-bedroom space. Privacy was a luxury. In winter, when it was cold, my older brother would fold out the sofa bed in the living room, and he once invited me and my twin brother Nikolai to sleep with him “like family.” That night, when my brother wrapped his arm around me and pulled me close, I felt his warmth and the touch of his body against mine. I couldn’t control what I felt. A spark ignited deep inside me—an arousal so intense I thought I might explode. I didn’t act on it, of course, but I also didn’t know what to do with the feelings it brought up. They scared me, yet they fascinated me. I couldn’t talk to anyone, not my brothers, not my friends, not even myself—not really. So I kept it all inside, asking myself silent questions, too afraid to speak them aloud.

Arnold became my escape and my comfort. Our secret meetings gave me something to look forward to, something that made me feel good about myself, even if I couldn’t explain why. All the shame, fear, and questions I had would disappear in those moments of pleasure. That feeling was powerful. It silenced everything else.

Then came summer. School was out, and Arnold went to Ukraine to visit family. When he returned, he asked me if I had ever been with a girl. I said no. I wasn’t interested—I never had been. He told me that he had tried sex with a girl in Ukraine and that it felt good. He said he now liked both boys and girls. That word—bisexuality—didn’t exist for us back then, but looking back, that’s what he had discovered. I, on the other hand, still had no desire to be with girls.

Women, to me, were beautiful—but in a different way. I saw them the way one admires art. A nude woman was like a Michelangelo sculpture, or a painting from ancient Greece—majestic, divine, mesmerizing. But not sexually arousing. I appreciated women as beauty, not as desire.

For me, it was always men. The softness of their touch, the strength of their bodies, the shape, the scent—everything about them stirred something deep inside. A vagina never held curiosity for me. Sausages, however, were always welcome.

Nikolai, my twin, turned out to be straight. He dated girls, though he never married or had children. Our paths, once so parallel, began to diverge in the realm of sexuality. Meanwhile, I kept exploring this hidden side of myself with Arnold.

One day, we decided to be adventurous. There was an unfinished apartment complex being built nearby, meant for military families. Some of the buildings were already occupied, but others were still under construction. Around the site, thick bushes provided perfect cover. That’s where we went. That’s where we had sex—outside, under the bush. It was risky and wild, but it also felt thrilling.

What I didn’t know was that one of my classmates had seen us from her balcony.

She didn’t say anything at the time. No shout, no call, just silence. But she watched. And she remembered.

Later at school, when I tried to pull one of my usual pranks on her—dropping a frog into her backpack or teasing her—she stopped me. With a quiet, almost amused warning, she said, “If you don’t want me to tell everyone what I saw yesterday, then you’re going to become my toy. From now on, you’ll do what I say.”


Family Tides and Fading Ground

My relationship with Arnold continued until everything was shattered by war, the brutal conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan in 1989. Families scattered, people fled in all directions, and contact was lost with many of those we once saw daily. Life began to unravel.

Growing up in the Soviet Union meant living modestly. We weren’t poor, but certainly not wealthy. We were a working-class family. My father drove buses for the city, my mother worked as a nurse in a clinic, and my grandmother, retired by then, held everything together at home. She cooked, cleaned, and looked after us while our parents worked. But more than that, she loved to read newspapers, staying current with world affairs—a curiosity I inherited. That’s how my interest in politics began, sitting beside her as she unfolded those big, crinkly Soviet papers, reading about places I dreamed of seeing.

In 1982, my sister, the one I was so close to, got married. I’ve spoken about our bond before. She was like a second mother to me, my confidante, my protector. Her marriage to her university classmate, also named Karen, was a turning point for me. The wedding, like all weddings in our culture, was massive—Armenian and Azerbaijani traditions blended into a celebration of food, music, and dancing. There must have been 200 guests. A rented hall, a giant kitchen where relatives cooked for days—it was both joyous and heartbreaking.

Because it meant saying goodbye.

She would leave our crowded apartment to move in with her husband’s family. I cried that night. I didn’t want her to go. I begged my mother to let him move in with us instead, though our apartment was already bursting with seven people.

But tradition said that the bride moves in with the groom, and so she left. In time, they had two daughters—Yekaterina and Alina. Though they’d hoped for sons, the girls were beautiful, bright, and full of life.

After my sister married, my mother turned her attention to my older brother. She insisted it was his turn to settle down. But he wasn’t interested. He was a womanizer—always chasing women, never interested in commitment. Still, my mother, determined as ever, teamed up with a neighbor to find him a wife.

They found Karina, who lived across the street. She was educated, polite, and elegant. She reminded people of a French singer, Mireille Mathieu, recognizable for her iconic hairstyle—a look that has remained almost unchanged throughout her decades-long career.

Her hairstyle is a precisely cut, jet-black bob with straight, full bangs that sit neatly across her forehead. The bob is typically chin-length, sleek, and symmetrical, framing her face with sharp, clean lines. The bangs are blunt and thick, giving her a doll-like, timeless appearance that feels both retro and strikingly polished.

The overall look is very structured, with not a strand out of place—giving off a sense of old-school glamour mixed with discipline, almost like a signature or a uniform. It’s elegant, bold, and unmistakably hers—just like her voice.

She (Karina) seemed like the perfect match on paper. They married, and she moved into our apartment.

That’s when the trouble began.

Karina wasn’t interested in the domestic chores that my mother and grandmother expected from a daughter-in-law. She wouldn’t clean, wouldn’t cook, and preferred to have breakfast at her mother’s apartment rather than with us. She buried herself in books and newspapers, ignoring the routines of our home. Tension grew quickly. My grandmother and mother were furious.

Eventually, they asked my brother to move out and find his own place.

Despite the rocky start, they had two children—a son and later a daughter. I met the boy when he was small, but never got to know the girl. The boy, sadly, was spoiled and difficult, always misbehaving, and my brother wasn’t much of a father. He kept cheating on Karina, and the marriage collapsed into arguments, neglect, and even violence. One day, in a rage because she wouldn’t cook dinner, he slammed her head into a wall. That was the breaking point.

They separated. She moved to Russia. For a brief time, they reunited, she became pregnant again, but it didn’t last. They finally divorced, leaving a trail of pain behind.

As all this unfolded, no one in the family questioned why I wasn’t marrying. My parents didn’t know my truth—my hidden self. My twin brother, Nikolai, didn’t show interest in marriage either. He was focused on money, and we had very little of it. Marriage, in our world, came with financial responsibilities—gifts, housing, and celebrations. It just wasn’t in the cards.

Meanwhile, I poured my heart into being the best uncle I could be. When Yekaterina was born, and later Alina, I became their favorite playmate. I sang them songs, tucked them into bed, and took them outside to play. Even though I didn’t know how to play the piano, I made up little melodies for them, just like my sister had done for me. Those were warm years, filled with laughter and tiny joys.

And then everything changed.

The Soviet Union, which had seemed like a monolith—unchangeable, eternal—began to collapse. No one expected it, and no one could have predicted the chaos it would unleash. Borders dissolved, systems crumbled, and grief poured into the lives of millions. For those of us caught in the middle—Armenians in Azerbaijan, Azerbaijani families split across ethnic lines—it meant displacement, fear, and the loss of everything familiar.

The ground shifted beneath our feet. And nothing would ever be the same.


Getting into Politics

Before the collapse of the Soviet Union, as I’ve mentioned before, there were things I disliked about the system—and yet, there were also many things I truly appreciated. One of those things was how much emphasis our schools placed on culture and education. Our teachers constantly encouraged us to visit museums—the Museum of Art, the Museum of History, the circus, the zoo, and architectural landmarks. Sightseeing wasn’t just a pastime; it was part of our classwork, a way to educate ourselves beyond textbooks. That exposure helped me develop a deep curiosity about the world, and it’s what eventually sparked my love for history. I became more and more passionate about it, eventually dreaming of becoming a historian.

Of course, the Soviet Union had its pros and cons. But what none of us could foresee was just how dramatically things would change, how the very fabric of life would be torn apart for millions. When Gorbachev came to power and introduced Glasnost and Perestroika, it gave the republics within the USSR an opening—a chance to imagine their own futures. And one by one, they began to claim independence.

It was around this time that my curiosity about politics, thanks to my grandmother, turned into something more serious. She loved reading the newspaper every morning, especially world news. I’d sit next to her, soaking in every headline and article. I didn’t care much about domestic Soviet affairs; my eyes were on the rest of the world. Foreign politics, international headlines—those were the stories I followed with fascination.

People often say politics is a dirty game. I’d go further—politics is dirty laundry. The more you involve yourself in it, the more you risk: friendships, reputations, even your safety. That truth became real to me when I was just 15.

Back then, Mikhail Gorbachev was still in power. I had a pen pal in Berlin, Germany, and I desperately wanted to visit him. I had no idea how international travel worked, so I did what seemed natural: I wrote a letter to the General Secretary of the Communist Party, Mikhail Gorbachev himself. I asked him how I could travel to Germany.

To my surprise, the letter didn’t go unnoticed. It was forwarded to the local Communist Party branch in Azerbaijan. I’ll never forget the morning a tall man with long hair knocked on our door. When my mother answered, he asked for me. He introduced himself as a representative of the local Communist Party.

My mother was confused—and then terrified. She had grown up in the Stalin era. For her, writing a letter like that could mean prison—or worse, exile to the Gulag.

He asked us to come to the local Communist Party office that same day. My mother was furious. On the bus ride there, she scolded me. “You’re not going to Germany,” she insisted. “I won’t let you. We don’t have the right to do such things.”

At the office, the representative questioned me gently. He asked about my school, my age, and why I wanted to travel to Germany. I explained about my pen pal and my dream of visiting Berlin. He responded with a detailed list of requirements: I had to be 16, apply for an international passport, receive parental consent, and—of course—be approved by the authorities. In other words, it was practically impossible.

We returned home in silence. My mother warned me never to write such letters again. But I wasn’t done.

Not long afterward, it was announced that Margaret Thatcher, Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, would be visiting the USSR. I was thrilled. I immediately wrote her a letter, welcoming her to our country and expressing hope that this visit could lead to educational exchanges between our nations. I dreamed of a time when Soviet and British students could learn side by side.

But this letter didn’t go where I intended. Like all foreign-bound correspondence, it was intercepted by the KGB. I had no idea this happened—until one day, as I arrived at school, the director and a KGB officer were waiting for me.

They escorted me into the office and showed me my letter. They asked if I had written it. I said yes. They asked if I was seeking political asylum. I said no. I pointed out that not a single word in my letter mentioned asylum. But they didn’t believe me.

To them, anyone reaching out to the West was suspicious. They thought I was disloyal, a potential threat. As punishment, they expelled me from school for a day or two. It was terrifying. As young schoolchildren, we were what was called “pioneers”—a Soviet youth organization, something between Boy Scouts and a political grooming program. Every morning, we had to put on our uniforms and tie a bright red scarf around our necks. That red tie wasn’t just a piece of fabric; it was a symbol of loyalty to the ideals of the revolution, to communism, to the state. It represented obedience, pride, and unity. We were taught to wear it with honor.

And we had to wear it every single day.

But one day, my tie was taken from me.


Not lost, not forgotten at home. No—I was stripped of it. The KGB themselves said I had betrayed the dignity of the Pioneer unit. Those words sounded like thunder when I first heard them. Even as a child, I understood the weight they carried. Betrayal. Dignity. Those were not words they used lightly.


I don’t remember all the details—only that something I did (a letter to Margaret Thatcher), or maybe something I said, was seen as disloyal, disrespectful, perhaps even dangerous in the tightly controlled world we were living in. And so they came, not with violence, but with precision. And they took my tie.

Quietly. Officially. As if erasing a part of me.

For a child, that moment was terrifying. Not just because of the punishment itself, but because of what it meant: I had been marked. I was no longer one of them.

That incident caused chaos in my household. My mother was devastated. She feared for all of us. In her eyes, I had brought the shadow of the Gulag into our home. But for me, something had shifted. I’d seen how the system operated, how quickly curiosity and hope could be interpreted as rebellion. And yet, even then, I knew I wouldn’t stop seeking truth. No matter the cost.


Sexual Awakening Amidst Political Turmoil

As I mentioned earlier, my sexual relationship with my neighbor, Arnold, continued until the war in Azerbaijan broke out in 1989. I was about 16 years old. At that time, my gay sexuality and growing interest in politics were deeply intertwined, creating an overwhelming mix of emotions and desires.

When Arnold left—where to, I can’t even remember—everything changed. After the war began, I didn’t have any sexual relationships or physical contact with anyone until I eventually moved to the United States. Looking back, it feels strange to think about how long that period of celibacy was. Those years felt like a void, a time when I was, in a sense, a virgin again.
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