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“She was gasping for air from sheer betrayal.

But breathing does not mean giving up.

— from "The Right to Happiness"”
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Prolog
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A great red orb, like a flaming torch, slowly dipped toward the horizon. An old woman, wrapped in a silk robe patterned with tiny blue flowers and a white headscarf, sat on a wooden pier, watching the sunset as if it were bidding her a personal farewell, painting the sky in warm hues. She was well past a hundred and had long since settled abroad, but every summer, despite the heat, she returned to the city of her childhood. As in years past, she stayed in the same house where she was born. Though the price had been steep, she had bought it back — the house that stood opposite the boathouse pier. And now, every afternoon, she came to sit here, seeking shelter from the sweltering air and the solitude. The boat guards had known her for years and always welcomed her presence with quiet warmth. Sitting by the sea, she remembered the days when her family was still with her — sisters, brothers, her father, and of course, her grandmother, who would cast a fishing line with graceful ease, telling tales from a life long-lived. When she recalled her youth, the old woman would remove her glasses — silent witnesses to the years gone by. Gently, she would dab at her tears of nostalgia with a delicate lace handkerchief, as fragile as the memories themselves. Her eyes drifted over the shimmering surface of the water, where schools of fish moved like fleeting memories, pulling her back to the carefree days of childhood. Next to her lay a worn-out notebook, its pages soft and frayed from countless readings. She sat there, lost in thought, until the final ray of sunlight slipped below the horizon. Only then, unhurried, did she bid the guard goodnight and return to the house where no one waited for her...  



The Hospital

One October day in 2011—when the city still clung to the last warmth of autumn—there lay a patient in a Moscow hospital, in a room saturated with the scent of antiseptic and medication. The doctors called him an exception. His case was considered unique: despite relentless pain, he had survived to the age of forty-three.

Every morning, he awoke to excruciating agony. His cries echoed through the corridors, but the only answer was silence. He called out for nurses, but all that arrived were morphine injections—brief escapes into oblivion.

On the nightstand lay a tattered notebook, rolled into a tube, where he scribbled thoughts between spasms of pain. He didn’t know how much time he had left—but he knew he had to wait for his sister, Alja, and entrust her with the notebook meant for little Jenka.

The pain surged again, stronger than before. Sashka barely managed to open one eye—the other he couldn’t summon the strength for.

“Sister... help me... painkillers...”

But the room was empty. So was the hallway. He tried to shout again, but his voice was faint.

“Hey, can anyone hear me? Nurses... where are you all? Please... the pain is unbearable...”

A nurse entered the room, syringe in hand, as she had so many times before. “Alexander, I brought your medication,” she said, stepping to the bedside and checking the IV.

“I can’t take it anymore...” he whispered hoarsely. “How much longer must I endure this?”

“You need to rest. The morphine will work soon.”

She gave him the injection, and at last his body relaxed. A fog settled over his mind. His consciousness drifted—slipping between lucidity and feverish delirium. He could no longer tell where reality ended, and dream began.Since his admission to the hospital, Alexander had begged the staff to watch over the notebook, to make sure it wouldn’t be lost. He dreamed of passing it to his older sister, who was to deliver it to their younger sister—the one he longed to ask forgiveness from before he died.

“Tell my sister this notebook is for little Jenka. Don’t forget. Alja knows how to find her,” he repeated to anyone who’d listen.

To the staff, it was clear this patient didn’t have long. His request became sacred—a last wish. They kept the notebook in plain view. The doctors sincerely hoped he would hold on to a while longer.

His sisters were the only family he had left. And his final wish was to see them all one last time.
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​Part I. The Vinogradov family
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​A Happy Family
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It was the late sixties, a time when large families were the norm, and the Vinogradovs were no exception. They lived in a small seaside town on the Caspian coast, on Naberezhnaya Street. Their house was filled with life, laughter, and joy — a true haven of familial harmony.

At the heart of the household was Evdokia Ivanovna, a wise elderly matriarch. Her daughter Valentina and son-in-law Pavel helped run the home, creating warmth and comfort for everyone under their roof. Back then, they had three children: Alja, Toma, and Tolik. There was no shortage of parental affection — each child felt safely wrapped in care.

The youngest, lovingly called Tolja, was a quiet, careful boy who treasured even the simplest pleasures. Every little gift — especially sweets — he would gently store in a large shoebox, hiding his treasures in a secret, safe place. On holidays, when their mother handed out two candies to each child, Tolja would slowly savor one, relishing every lick, while placing the second in his box for later.

He knew his sisters — Alja and Toma — would devour their own in seconds, then come hunting for him. So, he cleverly hid the box inside their grandmother’s chest, which she locked with a tiny key. But when he longed for a treat, he would conspire with his grandmother in hushed tones, and together they would sneak off to another room. She would unlock the chest with the key she kept tucked in her wallet, and Tolja, with reverence, would take out his secret trove and study its contents before choosing the one candy he most desired.

Whenever the family celebrated a birthday, Tolja prepared his gift with extra care. He would select a couple of sweets from his box and present them to the birthday child — a gesture that charmed everyone with its thoughtfulness and generosity. His mother was proud of him and would often praise him in front of his older sisters.

“Pavel, we must do everything to make sure our children are always happy.” “Yes, Valentina. We’ll do everything we can.” “Promise me, Pavel. No matter what happens, our children must not suffer.” “I promise, Valentina. I’ll always stand by them.”

They embraced, kissed, and continued to watch as their children ran laughing through the yard, scattering the chickens with joyful shrieks. Tolja, beaming, tried to escape his sisters, who chased him around playfully, giggling and calling him “mama’s boy.” They reached for his hands and tugged at his clothes, but he dodged them with delight, shouting, “You won’t catch me!”

​Their laughter echoed through the yard, wrapping the air in warmth only a loving family can create.
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​Jenja-Jenka
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​Time flew, and each year brought a new child into the Vinogradov family. Pavel was considered a “father-hero” and strove to maintain harmony in his large household, now composed of four daughters and three sons. 

​But he was convinced they still needed one more boy to achieve the perfect balance. He told his wife, Valentina, that if the baby turned out to be a boy, he would name him Jenka.

When Pavel came to take Valentina home from the maternity hospital, he already knew a daughter had been born, and his joy wasn’t particularly great. Valentina Vinogradova looked at her husband, held out the newborn, and said: “Here’s your Jenka.”

Pavel looked at his wife in surprise, then smiled. He was pleased — his wife had given the baby the name he had chosen. From that moment on, Pavel loved Jenka dearly and strictly instructed the older children to watch over her. People said Jenka resembled her father.

While Jenka was still little, she remained frail and sickly. A violent cough tormented her, forcing her mother and grandmother to pray she wouldn’t suffocate during an attack. Pavel couldn’t hold back tears when he watched his daughter struggling to breathe. Doctors suspected pertussis but assured the family that the cough would pass with age — if she lived that long.

Evdokia Ivanovna (Dusja), Valentina’s mother, sincerely believed in the power of her prayers and hoped things would soon improve. One day, through prayer, she received an answer: the child’s illness had to be “blown away” by the wind. Evdokia Ivanovna shared this news with her daughter, who then told her husband. Pavel decided to give it a try.

He ran to his Ural motorcycle with a sidecar, jumped on, and Valentina climbed on behind him, wrapping her arms tightly around his waist. Their eldest daughter, Alja, settled into the sidecar, holding Jenka in her arms. They sped toward the seashore, where the fresh air would calm Jenka’s coughing, and she would fall asleep. Everyone rejoiced that she could rest a little — and her mother, too. These trips became a daily ritual, as soon as Pavel returned from work. Six months passed, and a miracle occurred — Jenka grew stronger, and the cough disappeared. Pavel began calling his mother-in-law a witch with a smile, since she had foretold that the wind would “blow away” the sickness. But Pavel didn’t stop there. 

​Two years later, another little girl was born — a baby sister they fondly called Lija. Compared to feisty Jenka, the little one was quiet and calm. The eldest son was growing up and now went by the name Tolik. Gradually, he began to fade into the background, as the parents’ attention shifted more to the newborns. Tolik started spending more time with his grandmother, who truly adored him. Still, he held no resentment toward his parents, continued to love them, and warmly accepted the growing number of little ones in the family.
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Mourning
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The Vinogradov family had grown significantly: they already had nine children, and Pavel’s wife, Valentina, was expecting their tenth. However, the happiness in the family was short-lived. In May, shortly after her birthday, Valentina passed away in the maternity hospital, along with the newborn daughter, Lenochka.

Evdokia Ivanovna mourned the loss of her only daughter for a long time—her only child, who left behind nine grandchildren. The town was small, and rumours, like the wind, spread through the streets with incredible speed. Neighbors and Pavel’s colleagues hurried to offer condolences to the Vinogradov family as soon as they heard of their tragedy.

A few days later, the Vinogradov house was filled with Pavel’s relatives who arrived from different cities. The air was thick with a heavy sense of loss. The adults were crying, and all of Pavel’s children couldn’t hold back their tears watching them. The little ones, not fully understanding what was happening, also wept, following the adults' example. The house became a house of sorrow.

Tolik couldn’t bear it and ran out into the yard. He was already thirteen and was ashamed to cry in front of everyone. So, without looking back, he ran toward the nearest hill to release his emotions in solitude. The thought that he would never again hug his beloved mother tormented him. He would have given anything in the world to bring her back. He cried until nightfall, until his tears dried up and the pain dulled slightly. Only then did a sense of relative calm come to his soul.

Sitting at the top of the hill, he watched the sunset and tried to find his mother’s soul in it, hoping to bring her back. Remembering his grandmother’s words, he began to pray for her.

“Mommy... why did you leave us? I don’t want you to be gone... come back, I beg you!”

His voice trembled, but the night gave no answer. It was long past midnight when he decided to return home. Everyone in the house was asleep. But his sorrow was so deep that he barely closed his eyes, and early in the morning, he left again — to avoid the sympathetic looks and words. Those days made him older.

On the day of the funeral, Tolik didn’t come. The pain was too strong — he couldn’t bear to see his mother in a coffin. He wanted to keep her joyful face in his memory. Sitting on the hill, crying bitterly, he sank into memories of childhood, when his mother smiled at him, praised him in front of his sisters, and was proud of him. That moment repeated in his mind repeatedly. And again, tears streamed down his cheeks. On the ninth day of mourning, Tolik didn’t appear either. Instead, he went to his friend Mitka’s place on the next street. His friend’s mother, noticing his grief, invited him to stay with them for a while to calm down. When the many relatives finally departed after the ninth day of mourning, Tolik returned home. His grandmother and father breathed a sigh of relief, seeing that he was all right.
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​Tolik -Tolja and Jenka
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When their mother passed away, Jenka was only three years old. Although she didn’t remember her, Jenka cried more than anyone else, and the cough came back again, making it hard for her to breathe. Then Pavel ordered the older children to do everything possible to keep little Jenka from crying. Tolik was the first to pick up his little sister, take her outside, and soothe her, stroking her head while crying with her. Since then, he never left her side.

After a month, the Vinogradov children gradually got used to living without their mother, relying on their grandmother’s care. The older sisters helped her look after the younger ones. Tolik became stronger and didn’t want to see anyone cry anymore. He forbade everyone to cry so that Jenka wouldn’t be upset.

​Jenka, with her curly white hair, looked like a little lamb. Mischievous and persistent, she demanded more attention than the other children and knew perfectly well how to get it. When Jenka got a little older, Tolik sewed clothes for her from his own — shortening pants and shirts. He stitched them on his grandmother’s sewing machine, turning her into a real little boy — because he felt shy carrying a girl in his arms, afraid people would laugh at him. When he went outside with her, Tolik proudly introduced her as his little brother, Jenka. People around really thought she was a boy — after all, she didn’t wear dresses.
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​​Pavel’s New Wife
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After Valentina’s death, major changes occurred in the Vinogradov family. Now a widower, Pavel did not grieve for long. Just a few months later, he decided to return to his usual life and focus on his own fate.

Pavel was an attractive forty-year-old brunette, taller than average, with a sturdy build and striking black mustache. He attracted the attention of many women. He remembered a woman he knew named Valya — fate had given her the same name as his late wife. Perhaps this coincidence pushed him toward choosing her. 

Deciding to start a life with her, Pavel began visiting her often in her small dormitory room. It was there he met her sons — the older Slava and the younger Yura — who were the same age as his own older children. Looking at the boys who had grown up without a father, Pavel felt pity for them. Without much hesitation, he decided to marry Valya, hoping she would become not only a wife to him but also a mother to his children.

But happiness with his new wife was short-lived. Living in the cramped room with her sons, Pavel thought more and more about his own family and began smoking heavily. He was torn between two desires. On one hand, he wanted his children to remain close, as they had when Valentina was alive. On the other, he tried to please his new wife and gradually gave in to her persuasions.

“Pavel, we can’t manage with so many children,” Valya said, looking at her husband anxiously a couple of months after the wedding.

“I understand, dear...” he replied, slowly taking a drag from his cigarette, thinking.

“We have to decide. You know yourself how hard it is to cope,” her voice was firm and insistent.

Pavel remained silent. His thoughts were tangled, but he realized there was almost no way out.

“What do you think we should do?” he finally asked.

“The state can help, but for that...” Valentina lowered her eyes, “we’ll have to separate the children...”

Pavel fell into thought. His own nine children plus his new wife’s two sons — it was too heavy a burden for her. She was always complaining... Maybe it really was too much? He mentally repeated her words, puffing cigarette after cigarette. His thoughts swung between his duty to the children and his desire to maintain peace in the family. But how can I leave them? They’re mine...

​He went over her arguments in his mind, analysing each one. But in the end, he was forced to agree.

​

​
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​Weekends at Grandma’s
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Eventually, Pavel decided to follow the advice of his new wife. The five older children were sent to a boarding school, and the four younger ones — to a 24-hour daycare. The boarding school provided four meals a day and issued seasonal clothing each year. Another benefit was its location not far from their grandmother’s house — just beyond the hill. The children stayed there during the week and came home only on weekends. They would walk over the hill — a shorter route than going around the whole town and taking an overcrowded bus. The daycare also served good meals, and on weekends, the little ones returned to their grandmother. All this care helped their father, and the elderly grandmother save a little on the family budget.

Every Friday after work, Pavel would race his motorcycle to his mother-in-law’s house to pick up his eldest son. Tolik would hop on behind him, and together they’d speed off to the kindergarten to collect the younger children for the weekend. Pavel brought the kids home, but he didn’t stay with them — he would soon leave again, hurrying back to his wife.

On Saturdays, Grandma prepared all the dishes her grandchildren especially loved. She didn’t spare the home-raised poultry — the best chickens went into the borscht. She fried pies filled with potatoes and cabbage and always added fragrant mint to the tea. After the delicious homemade meal, Tolik would dress his younger sister, Jenka. He put her in his own trousers, rolling up the bottoms, and his own shirt, tying it in a knot at the front — just the way he wore it himself. Then he placed his favourite cap on her head, one like his father used to wear, and handed her a guitar so big it almost hid her completely. That’s how he staged a real concert. Jenka, beaming with joy, would start strumming the strings, making everyone around laugh and smile.

Her older sisters, Alja and Toma, also wanted in on the fun. They scooped Jenka up and carried her to another room, where they dressed her in their long dresses — which looked hilariously oversized on her. They clipped big costume earrings onto her ears and put shiny black square-heeled shoes on her feet — shoes that had once belonged to their late mother.

Then they brought her back to the living room, where everyone waited eagerly for her next performance. Jenka, trying to sing but struggling to pronounce the words, would begin: 

“Blue, blue, blue lay on the wires. In the dark blue sky, blue moon. Ooh, ooh, ooh...”

​Her funny appearance and the amusing mistakes in the song lyrics always made the whole family laugh. Jenka’s cheerfulness lit up the room, but her eyes still wandered around, searching for her father. Pavel would bring the children, but he never stayed long — soon hurrying off again, rushing back to his wife.  

​
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Kindergarten
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Every Monday was a true ordeal for older brother Tolik. It broke his heart to see his little sister Jenka burst into tears at the entrance to the kindergarten, unwilling to part with him. It was painful to watch her suffer, but he couldn’t stay with her — and so he decided to comfort her with a promise. Stopping with her near the group entrance, he reached into his pocket and felt for some change.

“Jenka, please stop crying,” he said, bending down to her. “I’ll bring you some coloured chalk when I come for you on Friday.”

Jenka sniffled, wiping her tears. 

“Really?” — Her voice trembled with hope.

“I promise,” Tolik nodded. “But you have to be a good girl and go inside.”

Wiping her tears, Jenka looked at her brother with hope and finally agreed to go to her group. The five-year-old girl didn’t yet know that at this kindergarten, children stayed for the entire week and were only taken home on Friday or Saturday. But Jenka, her brothers Valerka and Sashka, and their younger sister Lija were usually picked up by their father on Fridays after work.

Every morning, before the other children had even woken up, Jenka would rise with the first birdsong. She got out of bed and walked over to her small chair, where her dress hung. She quickly pulled it on as best she could, then slipped on her ankle socks and sandals. Her little hands reached for her sweater, but in her haste, she buttoned it wrong.

The sweater hung crookedly on her — one side overlapping the other, the opposite side left open, as if it had been made for a much bigger child. The sweater had never truly been hers — an old, oversized hand-me-down that had once belonged to her four older sisters, and now had ended up with her. But she didn’t think about that.

With tiny, hurried steps, like a little mouse, she crept toward the exit, her shoulders slightly raised as if trying to make herself even smaller. Her movements were quick, cautious, almost silent — as if she really were a little mouse darting through the dark.

She made her way down the hallway, lit only by a single lamp. The doors to the other groups were open; children slept inside. The caregivers’ room was closed, a nightlight glowing within.

Just as quietly, she reached the front door. She stood on tiptoe, reached up to the latch, opened the door, and stepped out onto the porch. The crisp autumn wind blew against her face and tousled her curly hair.

Jenka looked around and noticed a narrow path lit by a solitary streetlamp. She descended the stairs and walked along the path toward the gate. There, she stopped and peered through a gap in the stone fence. From time to time, she saw someone passing by — all of them hurrying to work. Jenka tried to recognize familiar features in their faces, hoping to spot someone she knew.

“My brother will come soon... Tolja will come soon... Papa will come soon...” she whispered softly to herself, but her voice trembled. The cool morning air made her shiver, and the first rays of sunlight gently slid across the still damp ground. 

The daycare teacher, who already knew where to find the little runaway, spotted her once again by the gate.

“What are you doing here, little mouse Jenja? Come back,” she said kindly, reaching out her hand. Jenja stared at the caregiver with tear-filled eyes, hoping to recognize in her face the mother who had suddenly vanished from her life. But she couldn’t find those features. 

Still sobbing, she reached out her small hand to the preschool teacher and silently walked beside her, hiding the other cold little hand deep in the pocket of her oversized, crookedly buttoned sweater. As she returned to the group, Jenka wiped her tear-stained eyes, hoping her brother hadn’t forgotten his promise.
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Happy waiting
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Finally, Friday evening arrived — a true celebration for Jenka. She stood by the gate, gazing down the distant road. And suddenly — a motorcycle, the familiar silhouette of her brother... “Tolja!” she cried out joyfully and ran toward him.

Tolya rushed to his little sister, wiped her tears, kissed the top of her head — just like their father used to — and with a smile handed her the promised colored chalk. “Here you go, Jenka! Just like I promised!”

Jenka hugged her brother happily and clutched the gift to her chest.

“Come on, Jenka, let’s go to Papa. He’s waiting for us just outside the gate.”

Jenka nearly ran out through the gate, shouting “Papa!” as she rushed to her father. Pavel crouched down and wrapped his arms tightly around his daughter.

“How are you, Jenka?” he asked, kissing the top of her head.

While the father spoke with Jenka, Tolja went to fetch the other children.

“So, how’s kindergarten, Jenka?” he asked.

“Bad! I don’t like kindergarten. Were we naughty, Papa?”

“No, you behaved well.”

“Papa, why do we live at kindergarten? I miss you, Grandma, my sisters...”

At that moment, Pavel felt a lump in his throat. Tears welled up in his eyes. “I’ll take you away from here soon,” he said, discreetly wiping a tear.

“Soon — does that mean tomorrow, Papa?” Jenka pressed on. She wanted “soon” to come as quickly as possible.

“No, not tomorrow... but soon,” Pavel replied, barely holding back his tears. He lifted Jenka, placed her in the motorcycle’s sidecar, and opened the box of chalk — hoping she wouldn’t ask any more questions he didn’t know how to answer.

Jenka began examining the chalk with curiosity.

Soon, Tolik brought the rest of the children from the group, and they gathered around the motorcycle. Jenka, never greedy, generously shared her chalk with her brothers and little sister. “Here! There’s enough for everyone!” she said, clapping her hands with joy.

The four children, cozily nestled in the motorcycle’s sidecar, sped off with the wind toward their beloved grandmother’s house.
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Stepmother
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Valya, Pavel’s wife, worked as a facility supervisor at a school. One day, she asked the principal to let her leave work early so she could move into a new apartment with her husband. The principal not only agreed but also assigned three high school students to help her. Together with her younger son Yura, she began settling into the new place, confident that Pavel’s children would only visit occasionally.

For Pavel’s daughters, Valya allocated a spacious room with two iron beds, where all six girls were supposed to stay. She assumed they would only come on weekends. She gave the boys a smaller room, placing three beds there: one for Tolik, Pavel’s eldest son, and one shared bed for his younger sons. Next to them, Valya placed her own son Yura, giving him a separate bed so the boys could become friends.

For her eldest son Slavik, she kept a private room, since he was older than the others and was expected to return from the army soon. She carefully locked that room to make sure no one entered it.

Valya set aside a bedroom for herself and Pavel, with its entrance leading through a spacious room she proudly called the parlor. There, she placed a round extendable dining table and an old high-backed sofa temporarily brought by Pavel from his mother-in-law’s home. She dreamed of replacing all the other furniture to create a modern atmosphere. After convincing her husband, the first purchase she made was a television—so her son could study after school and spend his time with interest.

Holding a cup of tea with lemon and humming a cheerful tune, Valya slowly walked through the five-room apartment. After the cramped space of the dormitory, the new apartment felt like a palace to her.

Her heart rejoiced — she had never felt such happiness before. Her mood was so radiant that she felt like dancing a “Hopak” right in the middle of what she considered luxurious rooms. Valya couldn’t hold back her smile. Her life had changed so dramatically, it felt like a dream. She remembered the hard times, when two husbands had left her, each one abandoning a child. Those memories — of being alone with her children — now seemed distant.

Hugging her son Yura, she felt that poverty was behind her, and Pavel had become a true gift of fate. No one had ever made her life so joyful.

Every day with Pavel was filled with happiness. Finishing her tea, Valya began thinking about the future. She was determined not to stop at what she had achieved. Knowing her husband’s gentle nature and his tendency to agree with others’ reasoning, Valya decided to gently steer him toward career advancement in the police force, where he worked. Now that his children were no longer in the way, Pavel had the opportunity to earn more. Valya saw this as a chance to improve her life and build a more comfortable future for herself. She carefully considered how to guide him toward a decision that would benefit her.

When Pavel returned from work, Valya proudly said: “Darling, take a look and appreciate my efforts. Notice the atmosphere in every room. I do everything for us.”

She led him through the apartment, showing him all, she had done. Pavel nodded silently, approving her efforts. His gaze lingered on the empty children’s rooms, and deep down, he hoped that soon his children would live with them again — as one big family.
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​​​​​​Pavel’s Older Children
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Time passed, and Pavel’s older children — Alja, Toma, and Tolik — completed their education at the boarding school one after another. They made the decision to stay and live with their grandmother, refusing to move into the new five-room apartment with all amenities that their father had received from the state. That apartment was now run by his new wife — their stepmother.

No matter how hard Pavel tried, he couldn’t get his older children to accept his new wife. They rejected his attempts to mend their relationship and didn’t take him seriously. Yet Pavel didn’t lose hope that eventually his children would agree to live with him or at least visit. He decided to give them time to adjust to the new circumstances and continued visiting them on weekends with his wife.

He chose days when his mother-in-law was at work so she couldn’t influence the children. On those days, he would bring his wife, Valya, along. She smiled warmly, tried to be kind, and brought them little gifts. But it didn’t help. As soon as the older children saw their stepmother, they would leave for their grandmother’s workplace, deliberately leaving the younger ones alone with their father and his wife.

Pavel and his wife’s frequent visits began to annoy the older children. Wanting to free herself from their influence, Alja — the eldest daughter — left home early. She went to live with her boyfriend in a fishing village, and a year later, when she turned eighteen, she gave birth to a daughter.

Now Toma became the main presence in the house, but she didn’t try to take charge of the younger ones. She often stayed at a friend’s place, who also lived in the fishing village. Their brother Tolik had no one left to boss around, so he spent his time with friends and motorcycles while the middle sisters were still studying at the boarding school, and the four little ones stayed at daycare during the week.

​Thus, Pavel’s older children made it clear to their father that they had grown up.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Pavel’s Career
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The money allocated by the state for each of Pavel’s children — Valya often tried to coax out of her husband for herself and her son. However, she was not always successful. Pavel, regularly listening to reproaches from his mother-in-law, gave part of the funds to her, since the children were constantly under her care. No matter how Valya tried to persuade her husband not to share the money with his mother-in-law, her efforts had no effect. Pavel continued helping his children’s grandmother — he worried about them and wanted to be sure they lacked nothing.

But Valya hadn’t given up hope of a better life. She recalled her husband telling her about classmates who had climbed the career ladder, and that gave her an idea: perhaps they could help Pavel move up as well. Slowly and subtly, Valya began to persuade her husband to reach out to them, playing on his sympathy and using the children as leverage. Pavel, trusting his wife’s experience — she was five years older than him — followed her guidance.

One day at work, he ran into an old school friend and now head of personnel, Mikhail Matveyevich. After a brief greeting, Pavel gathered his courage and invited him to dinner at the popular restaurant Chaika to discuss an important matter. Mikhail Matveyevich, still respectful of his school friend, gladly agreed.

Pavel arrived at the restaurant early to prepare for the meeting. When Mikhail Matveyevich appeared, Pavel greeted him warmly, stood up, and extended his hand. 

“Good evening, Mikhail Matveyevich! Please, have a seat. What would you like to drink?” “Hello, Pavel. It’s been a tough day — so much paperwork, and still no assistant assigned to me... I’d love something cold... maybe some vodka.” 

“I’ll take care of that right away,” Pavel replied, motioning to the waiter.

As cheerful music played in the background, Mikhail Matveyevich held a shot of vodka, snacked on a black caviar sandwich, and listened attentively to his old friend. Gradually, after the first shot, the tension eased, blurring the line between boss and subordinate, and Pavel gained confidence. He spoke frankly about the difficulties in his life, about the children under his care. Finally, he admitted that he was stuck in the rank of lieutenant and asked for help advancing in his career. Mikhail Matveyevich, understanding his friend well — being a family man himself — fell into thought “Pavel, you know... I actually need an assistant in my department. I can offer you the position.” 

“Really?” Pavel straightened up, a flicker of hope in his eyes. 

​“Yes, and I’ll speak with upper management about your promotion. I think we can make it happen.” They shook hands, toasted another round, and parted warmly. After dinner, Pavel came home a little tipsy and told his wife he had been promoted. Overjoyed, Valya immediately led him into the bedroom to express her gratitude for his success.
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The new plan
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Time passed, and Pavel’s career failed to bring in the income Valya had hoped for. Her dissatisfaction gradually grew, and she began to consider other ways to improve her life. 

Eventually, a plan took shape in her mind. She decided to convince Pavel to exchange their recently received five-room apartment, which she felt was far too large for just the three of them. Valya was sure that the difference in price would bring them a substantial sum, and the leftover money would allow her to buy stylish new furniture for their new place.

But her thoughts went further. She began imagining what it would be like to live in her own apartment if Pavel ever decided to leave. After work, she visited her longtime friend Katerina. Valya trusted her and often shared her grievances. Over a hot cup of tea, she openly told her friend about the plan.

“To register one apartment to myself, the other to Pavel. Both should be two-room flats and located near each other so that when his children come to visit, they won’t disturb my personal space,” she said, setting down her cup. “The difference in price between a well-appointed apartment and a regular one will give me extra money.”

Katerina listened attentively and enthusiastically supported the idea. “You’re absolutely right, Valya! How much longer can you put up with this? Pavel has to make a choice — you or his children! Let him prove whether he’s a real man or not!” she declared with resolve.

Valya silently nodded, feeling confident in her decision. Without saying a word to Pavel about her plan, she and Katerina began searching for suitable housing.

Katerina was seeing a married man named Armen. When she told him about the apartment search, Armen remembered a family of Armenians he knew who were looking for a spacious and comfortable place. They were ready to offer a good price. This gave Valya the perfect opportunity to carry out her plan and repay those who had supported her.

After being intimate with her husband one evening, still lying next to him in bed and gently kissing him, Valya shared her idea. Looking into his eyes, she kept kissing him and persistently tried to convince Pavel of the need to exchange their one large apartment for two — mentioning that a buyer was already lined up. In that moment, Pavel, relaxed and swept up in passion, made love to her again, promising to agree beforehand. He was enjoying the moment, thinking nothing of the future, unaware that the children would soon grow up and need more space.

Later, smoking a cigarette on the balcony, he reflected on the exchange and concluded that this way, the children would still be close by, and he could always bring them to his apartment so they wouldn’t disturb his wife. Especially since, as Valya had said, both apartments would be located next to each other. And now there was already a suitable option.

Pavel kept his word — he exchanged their apartment for two. After the deal, he placed the cash into his briefcase and came home earlier than usual, wanting to surprise his wife. Spreading the substantial sum across the marital bed, he lay down, waiting for her to arrive.

When Valya returned home and entered the bedroom to change, she paused, seeing the money neatly laid out on the bed and her husband waiting. She was overjoyed and, without a word, understood his hint — to thank him for what he’d done. Once again, Pavel savoured her closeness, her affection, and the sense of happiness — one last time in their spacious, well-appointed apartment.

​Pavel’s mother-in-law was deeply distressed when she learned of his actions — too late, from stories told by the grandchildren themselves. “He doesn’t think at all about his children’s future... All he cares about is his own life!” she thought bitterly, realizing that once again, Pavel had shifted the burden of caring for his children onto her shoulders, just so they wouldn’t interfere with his new family. She felt a deep sense of disappointment.
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​​​​​​​​​​The Move
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At last, Pavel and Valya moved. Both houses were nearby, though on opposite streets, and their two-room apartments were of the barrack type, without modern conveniences. Valya’s apartment was located on the second floor of an old two-story building. The toilet was shared and situated in the yard. The only advantage of her apartment was a large, insulated loggia, which she had turned into a kitchen.

Every morning, sipping tea with lemon at breakfast, she smiled as she gazed into the distance, where the sea could be seen on the horizon. With each passing day, her appetite grew, and smiling dreamily, she thought about the future. Pavel’s two-room apartment was in a one-story barrack with five units, sharing a communal yard. His apartment was at the very end of the yard and had a small front garden. 

At night, a neighbour let out a dog, a German Shepherd, which ran around the yard, guarding everyone.

​Despite being displeased with the size of the apartment, Pavel saw some positives. Seeing the neighbours’ children playing in the yard, he felt relieved—his own children would be able to make friends. After getting to know the decent neighbours, Pavel learned that both the school and kindergarten were very close by
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​A New Status
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After Valya finally received the apartment, she had dreamed of for years, she decided not to stop there. She wanted a better job — to be on equal footing with her husband. While lying in bed, she sweetly asked Pavel to speak to his connections on her behalf. A short time later, she secured a position as senior storekeeper at a medical supply warehouse.

Pleased with her new status, Valya began dreaming even further, pushing her husband to make use of his network. Pavel fulfilled all her requests, hoping that Valya would also be more understanding toward his children. But Valya was focused solely on building a comfortable life. She continued exchanging one apartment for another — always with extra payment — improving her living conditions at Pavel’s expense, all while growing more distant from his children, as if erasing the traces of them.

Pavel’s grown children understood that their father was at odds with his wife. When that happened, he would visit their grandmother to see them and often stayed the night. These overnight stays became more frequent. The older children hated their stepmother, who, in their eyes, had taken their father from them. They hoped he would soon leave her. Behind his back, they whispered, waiting for that moment.

“He can’t live without us,” Toma whispered, leaning toward her brother. “You think he’ll leave her?”

​Tolik rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Sooner or later! He’ll come back to us for good. He can’t stay away forever...”

​
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The Younger Children
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Time passed, and Pavel’s younger children began to grow up as well. One by one, they started attending the nearby school, located not far from his apartment. Now, his younger sons—Valerka and Sashka—were expected to come home on their own after classes, while Pavel continued to pick up Jenka and Lija himself: one from school, the other from kindergarten.

He found himself constantly shuttling between apartments—from his wife’s place to his own—taking care of the younger children when they returned. Over time, this began to irritate Valya. She was displeased that her husband was never home. Under her pressure, once again while lying in bed, Pavel was forced to decide: “The boys are already in school. They could just go straight to their grandmothers after class.”

​Pavel still picked up his younger daughters—Jenka and Lija—and brought them to Valya’s place if they weren’t quarrelling. He eventually managed to convince his wife to let him keep the two youngest girls with him so they could live close to her now-grown sons. Valya, wanting an expensive fur coat and jewellery, ultimately agreed—but only to have the two little girls.
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​​Tolik: A Lost Past
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Sashka regained consciousness, shivering either from the cold or from pain. Without opening his eyes, he realized he was in solitary — his nose stung from the sharp smell of urine. With effort, he sat up, breathing heavily. He remembered how, during a shakedown, a guard had found a deck of cards on him, and after interrogation, he was beaten badly and thrown in here. A few punches would’ve been enough, but they always beat him to the point of internal injuries — he’d often end up in the infirmary, sometimes even in a city hospital.

“Bastards... I'm so sick of them! When will they leave me alone? Well, at least in solitary no one touches you. But those guys... I’m no punching bag, and I’m not going to be someone’s toy. I’d rather end it myself,” he thought, rubbing his shoulders and arms to warm up.

A deep sigh full of sorrow escaped his chest. He was used to spending ten days at a time in the hole, and he had learned to survive by retreating into childhood memories — so he wouldn't cry, so he wouldn’t feel the pain so sharply.

“Back then I was happy, with my family... If those bastards knew my brother, they wouldn’t dare touch me,” he thought, remembering his older brother.

“Tolik... Tolján...” — that’s what everyone called him. Where was he now? How was he? Sashka wondered with longing, sinking into memories.

Tolik had always carried himself in a way that no one dared cross him. Unlike Sashka, now stuck in solitary, Tolik had always known how to defend himself.

Sashka couldn’t help but smile, remembering his brother’s confident stride through the neighbourhoods. “If only he had been there then... things would’ve turned out differently,” he thought. Back then, he and Valerka were still little, but they looked up to Tolik with admiration. He was their symbol of strength, courage, and freedom. When Tolik walked through the district, not only his friends but all the neighbourhood guys rushed to greet him, extending their hands.

“Hey, Tolik!” they’d say with respect.

Everyone loved Tolik. He had two motorcycles, and every day friends would drop by the yard. Together, they’d spend hours hunched over engines, fixing them.

Valerka and Sashka watched breathlessly, dreaming that one day they too would be brave and cool like Tolik. They imagined flying through the city, the wind burning against their faces. But then one day, Tolik suddenly disappeared from the family. Valerka and Sashka were still in elementary school, and for a long time, they believed their brother had died. No one told them the truth — the adults didn’t want to burden them with another tragedy.

Their sister Alja wrote letters to the special school where he and Valerka studied, sharing news about their older brother. Sashka missed him terribly. Whenever she visited, he would bombard her with questions, and Alja happily shared memories...

The first time Tolik landed in prison was when he turned eighteen. He got four years for stealing a motorcycle.

It all started when his friend Mitka spotted a bike he liked — it was parked just two blocks from the Vinogradov house. “Let’s just ride it out of there, swap the top part, and we’re good — no one will trace it!” Mitka coaxed him.

Tolik hesitated but eventually agreed. They brought the bike into Tolik’s yard, managed to swap out a few parts, but just a few days later, the police showed up unexpectedly. Tolik was arrested. Turns out, a neighbour from Mitka’s building had noticed him loitering around the bike, eyeing it suspiciously. And then, it disappeared.

When the investigator showed up at Mitka’s home, he couldn’t take the pressure and confessed immediately. But he didn’t stop there — he tried to shift all the blame onto his friend.

“It wasn’t me! Tolik Vinogradov did it!” he insisted, desperate to save himself.

Tolik didn’t yet know of the betrayal, but a strange feeling of dread crept in. He peeked out through the gate and, spotting the police car in the distance, ducked back inside. He rushed toward the other entrance, spotted Nina, and shouted, “If the cops ask, say you don’t know where I am.”

With that, he darted through the backyard, running straight toward the mountains — his favourite hiding spot. The officers questioned his family, but Tolik wasn’t home. They decided to strike at night. Catching him off guard, they took him away.

​Following the advice of his lawyer, Tolik made a difficult choice — he took full responsibility. It was the only way to avoid a joint case, which would have brought far harsher punishment for both. “My so-called friend asked for help, then sold me out to the cops...” Tolik thought bitterly, realizing there was no one he could trust.
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​The Scandal
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When Pavel learned that his eldest son had been arrested, he tried to make amends — he sold his motorcycle to compensate the victims and pay for a lawyer. However, although the lawyer took the money, he was unable to help, and his son was sentenced to four years in prison.

Pavel was deeply worried about Tolik and wanted to support his son by arranging a visit through a contact at the prison. He shared the plan with his wife, but she exploded in anger.
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