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Preface of Return To Little Russia


The Union of Soviet Socialist Republic’s collapse in the early 1990s affected a vast number of countries and hundreds of millions of people.




For the USSR’s Jewish population, who had been systemically persecuted, the collapse resulted in a huge increase of emigration that peaked in the early years of the 1990s. By the late 1990s, over million USSR-born Jews resided in New York City. 




In Finland, the end of the USSR caused extreme hardship. The Nordic country, with a population of five million, had benefited from its trade with the USSR by selling manufactured good in exchange for raw materials, such as oil and natural gas. The loss of the USSR export market resulted in an economic depression that caused high levels of unemployment, which were not overcome until the early part of the 21st century.




For the Baltic state of Estonia, the USSR’s collapse ended the country’s occupation. Estonia went about reinventing the country and has become leader in IT technology and is now a European Union member state.




The USSR’s collapse also played a role in the collapse of Communist Yugoslavia. Following the civil war that inflamed the country in the early 1990s, ethnic Albanians and the Kosovo Liberation Front fought the Serbian-backed army in a state of Yugoslavia that was comprised of Montenegro, Serbia, and the now independent Kosovo.




For the United States government’s Immigration and Naturalization Service, the USSR’s collapse caused a flood immigration applications, as many dislocated people immigrated to the United States.




This fictional novel attempts to portray the impact the USSR’s demise had on various individuals and countries though a journey of one individual from Finland to New York City and the life altering events he experienced.




Prologue: December 1997 in Helsinki, Finland.


As I recount the fateful events that changed my life, the emotions of dread and fear return to me. I will attempt to provide the details of my life-changing experience the best that I can recall. It all began when I was working at Radio Finland’s news desk. 


“Maksim, I have a story that will make big news in Finland,” Harri exclaimed, calling on his cell phone.


“What is it?” I asked.


“They all have been found dead!” Harri announced.


“Who has been found dead?” I inquired.


“The four Finnish United Nations peacekeeping troops who were reported missing several months ago. Their remains were all found in Kosovo province, Yugoslavia.” 


“Does anyone know who killed them?” I asked. This is the first I’d heard about it. I felt sympathy for the families of the soldiers in Finland, but knew I had to focus on the details of this important news story.


“No. A farmer found human remains in his field and reported it to local authorities who then reported the information to the United Nations Headquarters in Sarajevo.” Harri explained.


“Thanks for the breaking story. Email your report to me and I will talk to you on air in an hour,” I said. Harri was a reporter at Radio Finland who had become the Balkans correspondent based in the Bosnian capital of Sarajevo.


I hung up the phone. I was very nervous and a little excited. This was my first big story as a contract radio journalist for Finland’s news service. I began typing furiously, trying to compose the breaking story in time for the next newscast. I walked into the broadcast booth with my radio copy in hand 45 minutes later and sat down. With the copy lying next to me, I moved close to the microphone in nervous anticipation. The on-air light outside the booth flashed red. 


The broadcast began, and I announced, “This is Maksim Issacovitch in Helsinki with Radio Finland’s latest English language news for December 12, 1997. Today, the likely remains of four United Nations Finnish peacekeeping troops were found in shallow graves located in a small village on the border of the Yugoslav-controlled province of Kosovo. A farmer uncovered the graves last week while sowing his fields. The bodies were unearthed with the assistance of the Serbian-backed Yugoslav troops and appear to be the individuals who disappeared. The local newspapers previously reported that the soldiers were last seen in a bar located in the Macedonia town of Tetovo. The United Nations has launched an investigation into the deaths of these soldiers. Radio Finland correspondent Harri Berg is on the phone from Bosnia.”


“Harri, do you have any information as to the individuals or organization that may have killed the men?” I asked.


“No. There have been many theories in the local press about this. It could have been criminals, the Kosovo Liberation Army, Serbian paramilitaries, or Yugoslav forces. The violence in Kosovo has increased as ethnic Albanians and Serbian-backed Yugoslav military forces have been fighting each other.” Harri replied.


“Are the authorities certain whether the remains found are those of the Finnish soldiers?” I asked. I felt very nervous. I was not sure I was up to the task of reporting such an important story.


“It’s highly likely that the remains found are those of the Finnish peacekeepers,” Harri said. “It has been reported that United Nations uniforms were found among the graves. DNA tests will be conducted at the United Nations Bosnian Headquarters in Sarajevo.” Harri added.


“Do you know if there has been any comment from the Finnish authorities?” I asked.


	“No comment as of yet. I think the United Nations first wants to confirm that the bodies found are actually the ones of the Finnish soldiers.” 


	“Do you know if the Finnish authorities will be getting involved with the United Nations investigation?” I asked.


“I am sure the Finnish government and possibly the Finnish Security Intelligence Service or Finland’s military intelligence will be involved at some point. There are no details as of yet.” Harri reported.


	“Harri, thanks for the information. Radio Finland will be providing news updates in broadcasts later today. I am Maksim Issacovitch reporting for Radio Finland. The next English language news summary will be at noon and broadcast on shortwave internationally and at 88.5 FM in the Finnish capital.” 


	As I walked out of the announcer’s booth at Radio Finland headquarters, I never imagined that such a gruesome event in distant Yugoslavia would impact my life and endanger both my life and the lives of my whole family in New York City. However, that is exactly what occurred. 




Chapter 1

January 1998: Exile from Helsinki, Finland


I didn’t realize it when I first joined the United States agency, but I would later learn that a United States Congressman said of the Immigration and Naturalization Service: “Like a baseball team that ends every season in last place. Despite having loyal supporters and unsung heroes, when the game is on the line, there are so many errors the scorekeepers stop counting.”


 I did not know this and was ignorant of many things in the world. All I knew at the time was that there was an economic recession in Finland, and I could no longer stay in the country. This fact was irrespective of my relationship with Sofia, my budding career as an international journalist, or the uncertainty of relocating to another place again. It was clear to me that I needed a job, and the INS in New York was my only offer. I had to return, despite the fact I did not want to go back to New York City and revisit Brighton Beach, a place of my youth where time was frozen in the year 1990 in the former USSR. The neighborhood possessed the nicknames of Little Russia or Little USSR due to the large Russian-speaking population living there from the former Soviet Union. 


I, Maksim Feldblyum Issacovitch, was twenty-six years old and living in Helsinki, Finland at the time, which was a small city of about a million people located adjacent to the Baltic Sea. I was young and had an outgoing personality, but was relatively insecure of my abilities back then. At that time, due to my long, black, curly hair, Mediterranean facial features, and brown eyes, I was identified as a foreigner in Finland. 


The key preoccupations of Finns were modern design, keeping small talk to a minimum, frying oneself in scalding hot saunas on a daily basis, and drinking way too much between Friday evening and Sunday morning. As a brochure entitled ‘Misconceptions about Finland,’ which was given to me on a Finn Airlines flight, stated unequivocally: ‘Finns don’t drink as much as people think.’ But seeing people purge their stomachs from a night of drinking on the fashionable Mannerheim Street told me that was probably not the case. I felt that Finns probably drank a great deal more.


Though most Finns would not admit it, the country was a success story despite its 12 percent unemployment rate. The country was very clean in many ways. Corruption and crime were among the lowest in the world. The Finnish citizens obeyed more rules than most European or North American societies, and the buses, trams, and subway system seemed to work efficiently. 


Conformity was the order of Finland, with even the top executives of major corporations driving the same cars as low-level employees in the company for fear of being looked at as different or superior. Though most Finns would complain about the general boredom that held sway throughout the whole country, Finland had overcome the Cold War, World War II, the collapse of the Soviet Union and was now considered very prosperous. The only things that seemed to make the Finns happy were jokes about neighboring Sweden and an occasional win at the Ice Hockey World Championships. 


It was nine a.m. when I left my apartment, which was a drab, grayish, Soviet-like, 1950s-built, five-story building located in the Pasila section of Helsinki. Pasila was an old industrial section of the Nordic capital and known as a low-rent area. I was going to meet my friend to obtain good career and personal advice and to say goodbye to him before I left Finland. 


I walked outside my door and down three flights of stairs. I trudged three blocks in the dark through the slush and ice that coated the streets and boarded a red tram to travel from Pasila to Helsinki’s city center. I took a seat by the window to enjoy the view. 


During the journey to central Helsinki, I enjoyed watching the mixture of modernist architecture and old Soviet-style housing passing by along the cobblestone streets of the Russian-influenced Finnish capital. It was a twenty-minute ride rolling though the capital as I passed the landmarks of the city, such as the Alvar Alto-designed Finlandia Hall, the Parliament Building, Helsinki’s Central Train Station, and Stockman’s Department Store. 


It was January. This means two words in Finland: cold and dark. In Finnish, they call this period of time kaamos. During kaamos, the sun does not rise until eleven a.m. and sets at two p.m. The mood of Finns can be quite sour and subdued at this time. Inviting anyone for coffee was seen as an imposition. Being an American, I was able to get my friend, Juha, out for a chat, though he complained about the invite for a while.


I exited the tram and walked to a small café in Kaivopuisto, which is the beautiful diplomatic area of the city. This area of Helsinki is close to the Baltic Sea and bears a resemblance to Finland’s colonial past. The offices and homes in the area look quite Swedish in character. Helsinki’s harbor is also quite close, and on a good day, the neighboring capital of Tallinn can be seen in the distance. 


On this day in the harbor, huge ferries were arriving and departing on cruises to Baltic, Nordic, and Russian cities. The area was considered quite posh. 


The name of the place where I was supposed to meet Juha was called Kaffa Alto. It was situated in an old warehouse that had a brick façade. I opened the door to the cafe and I spied Juha at a small table next to the far wall, adjacent to a picture of Franz Kafka. He appeared hungover after a usual night of heavy drinking. He looked unshaved, wore a rumpled shirt, and had bloodshot eyes. He sat slouched down in his orange-colored, modern-designed chair. His head was slowly swaying back and forth, and his eyes seemed unable to fix on any specific point for long period of time. 


Upon entry into the café, my mouth watered a little as the aroma of espresso penetrated my nostrils. As I approached Juha, I noticed he was drinking Jaffa, which is the orange soda that Finns sip while overcoming a bad hangover. The café was small, laid out with a neo-modern interior. There were about fifteen tables set in rows, with sleekly designed counters, orange modernist chairs, and pictures of famous artists and writers hung on the walls. Besides Kafka, these included Edvard Munch and Vincent van Gogh.


 “Terve, Maksim,” Juha stated with the best smile he could muster. 


Juha was twenty-seven years old, possessed blond hair and a stylish beard, and was a little overweight. His family owned several successful engineering firms in Finland known collectively as ABA Technology Oy. Juha was an artist by training, but relied on his family’s trust fund for income. He produced art on a daily basis and helped his father at ABA Technology when he was asked. He did not get up to greet me and you could see he was suffering.


“You look really bad,” I responded. I then sat in a chair and scanned the café, looking at the few attractive blond-haired women there. I also observed that several people were in turn staring at me, as I was the only person with a dark complexion sitting in the café. This was normal, as I was one of the few foreigners living in Finland at the time.


“Joo,” he responded in the typical Finnish vernacular. “So are you really going to leave the radio station?” Juha asked.


 “I guess. Journalism is a poor-paying profession. Finland is a club comprised of people who have lived here for many generations. Either you are a member or you’re not. I am Russian-Jewish and American. In other words, I’m not a member of Club Finland.” I sighed a little and squirmed in my chair. I felt that Finns treated me as though I was an exotic outcast. I was not a refugee or immigrant in Finland, but not a Finn either. 


“Joo,” he remarked again. Juha seemed to perk up for a moment. He smiled a little and sat up in his chair. “What exactly are you going to do in New York City?” 


“I got a job as an asylum officer at the Immigration and Naturalization Service. I am interviewing people who want political asylum in the United States. People who have been beaten, tortured, and persecuted.” 


“Sounds fun,” Juha responded sarcastically. He smiled a little. I could see that his eyes were really bloodshot. “What did Sofia have to say about this?” Juha mumbled. 


“She is the silent type,” I answered. “It is hard to know if she is angry or happy.” An unsmiling waitress approached the table, placed a cup of coffee next to me, and left without saying a word. I grabbed the cup and took a sip. I picked up the spoon, put a little sugar in the coffee, and stirred. The spoon made a ringing sound, which disturbed Juha immensely.


“Mmm,” Juha mumbled, using another typical Finnish vernacular word that acknowledged he understood my answer. He slowly slouched onto the edge of the back of the chair. I feared that he was almost about to fall onto the floor. 


“Juha, Sofia and I have been dating for almost two years. I think Sofia is very beautiful and highly intelligent. I feel like I am in love with her, but am not one hundred percent sure at this point. It’s very hard to connect with her emotionally for some reason. Do you have any ideas?” I questioned. 


“Not really,” Juha replied. “Sofia is very complicated. I know art mostly,” 


At that moment, a young blond-haired, blue-eyed man dressed in a police uniform approached our table. He looked at Juha, and then at me. “Oletko Maksim Issacovitch?”


“Yes, I am Maksim,” I answered. Juha looked a little surprised to see the man.


“For you. Please sign. I have a letter from the Finnish government to deliver to you,” The man informed in accented English. 


I signed on the line where he indicated. He then handed me an official looking envelope. He left our table and walked out of the cafe. I opened the envelope, which revealed a letter that was written in Finnish legal language that I could not understand.


“Can you tell me what this paper states?” I asked. I handed the legal notice to Juha.


Juha glanced at the paper, attempted to concentrate the best he could, and explained, “This is a rough translation. The paper states that this is your last notice to get the hell out of Finland before we kick you out of the country. It is signed the Finnish Immigration Service and the Ministry of the Interior.” Juha handed the paper back to me from across the table. I then placed the envelope into my pocket.


“Lovely. I guess this is my last invite to go back to the United States.” I felt a little depressed. I had been rejected by Finland. I felt without roots at this point. I was not Finnish, but not really American, either. At least being with Sofia, I felt I was accepted without the pressure my family placed on me to be successful.


“There was nothing in the paper about you being a Russian spy. Maybe they have the wrong person,” Juha quipped sarcastically and grinned.


I fidgeted with my spoon for a moment.


“Is Sofia going with you to New York?” Juha muttered. He then placed his head on the table as if to correct the imbalance resulting from the ill effects of his hangover.


“I think she is.” I paused, then added, “Eventually.” I stated this with uncertainty. I was not sure what Sofia wanted. She was very closed-off emotionally.


“Do you have a place to live there?” Juha asked.


“I always have a room in my mother’s Brighton Beach apartment to live in New York City,” I responded with a sigh. I turned my head and returned to glancing around the room. This time I spotted a beautiful blond-haired Finn located two tables away from me. I stared at her for several seconds and turned my attention again to Juha. It seems that staring at foreigners is a national occupation in Finland, so I decided to return the favor.


“So are you giving up journalism?” Juha remarked and conveyed an inquisitive expression.


“For a while. I really don’t want to leave and can’t really stay, for that matter. I can always return to Finland in a couple of months, but I would not be allowed to work here again. Finland is expensive. While living here, I have caught the journalism bug. I think I am going to return to New York, save some money, and then travel the world working as a freelance journalist,” I informed.


“Joo,” Juha mumbled. “Sounds like you have a case of wanderlust. Maksim, you will have to find a home eventually,” he advised. 


I then experienced the silence that usually comes in conversation with Finns. This is when there really is nothing to say; Finns have no reason to fill the silence with conversation. At the beginning of my experience in the country, I would fill this silence with small talk; however, after two years of living in Finland, I gave up and kept quiet.


“Ankara vitutus,” Juha remarked, which broke the silence. This was an almost untranslatable expression meaning roughly “extreme vexation” in English. That is what Finland has come to. In the 1990s, the whole country seemed demoralized and lacking confidence. The collapse of the USSR caused mass unemployment in Finland. Only the mobile company Nokia was doing well financially in the Nordic country. 


Juha searched with his hand into his backpack lying on his chair and took out a bottle of Finland’s national alcoholic drink called Koskenkorva. He also took out a small shot glass, poured from the bottle, and took a swig in one gulp.


He then muttered in Finnish, “I will miss hanging with you here.” Juha then slumped back in his chair again.


“Are you sobering up?” I questioned. 


“I think that would be against my religion. I was celebrating my friend’s new job,” he remarked. There was silence for several minutes. “Maksim, I think you’re way too outgoing and talkative for Finland, in any case,” Juha philosophized. He sat back in his chair.


“What do you think about my decision to leave Finland?” I questioned. I felt very uncertain if going to New York City was a good idea at that point.


“I sense that leaving Sofia will be tough for you, but I know New York City is really cool. As an artist, I know that is where everything is possible. Finland is a big country, but has a very small population. There are many opportunities for you in New York City if you return to the United States.”


“You know New York City does not really feel like home to me anymore. I am still searching for my home at this point. My family still thinks they are living in Tallinn, Estonia, and the Soviet Union. Real America seems very far away from Brighton Beach when you are living there,” I observed. 


After a couple of minutes, I stood up and I left Juha with a subdued embrace goodbye. I was sad to lose Juha’s company and advice, as he had been one of the few Finnish males I had developed a friendship with while living in the country. 


I headed to see Sofia, as I wanted to convince her to visit me as soon as possible in the United States. She worked as an assistant professor at Helsinki University at the Helsinki City Center campus. I had originally met her in a class at the university. I was a part-time student studying international affairs, when not working at Finland’s radio service reading English-language news on air.


Sofia Valtonen was quite dark looking and stuck out in Finland. Being part Finnish, part Russian, and distantly Jewish, she had a mixture of hazel eyes and dark hair. She was rather thin and small in stature for a Finn. 


At the time, Finland did not have many ethnic minorities living in the country, aside from Roma, Jews, the indigenous Sami, and the Ingerians from Estonia and Russian Karelia. She clearly differed from the norm, as I did, in a country dominated by people with a light complexion. Being outside the norm was not a good thing in a group-oriented society like Finland. 


I headed to Helsinki’s subway station, which would take me to Sofia’s office at the university. The sun was starting to rise in the distance at ten fifty a.m. The temperature was twenty-five degrees and it was raining a little. The lights of a prominent white and green Orthodox Church towering above Helsinki Harbor could be seen in the distance. I stumbled through the pockets of snow and ice on the ground as I walked toward my destination. I entered the spotlessly clean subway and rode it for two stops. I was looking forward to seeing Sofia again.


I exited the station and walked to the economics section of Helsinki University. I could see Sofia’s image come into focus as I walked close to the university’s economics department. 


“Hei, Maksim,” Sofia exclaimed. She waved in my direction and smiled a little.


“You are looking good,” I retorted. I waved back at her. I felt very happy to see her.


I walked toward her. We met and embraced. We then slowly walked to the local market, hand in hand, to buy groceries. She was wearing her typical Finnish designer dress that made her look studious, yet somehow alluring. Her hair was straight black and her hazel eyes showed happiness at seeing me. She was intelligent, but not bookish. Sofia possessed a beautiful smile that showed her dimples and radiated when she was happy, but she was quite prone to durations of silence and subdued emotion. 


Sofia was twenty-seven years old, from a middle-class family of journalists in a town located in the center of the country called Jyväskylä. Her father’s family had been relocated to central Finland in the 1940s when the Soviet Union invaded and annexed the town of Viippuri, now known as Vyborg. Sofia loved to read, was knowledgeable about international affairs, had an almost unhealthy fascination with the exploits of the Israeli spy agency Mossad, and seemed to be able to put up with my eccentricities. At times, Sofia also possessed an element of mystery that seemed both alluring and perplexing. She would disappear for several days. When she reappeared, she would not tell me where she had been, what she was doing, or why she had left. She would get mad if I asked about these disappearances. I felt this behavior was quite odd.


As we arrived at the small market, we began to talk while we were shopping for food. 


“So when do you think you are going to leave?” Sofia asked. She had an inquisitive expression on her face, which I thought made her look rather cute.


“I think I will be back in New York in two weeks. The Finnish government wants me out of the country soon.” 


“Will you be able to get along with your family this time?” Sofia looked quite sincere and seemed very interested. She then began looking at the different selection of baked goods on display at the market. 


I was silent for a moment and stood next to her. I was deep in thought, as this was an important question for me. My family had been one of the reasons I had left Brighton Beach. My family immigrated to the United States in the 1980s from the Soviet Union when I was very young. We had lived in Tallinn, Estonia, when it was part of the USSR. My father worked for one of the Russian-language newspapers in Tallinn. A year after we moved to New York, my father, Alexander, died of a heart attack. My mom, Ida, struggled to support the family through her work as a translator in the Immigration Court, which was located at 26 Federal Plaza in the south of the isle of Manhattan. 


My grandfather, Vladimir, lived in an apartment close to us in the Brighton Beach. My grandfather had a great influence on me in my youth. He represented a father figure to me. He recounted many times during my youth how he secretly watched Finnish TV with an anti-jamming device he had made while living in Tallinn during the Soviet occupation of the Baltic country. My grandfather always discussed Finland while I was growing up in the United States. To my grandfather, Finland was a window out of the repressive, anti-Jewish Soviet system. After I managed to put myself though Fordham University in Manhattan, I decided to live in Finland to see the country for myself, but could only obtain a work visa as a journalist reading English-language news for a limited period of time. I sensed my family was quite disappointed with my career choice, as I was not a doctor, lawyer, or software engineer. I decided to avoid the subject of my family altogether and moved the conversation onto other topics.


“Do you plan to visit New York?” I questioned with an anxious smile, in the hopes of hearing a date. Sofia then reached over to the shelf containing baked goods and placed some traditional black-colored Finnish cake called pulla into her plastic IKEA shopping bag she was carrying. She then selected some other products to cook for dinner that night, including salmon, potatoes, and rice. Sofia placed them in her bag as she shopped.
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