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        I never meant to want him.

        Not like this. Not this much.

        Dimitri is all sharp edges and quiet strength—untouchable in every way that counts. We work side by side, saying nothing, pretending we don’t feel the air charge between us like a storm about to break.

        But I see the way he looks at me when he thinks I’m not watching. I know how it feels when he finally lets go—rough hands, hungry mouth, like he's starving for something he was never allowed to taste.

        What we have is dangerous. It's illegal. It's the kind of love that could ruin us both.

        And still, I’d risk everything to have him.

        Because once we start, there’s no going back.

        We fight. We fall. We burn.

        And if we make it out alive, it’ll be because we clawed our way to that ending—bloody, breathless, and finally, together.
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            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      The Soviet Union had no gay people.

      At least, that’s what the government claimed. Officially, homosexuality did not exist within its borders. To admit otherwise was to admit moral decay, Western influence, or “bourgeois perversion.” Men who loved other men were not just ridiculed or disowned—they were criminalized, pathologized, imprisoned. Until 1993, male homosexuality was punishable by law. Until 1999, it was listed as a mental illness. Queer women, though not criminalized in the same legal sense, were erased entirely from public conversation, or quietly institutionalized.

      But of course, we were always there. We lived, we loved, we survived.

      This book takes place in that shadowed world—the one that existed behind closed doors and beneath the state’s surveillance. A world of stolen glances, whispered truths, hidden resistance, and unbearable longing. A world where love bloomed anyway.

      You’ll notice that while this novel includes sex, it doesn’t include discussions of HIV or AIDS, or references to safer sex practices. That’s intentional. During the late 1980s and early 1990s, the Soviet government refused to acknowledge the AIDS crisis. HIV was labeled a foreign disease, a Western fabrication, or simply ignored. Public health campaigns didn’t exist. Condoms were difficult to obtain, let alone trust. For many queer people, the concept of “safe sex” as we understand it now simply wasn’t available.

      This book does not attempt to educate. It attempts to remember.

      And above all, it honors the love stories that were never allowed to be told.

      -I.O.L

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          Petyr

        

      

    

    
      The clock above the auditorium door ticked like a metronome of my slow death.

      Ten minutes. Just ten more, and I’d be free to blink like a normal person again. Maybe even shift in my chair without the guy two rows up shooting me a look like I’d insulted Stalin’s mustache.

      Vera stood on the little stage, all glowing virtue and Party righteousness, gesturing with both hands like a conductor of ideological nonsense. Her voice—steady, polished, very official—rose and fell in a practiced cadence as she waxed poetic about the great successes of our “nationally unified textile output” and the “evolution of centralized economic metrics.”

      God, what a phrase. That one alone should’ve come with a warning label.

      No one was listening. I mean, technically, we were listening—just not in the way that counted. The guy next to me had fully surrendered to sleep, chin on his chest, his mouth open in a way that made me wonder if I should drop a peanut in there for fun. The women up front looked half-catatonically engaged, eyes glazed and polite smiles frozen in place. It was Friday, after all. We were here because we had to be, not because anyone gave a damn about weekly Party meetings in a damp auditorium that smelled like wet coats and floor polish.

      My attention drifted again to the clock. The second hand gave a jolt forward.

      Eight minutes.

      Vera wrapped up with a quote from Lenin—standard issue, reliably soul-numbing—and the moment her words died off, there was a clap. Just one. Hesitant, awkward. Then others followed like dominos. Dutiful, scattered applause. The kind of applause you give because you’re supposed to, not because you mean it.

      She smiled modestly, bowed her head, and descended the stage. Her steps were quiet, graceful. She always made things look effortless.

      She slid into the seat beside me and took my hand like we were every bit the perfect, loyal Party couple.

      “You did great,” I whispered.

      “I know,” she said under her breath, squeezing my fingers.

      Five minutes now.

      The man at the podium—Comrade Something-Or-Other, I’d stopped keeping track—cleared his throat and gave his closing remarks. More boilerplate. Unity, strength, vigilance. He thanked Vera, thanked the workers, thanked the Party.

      The second he said “dismissed,” the room exploded.

      Chairs scraped back. Boots thundered. Someone cursed loudly in the stampede toward the doors. It was like a prison break, only with less enthusiasm. People moved in thick waves, desperate not to miss the 7:15 train—always a risk thanks to these meetings that went ten minutes longer than they ever should have.

      Vera stood with me, her hand still in mine, her face all bright smiles and wifely charm as we joined the exodus. We waved at a few coworkers, gave polite nods, and moved with the crowd.

      We were halfway down the steps when Pavel and Andrei cornered us near the coat rack.

      “Petyr! Vera!” Pavel shouted over the noise. “We’re going to the dacha this weekend. Vodka, cards, sauna, you know—fun stuff. You two should come.”

      I gave them my best crooked grin and leaned a little closer. “Ah, if only. But this one’s locked me up for the weekend,” I said, jerking a thumb at Vera. “Says we need some alone time. And I haven’t been stupid enough to say no to her in years.”

      They both howled with laughter, Pavel slapping me on the back like I’d just confessed to something heroic.

      “Lucky bastard,” Andrei said, winking at Vera, who rolled her eyes like a woman used to such remarks.

      We ducked away from them with more smiles and waves, leaving the sound of laughter behind us as we hit the main doors and stepped into the frigid air.

      Outside, the evening had draped itself over the city like a heavy coat. Factory smoke lingered above the rooftops, backlit faintly by the dying light of day. The buzz of chatter and hurried footsteps filled the courtyard as dozens of workers rushed toward the train stop down the block.

      But Vera didn’t steer us that way.

      Instead, she tugged me across the street, toward a battered bus stop, its bench half-frozen and its glass covered in peeling posters for soap and canned peas. The shelter reeked faintly of piss and cigarettes, but hey—at least it was out of the wind.

      “We’re not taking the train?” I asked.

      Vera didn’t answer immediately. She just looked at me with that secret smile of hers, the one she only used when no one was looking.

      “Nope,” she said. “We have plans.”

      I raised a brow, heart kicking a little faster. “What kind of plans?”

      “We have tickets,” she said, glancing both ways before lowering her voice. “To the Mariinsky Ballet.”

      That stopped me cold. “You’re kidding.”

      “I never kid about art,” she replied, smug and glowing. “Mira got us the tickets.”

      I whistled low. “Nice having friends in high places.”

      She winked at me, leaning just close enough that our shoulders brushed. “Don’t I know it.”

      I looked down at our joined hands—still clasped, even now—and smiled.

      For the next few hours, we’d be Petyr and Vera, husband and wife, loyal workers of the state.

      But after that?

      We’d be something else entirely.
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        * * *

      

      The curtain had fallen to thunderous applause after the second act of Swan Lake, and the audience flooded the ornate lobby. Crystal chandeliers flickered overhead, casting everyone in the soft golden glow of culture and luxury. If you squinted just right, it almost looked like another world.

      Vera and I stood from our velvet seats and moved with the crowd. She was already smiling, flushed with the thrill of it all, and I couldn’t help but smile with her.

      "You loved it," I said as we stepped into the foyer.

      "I did," she breathed, linking her arm through mine. “The corps de ballet was flawless tonight.”

      We passed oil paintings of composers and Party leaders, gilded mirrors with ornate frames, and a stone-faced bust of Tchaikovsky that looked like he disapproved of everyone’s posture. Vera led us straight to the concessions counter, a little pop-up bar nestled behind a marble column. A boy no older than eighteen stood behind it in a too-large tuxedo shirt, handing off wine glasses and counting kopecks with trembling fingers.

      Vera leaned in. “Two vodkas,” she said, like it was the most casual thing in the world.

      I blinked. “A splurge?”

      She turned that dazzling grin on me, the one that usually meant I was about to be talked into something wild. “We deserve something nice.”

      That was hard to argue with.

      The boy handed us two plastic cups filled with clear, merciful warmth, and Vera dropped a few rubles onto the counter like she'd just bought a loaf of bread. We stepped back, sipping slowly, watching the room.

      And that’s when I saw him.

      Across the lobby, half-shadowed near one of the grand pillars, was a man watching us. Short dark hair, strong jaw, a winter coat with the collar turned up. His eyes were fixed, locked on me.

      It took a second for the memory to click into place.

      The park. Early morning. About a month ago. Cold air, cold hands, a stumble into the bushes like animals. I’d been restless, walking a loop around the edge of the canal. He’d been behind the public toilets, already lighting a cigarette when I noticed the way he looked at me. Just like now—intent, like he was trying to place a name he never knew.

      His cock had been—well, memorable, let’s say. The rest of him was lost in the fog of risk and desperation that always came with those encounters. I hadn’t expected to see him again. That was the point of those things: no names, no follow-up. Just a moment. A fleeting, hungry escape.

      I turned away.

      Reflex took over before thought caught up. I leaned in and kissed Vera lightly on the cheek. “I love you,” I murmured, loud enough for anyone nearby to hear.

      She smiled without missing a beat. “I love you too.”

      And just like that, the scene was intact again.

      We were the perfect couple. Handsome young factory workers, enjoying a cultured night out courtesy of her very well-connected "friend" at the Mariinsky.

      I took another sip of vodka, slower this time, as the man across the room turned and disappeared into the crowd.
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        * * *

      

      The walk home was colder than I remembered it being when we left the factory. The kind of cold that makes your bones feel hollow. My ears were stinging, and my breath came out in little ghosts that trailed behind us as we walked in step, hands stuffed in our pockets like schoolkids.

      We didn’t talk. Didn’t need to. Vera still had that quiet, dreamy smile on her face—one she only ever wore after the ballet or after Mira.

      Our apartment building loomed ahead, five stories of cracked stucco and broken mailboxes. The bulb above the entrance had gone out again, and the stairwell was cloaked in shadows. I reached out to push the heavy door open—and then we heard footsteps behind us.

      A woman stepped from the shadows.

      She didn’t say a word. Just fell into step behind us, silent as the grave, as if she’d been waiting. Vera didn't even flinch.

      We climbed the stairs, boots scuffing against old concrete, each of us wrapped in our own silence. At the fourth-floor landing, Vera pulled out our keys, unlocked the flat, and flicked on the overhead light.

      “Nina? Pavel?” she called out, voice bright in that way she always faked for our flatmates.

      No answer.

      I stepped inside and shut the door behind us. The silence was instant and deep.

      And then the two women moved.

      Vera crossed the room in three steps and threw her arms around Mira. The hug was fierce and unselfconscious, like two parts of the same soul reuniting. Then they kissed—soft, aching, and slow, like no one else existed.

      I turned away.

      The kitchen was just down the narrow hall. I went in and found a note pinned to the cupboard door with a bent butter knife.

      
        
        Gone to visit family this weekend. Please clean the bathroom. You forgot last week and it’s disgusting. Love, Nina & Pavel.

      

      

      Ah, wedded bliss.

      I stood there for a moment, holding the note, the yellowing paper soft between my fingers. I heard the murmurs from the other room. Words too quiet to make out. A soft laugh. A sigh. The creak of the old armchair giving way under someone’s weight.

      They needed time. Time to be who they were, not who they pretended to be.

      I didn’t bother taking off my coat. Just walked back through the front room and said, “I’m heading out for a few hours.”

      Neither of them asked where I was going.

      They knew.

      I left the apartment and took the stairs two at a time, my heart already ticking a little faster. The chill slapped me in the face the second I stepped back outside, but I welcomed it. It meant I was really out here, in the city, untethered for a little while.

      I knew exactly where I was going.

      Sanctuary.

      It never had a sign. Never stayed in the same place for long. One week it was in the basement of a shuttered bathhouse. The next, an abandoned paper mill with blackout curtains and candles in vodka bottles. Tonight? I’d find it. Someone always knew.

      As I crossed the street and tucked my scarf tighter around my neck, I grinned to myself.

      I had a few hours, a little money in my pocket, and a hunger that had nothing to do with food.

      Let’s see what handsome stranger the night had in store for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          Dimitri

        

      

    

    
      The cold came in before Leningrad’s skyline did, creeping through the train’s worn seals and settling into the bones of the cabin like a second skin.

      It was the first thing I noticed, how different the air felt this far north. Sharp, metallic, tinged with damp and smoke, like the breath of something ancient. Leningrad was still just a blur through the frost-laced window, gray buildings sliding closer as the train groaned its way into the station. I watched them come, but felt nothing.

      This was the moment I’d imagined a hundred times while lying awake in that stinking barracks in Termez, too hot to sleep, my skin crusted with dust and old blood. I used to picture this return like a film reel—me stepping off the train, my mother rushing to meet me, my father standing behind her with some rare softness in his face. There would be warmth. Relief. A sense of something beginning again.

      Instead, I sat in a half-broken seat with a squeaky cushion and a stubborn spring biting into my back, staring out at the city of my childhood like it was someone else’s home.

      I wasn’t glad to be back, because I felt nothing.

      The train jerked slightly as it slowed, the usual dance of wheels on rails, the hiss of brakes, the occasional barked Russian from the next car over. Across from me, an older woman in a scarf printed with fading sunflowers crossed herself and murmured a prayer. Her breath fogged in the cold. Someone in the back lit a cigarette, and the smell of cheap tobacco joined with the aroma of pickled cabbage, sweat, and engine grease.

      The perfume of Soviet travel.

      Outside, the Leningrad skyline emerged: rows of gray, blocky buildings under an iron sky, their edges softened by a dusting of early snow. Smoke piped steadily from chimneys, blending with the mist. Cranes dotted the distance like frozen metal insects, hunched and unmoving. The sun hadn’t truly risen, and probably wouldn’t. It just hovered somewhere behind the clouds, diffusing light across the horizon without ever showing its face.

      It looked exactly the same. That was the strange part.

      The conductor, a red-nosed man in a lopsided cap, pushed through the aisle. “Leningrad station! Ten minutes only! Passengers disembarking must do so now! If you are continuing to Siverskaya or Pushkin, move to the forward car!”

      I stood automatically, grabbing my battered duffle from the overhead rack. The strap was frayed; the canvas stiff from weather and sweat. Everything I owned fit inside it—uniforms I’d burn the second I could, a pair of cracked boots, and a few photos that somehow survived two years of war and sand.

      At least I’d done my duty in Afghanistan. Served the Motherland. Survived. That was supposed to mean something.

      Now what?

      I had no skills except the kind no one wants in peacetime. I could disassemble a Kalashnikov in fifteen seconds, and I could kill a man quietly. Also, I could march, salute, and follow orders, and that was about it. My grades in school had been average at best—I wasn’t clever, not like the boys who escaped the draft with university placements or Party connections. School had always felt like a waiting room anyway, some gray purgatory before my actual life began, though none of it ever felt real.

      But the war had been real. Terrible, but real.

      I slung the duffle bag over my shoulder and looked out the window one last time as the train creaked to a stop. A line of waiting relatives clustered at the edge of the platform, bundled in coats like old beetles, clutching flowers or newspapers or children’s hands.

      And there he was.

      Ivan. My father.

      I hadn’t expected him. He was always working—repairing train engines, moving freight, climbing under machines that growled and hissed like monsters. He hadn’t sent a single letter the entire time I was gone. My mother had written, of course, her cramped handwriting filling up blue postcards with small, ordinary updates: what she made for dinner, who died, which neighbor got a new water heater.

      But my father? Silence. Just like always.

      He looked the same as I remembered him—tall, stern, dressed in his old leather coat, his hair graying at the temples and his eyes hidden behind a scowl that might have been permanent.

      I stepped off the train, the cold immediately slicing through the thin fabric of my coat like it had been waiting for me. My boots hit the concrete platform with a dull thud. I paused, unsure of what to say, or what to do.

      He said nothing.

      I nodded, once. He turned without speaking and began to walk.

      So I followed.

      Around us, the station buzzed with movement—soldiers home on leave, women clutching suitcases, the occasional cry of a child, the echo of announcements over crackling speakers. The tiled walls were cracked, stained by decades of exhaust and footsteps. A giant mosaic of Lenin looked down from above, faded but still watching.

      We moved through it all in silence, like ghosts.

      I wanted to ask why he’d come. I wanted to ask what came next. But the words didn’t rise. I just walked beside him, our footsteps echoing in unison as the frost bit deeper into my hands and face, and the city I no longer belonged to swallowed us whole.

      Outside the station, the city pressed in—flat and gray, sky and pavement indistinguishable under the low, bloated clouds. The air smelled like coal smoke and wet stone. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked, then another. Street vendors sold newspapers and boiled sausages from rusted carts, their voices hoarse from cold and exhaustion.

      And then I saw it.

      A car. Not just any car. A Lada Samara. Sky-blue, though the color looked dull beneath the layer of grime and road salt. Its compact frame and dented bumper made it look almost shy among the drab bulk of Soviet architecture, like a child trying to dress up for a funeral.

      “You got a car?” I said, not bothering to hide the disbelief in my voice.

      My father grunted, the universal sign of affirmation in his personal dialect. He pulled a key from his coat pocket, inserted it into the driver’s side, and with a firm twist of his wrist and shoulder, popped the doors open.

      “Get in,” he said.

      I climbed in beside him. Places on the dashboard were cracked, a rubber band held the glove box shut, and a strip of electrical tape covered a long, branching fracture on the passenger window.

      “Seriously,” I said, fastening the seatbelt, “how’d you get this?”

      He started the engine, which wheezed like an old man clearing his throat. “I’m Chief Logistics Coordinator for the regional transportation division now.” He said it flat, like he wasn’t sure the title meant anything. “Party decided I could have a car.”

      A pause settled in, heavy and strange.

      It wasn’t the car, really. Or the job title. It was that I couldn’t remember the last time we had talked. Not like this. Not like two people trying.

      I looked at him sideways, at the deep lines etched into his face, at the scar above his right eyebrow he’d never told me the story of.

      For just a moment, a flash of something passed through me. A wish, maybe. That things between us had been different. That he’d ever told me anything about himself, or asked about me, or been more than a silent, looming presence who smelled of machine oil and sweat.

      But this was how it had always been. Distant. Functional. Like we were two men running the same machine, but never at the same time.

      “Where’s Mama?” I asked, adjusting the heater vent, so it stopped blowing warm dust into my eyes. “I thought she’d be picking me up.”

      “She wanted to cook you a special dinner.”

      We pulled away from the train station and into traffic, which was already snarling with the end-of-shift crush. Buses and trucks belched smoke into the air, and every crosswalk was clogged with bundled figures moving like sluggish insects. A dull clanging echoed down the avenue—a trolley bell, I thought—and somewhere nearby, someone was playing a tinny cassette of Alla Pugacheva.

      We passed a sprawling brick building surrounded by chain-link fencing, where a sea of workers in thick coats spilled from the doors like water breaching a dam.

      “There,” my father said, jerking his chin at it. “You start Monday. It’s a blanket factory.”

      “A blanket factory?” I echoed, eyebrows raised.

      He didn’t look at me. “Could be worse. Could’ve been sewage maintenance. Or collecting animal carcasses from the train tracks. Or washing out chemical drums in Vyborg. You want one of those jobs?”

      I sat back and let out a small breath. “No. No, this is fine. Blankets sound… soft.”

      Traffic had come to a crawl, vehicles bumper to bumper like dominoes waiting to fall. The windshield wipers squeaked against the glass, spreading streaks of brown slush in uneven arcs. My father tapped the wheel with his fingers. Not impatiently, just… absentmindedly. And then he turned his head toward me, and for the first time in what felt like years, I swore he looked happy.

      Well. Happy for Papa, that is.

      He caught me looking and raised one eyebrow. “What?”

      I hesitated. “Something’s changed. You’re… different.”

      “I’m fifty-seven,” he said after a moment. “Been with the Party since I was seventeen. Never asked for much. Never made trouble. Now it’s paying off. They gave us a new apartment.”

      I blinked. “New apartment?”

      “Two bedrooms,” he said. “So you won’t be sleeping on the couch anymore.”

      That hit me harder than I expected. We’d lived in that same two-room flat my entire life. The idea of having my own room—walls, a door, a space that belonged only to me—felt like winning a small, quiet lottery.

      “It’s not much,” he added, as if apologizing for the thought. “But it’s more than we had.”

      The cars ahead finally moved, slowly, like cattle herded toward slaughter. He eased the Lada forward, navigating around a pothole the size of a bathtub.

      “I can help out, you know,” I said, watching the steam rise from the heating vents. “If there’s something you need. I’m not afraid of hard work.”

      “You’ve done enough,” he said simply.

      I turned my head toward him. “What do you mean?”

      “You sent your pay home from Afghanistan,” he said, eyes still on the road. “Every month. Your mother didn’t ask you to. But you did it. That helped us more than you know.”

      I looked down at my hands, fingers raw from cold and war and everything in between. I hadn’t thought much of it. There was nothing to spend it on over there, and I’d figured my parents needed it more than I did.

      He went quiet for a while, then spoke again, softer this time. “I’m glad you’re back from that useless war.”

      I turned sharply to him, surprised.

      “It was a waste,” he said. “A waste of money. Of boys. An entire generation, gone for nothing.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Hearing him speak like that, with actual emotion in his voice, was like watching a marble statue cry.

      We turned off the main avenue and into a side street lined with identical concrete apartment blocks, tall and rectangular like prison towers. Laundry lines flapped weakly in the icy wind. A drunk man shouted at a cat. Papa pulled the car into a narrow space beside a row of battered garbage bins, killed the engine, and stepped out without waiting for me. I followed, boots crunching on the frozen slush.

      Our building loomed above us—gray and stained, with rust streaks below every windowsill and a flickering bulb above the entrance. A group of children played halfheartedly in the courtyard with a flattened football, their laughter thin and ghostly.

      Home.

      Whatever that meant now.

      We climbed the stairs slowly, the Lada’s smell still clinging to my coat. The stairwell reeked of boiled cabbage and cigarette smoke, the walls a patchwork of peeling paint and water stains. 

      The elevator hadn’t worked since Brezhnev, Papa said, not that he ever used it. “Breaks your legs or traps you inside,” he muttered as we passed it, as if it were a vindictive beast that needed regular warnings issued.

      Our apartment was on the very top floor—seven flights up. I was winded by the time we reached it, my duffel strap digging into my shoulder. Papa jiggled the key in the lock and pushed the door open with his shoulder.

      “Elina?” he called out.

      And then I saw her.

      She burst from the kitchen like she’d been waiting by the stove all day. Her slippers slapped against the wooden floor as she rushed at me, and then I smothered in wool sleeves and the faint smell of onions and rose soap. Her arms clamped tight around me, trembling with the force of held-back sobs.

      “Oh, my boy,” she whispered into my coat. “My sweet boy. I thought—I thought I’d never see you again.”

      I hugged her back, tighter than I meant to. She felt smaller than I remembered. Her hair had gone almost completely gray, and her face had thinned out. But her eyes were the same—bright and sharp and unbearably kind.

      “I missed you, Mama.”

      “I made your favorite,” she said, stepping back but still holding my hand. “Kartofel’niki with mushroom sauce, and that honey-cake you like. You’re too skinny, even after all that soldiering.”

      I wanted to laugh—too skinny, when my shoulders barely fit through the damn doorway. But I let her fuss, because it felt good. War hadn’t made me soft, but coming home was starting to.

      She led me down the short hall and stopped in front of a door at the very end. “Your room now,” she said, her smile proud and a little nervous. “Come, come.”

      She opened it with a little flourish, and I stepped inside.

      It wasn’t much. But it was mine.

      The walls were a faded blue, like they’d once tried to be cheerful and then given up halfway through. A narrow bed stood against one wall, the mattress bowed in the middle but freshly made with a plain wool blanket. A small dresser squatted beside it, three drawers deep, the handles mismatched. And in the corner stood a cracked floor-length mirror, leaning against the wall like a tired sentry.

      “I bought all of it on the black market,” Mama said, watching my face. “With the money you sent us. I saved every kopeck, only used what we needed. But this… this was worth it.”

      My throat tightened.

      She cupped my face with her hand, her fingers cold but gentle. “Go wash up now. Dinner’s almost ready.”

      She kissed my cheek, then left, closing the door softly behind her.

      I dropped my bag beside the dresser and turned to the mirror.

      The crack ran through the glass like a vein, but it didn’t stop me from seeing the truth.

      I didn’t recognize myself.

      When I left Leningrad two years ago, I’d been a rail-thin kid with too much hair and not enough spine. Now I stood broader, my shoulders squared, my neck thickened, hands callused and lined with scars. I’d grown into a man, or at least something that passed for one. My jaw was harder, my eyes darker. And the scowl—God, when had that settled in?

      I reached up and touched my cheek, then dropped my hand. The reflection didn’t move quite fast enough. Or maybe I imagined that.

      With a sigh, I sat on the bed and let myself fall back onto it. The springs groaned, protesting. I stared at the ceiling, watching a slow crack inch its way toward the center light fixture like a road to nowhere.

      Was this it?

      Was I supposed to wake up every day and churn out blankets until I died?

      Was I just another cog in the Party machine now? Like Papa?

      He lived like a machine that had forgotten it could be turned off. Work. Come home. Eat. Sleep. Repeat. Never smiled, never laughed unless vodka was involved. Not really. He never sang, never danced, never told stories. Just… moved through the world as though the best thing he could hope for was to not be noticed by it. I ran my hands over my face, rubbed at my eyes. The bed creaked again, reminding me it was there. Reminding me that this room was something. A gift, or at least a brand new start.

      I didn’t want that.

      God help me, I couldn’t end up like Papa. But what choice did I have?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          Dimitri

        

      

    

    
      The radiator hissed like an angry cat and I rolled over in bed, blinking at the cracked ceiling. For a moment, I forgot where I was. No barracks. No shouting. Just the soft creak of floorboards and the muffled clatter of dishes coming from the kitchen.

      Mama, always up before the sun.

      By the time I dragged myself to the table, the smell of butter and hot milk had filled the flat. She’d made grechnevaya kasha with cream and sugar, plus boiled eggs and black bread toasted in the pan. There was even a dish of jam—apricot, my favorite. A total feast by our standards. She’d spoiled me all weekend, as if she could fill in the last two years with bowls of porridge and careful smiles.

      Papa sat across from me, already dressed in his work coat, sipping his tea like it was a punishment. He hadn’t said much all weekend. Not that he ever did. We’d exchanged more looks than words, but even those were stiff. He’d ask how my boots fit or if I needed another pair of gloves. Nothing personal. Nothing about the army or what it was like being back. He didn’t want to know. Or maybe he already did.

      He passed the sugar bowl to Mama without looking up. “Next time, don’t overcook the eggs.”

      Her smile didn’t falter. “They’re fine.”

      He didn’t argue, just kept stirring his tea like he’d said nothing at all. But I caught it—the flicker of regret in his eyes as he glanced at her. Quick and sharp, like a pulled muscle. She didn’t even look his way.

      That was the other thing.

      I hadn’t said a word about it, but I’d noticed Papa hadn’t slept in their bedroom once. All weekend, I’d heard the creak of the couch under him at night. The sighs. The quiet. They’d finally gotten their own room after years of sharing apartments with strangers, and he wasn’t using it.

      Something had changed between them, though neither seemed in a hurry to explain it. Maybe it had always been like that and I just hadn’t noticed as a kid. Or maybe the years apart had stretched something too thin to repair.

      Still, none of my business. Right?

      Papa finished his tea and pushed his chair back with a scrape. “Come on, I’ll take you to the factory. I want to introduce you to the man in charge. He’s an old friend—used to drink with him when we were younger.”

      I swallowed the last of my kasha and stood. “Alright.”

      Mama kissed my cheek, warm hands cupping my face like I was still ten. “Don’t let them work you too hard today. And be polite, even if the others aren’t.”

      “I will.”

      “And eat the lunch I packed.”

      “Every bite, Mama.”

      She hugged me, hard. I hugged her back and held on for an extra second before pulling away.

      Then Papa and I were out the door and heading into the gray, slushy morning, boots crunching over dirty snow, neither of us saying a word.

      The car ride was quiet.

      Not a peaceful quiet, but the kind that presses against your chest and makes you feel like you should say something, even if you don’t know what.

      I stared out the window as Papa drove. Leningrad in winter was always half-asleep. Buildings loomed like frozen statues, their facades chipped and tired. People shuffled to work with hunched shoulders and red noses, bundled in coats that all looked the same—brown, black, military green. The snow at the curbs was crusted with soot and tire grease. Even the air felt worn out.

      I reached forward and flicked on the radio. The dashboard groaned in protest, but the speaker crackled to life.

      “…and today, our beloved General Secretary, Comrade Gorbachev, embarks upon a historic journey to the imperialist West, where he will represent the glorious strength of the Soviet people in a diplomatic summit with American President Ronald Reagan. In this unprecedented meeting of ideological opposites, our Comrade Gorbachev will extend the hand of peace, while reaffirming the unshakable values of socialism and the triumph of the working class…”

      It went on like that—praising the Party, the strength of the people, the moral rot of capitalism. Standard fare. I half-listened while watching a trolley clatter by, its windows fogged with breath.

      Then, out of nowhere, Papa reached over and switched it off.

      “I’m tired of hearing the same words,” he muttered, eyes fixed on the road.

      I turned toward him, blinking. “What?”

      He didn’t look at me. Just kept driving, his jaw tight.

      It was a thing someone might say if they’d had a bad day, if they were annoyed at the cold, or tired of getting up before dawn. But that wasn’t what he meant, and I knew it.

      Papa never talked like that. Not once in my life had I heard him say a critical word about the government. It wasn’t just uncommon—it was dangerous. Nobody is tired of the Party. You were grateful and proud. You repeated what you were told with a smile and your hand over your heart.

      To hear him say that—however quietly—set something uneasy moving in my gut.

      I didn’t ask questions. Just stared out the window as the blanket factory came into view, a long concrete block squatting behind a fence of iron bars. The snow outside of it was the color of ash. Smokestacks rose like fingers from the rooftops, coughing into the sky.

      Papa pulled into a small side lot and killed the engine.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      We stepped out into the freezing wind, our breath trailing behind us in twin clouds. I zipped my coat to my chin and followed him toward the gate, wondering who the hell my father really was.

      The air inside the factory hit me like a wall—warm and damp, tinged with machine oil and damp wool. I followed Papa past rows of humming looms and conveyor belts that carried endless bolts of military-green fabric. The sound was relentless: a clattering, grinding roar that echoed off the high ceilings.

      Papa walked like he belonged there—shoulders squared, pace brisk. I had to hurry to keep up.

      At the end of the corridor, we reached a glass-walled office where a heavyset man with slicked-back hair and a bushy mustache stood grinning at us like we were old friends. He wore a thick wool suit, his lapel dotted with Party pins, and he smelled like cheap cologne and cigarettes. There was a bottle of mineral water on his desk, though I’d bet money it was actually vodka.

      “Ah! Comrade Ivanov!” the man called out, opening his arms as if Papa were a long-lost brother. “And this must be the boy. Look at you—you’ve grown into a real man, haven’t you?”

      “This is my son, Dimitri,” Papa said. His voice was firmer than usual, almost proud. “He just finished his military service. Strong as an ox and twice as stubborn.”

      I gave the man my best polite smile, the kind I’d practiced during inspections and checkpoints. “It’s a pleasure.”

      “Dimitri, I’m Boris Fyodorovich Korovin,” the man said, pumping my hand. “You can call me Boris Fyodorovich, or Comrade Korovin, if you prefer. We’re very lucky to have you here at Factory 121.”

      “Thank you, Comrade Korovin.”

      He beamed, then clapped Papa on the shoulder with a familiarity that felt a little too familiar. “Ivan, you old bastard—how long’s it been since we had a proper drink together? You need to bring your boy by this weekend. We’ll crack open a bottle and toast to the motherland!”

      Papa let out a bark of laughter, louder than necessary. “It would be an honor, Boris Fyodorovich.”

      And just like that, he transformed. His back straightened, his face lit up with performative cheer. He slapped Boris on the back and made some joke about Party rations I couldn’t quite hear. They both laughed. Big, fake laughs.

      I stood there, stunned.

      Papa fakes it.

      All of it.

      The thought came sharp and fast, like a pin pushed into my skull. I’d seen my father stone-faced at the kitchen table, slumped over in his chair like gravity weighed more on him than the rest of us. I’d watched him move through life like it was a punishment. But now, here, with his “friend,” he was a new man. Jovial. Confident. Lying through his teeth.

      Was this who he used to be? Or was this the mask he wore to survive?

      My gut twisted.

      Boris gestured to a door near the office. “Before you get your hands dirty, Dimitri, there’s a bit of paperwork to fill out. Standard bureaucratic nonsense. And after that, you’ll be joining a short orientation for new hires. Just a little introduction to our operations and—of course—a brief refresher on Party principles. Nothing too heavy.”

      I nodded, even as something inside me winced. A “refresher” meant two hours of red-scarfed nonsense and a speech from someone with a laminated Lenin quote in their breast pocket.

      But I smiled, like I was thrilled. “I look forward to it.”

      Boris slapped my back. “That’s the spirit!”

      Papa turned toward the exit, the lines at his mouth already tightening again. “He’s in excellent hands, Boris.”

      “You know it.”

      Papa looked at me, nodded once. “Do well.”

      “I will, Papa.”

      And then he left, back out into the cold gray world. I watched him go, his back a little more hunched than when we’d come in. As the factory door hissed shut behind him, I wondered who the real man was—my father, or the ghost of a man who’d learned to smile on cue?
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        * * *

      

      I sat in a metal chair that squeaked every time I shifted, trying not to sigh too loudly as the redheaded woman at the front of the room launched into yet another impassioned monologue about the Party’s core values. This was the fifth or sixth mention of “duty to the collective,” and I was wondering if she’d memorized the entire Workers’ Charter just to torture us.

      There were five of us in orientation—six, if you counted the sleepy guy in the corner who kept nodding off and jerking awake like a fish on a dock. The rest looked about as thrilled as I felt. But the woman—Vera, she’d introduced herself as—seemed genuinely excited to be telling us all about textile quotas and proper workplace comportment, like she was unveiling the secrets of the universe.

      She wasn’t bad to look at, either. Bright red hair twisted into a neat braid, freckles like she’d been caught in a spray of cinnamon, and a smile that suggested she really wanted us to love the Soviet Union as much as she did.

      Her enthusiasm was strange, almost contagious. Not enough to make the words interesting, but enough that I stopped thinking about the drafty room or the faint smell of boiled cabbage coming through the vent.

      After a final bit about punctuality and patriotic pride, she clapped her hands together.

      “Very good, comrades. That concludes the orientation.” She scanned the room, eyes landing on me. “Which one of you is Dimitri Morozov?”

      I raised my hand. Everyone turned to look, like I’d been caught stealing from the ration bin.

      Vera nodded. “The rest of you, please report to Supervisor Antonova in Section D for your assignments.” She turned her smile on me, a little brighter now. “Comrade Morozov, you’ll be training with my husband.”

      I stood up, adjusting my ill-fitting work coat. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She led me through the double doors and into the factory proper, where the sound hit me like a wave—mechanical groans, rhythmic clanking, and the roar of the looms spinning out the same olive-drab blankets I’d slept under since childhood. The air was thick with machine oil and something damp, like old wool left out in the rain.

      We passed rows of workers, heads bent over cloth, fingers nimble and fast. Vera didn’t speak as we walked, her heels clicking confidently on the concrete. We turned a corner, and there he was.

      Petyr.

      He stood with his sleeves rolled up, revealing forearms dusted with blonde hair and muscles taut from genuine work, not the kind you brag about at political youth camps. He had one hand on a lever, the other steadying a blanket as it spooled out onto the conveyor belt. When he saw us, he looked up—and grinned.

      Not the polite, neutral smile you give a stranger. This one was open, disarming. Like he already knew me.

      “You must be Dimitri,” he said, stepping forward and holding out his hand.

      I took it. His grip was firm and warm, like the rest of him. Our eyes met for a second too long. Something flickered in my chest—something I didn’t have a name for.

      I let go first.

      “Welcome to the factory,” he said. “Hope you don’t mind a bit of noise.”

      I opened my mouth, maybe to answer, maybe to breathe.

      But all I could think was: Why did the world just get louder and quieter at the same time?

    



OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




OEBPS/images/vhfhffgfg.jpg





