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VALENTINE HAD BEEN caught, but not tamed. Facing federal money laundering charges, he treated his court appearances as minor annoyances, the same way an entitled celebrity might treat autograph-signing sessions. With an air of annoyance he’d reply to the judge’s questions, making clear that he wasn’t putting much effort into the answers. He alternated between appearing in court in tailored three-piece suits and definitely not-tailored, but still stunningly fitting, muscle t-shirts and slim-cut jeans. It was as if he’d just taken a minute out of his day to stop by for a court appearance, and hadn’t bothered to change his outfit for the occasion. 

Muscles and tattoos announced his line of work. He’d trained with weights all his life, starting when in his teenage years he realized that astrophysics was a nice hobby but wouldn’t pay the bills, that in post-Soviet Russia muscles, preferably both physical and mental, were necessary to make a decent life. His tattoos bore cryptic cyrillic inscriptions of levels he’d reached and honors he’d received in the Odessa Brotherhood, his division of the horizontally integrated mega-conglomerate that was the Russian mafia, or really Russian mafias. Three-letter codes for accomplishments, ranks, levels unlocked, with two-digit years for the numbers, 15 being the most recent, 2015 when he’d, in the space of one month, given up his mafia contacts, and also had federal search warrants executed against all his electronics. Val had the muscles and the tattoos, but he wasn’t that kind of gangster—he was a money man, a technologist, a risk analyst, and a procurement officer, not a physical enforcer—but there was no mafia without muscle and no credibility without the commitment of immediately recognizable gang tattoos.

“We Russians are still, still a barbaric people, still only listen to power and authority,” he had told Judge Hobbs, attempting to explain not only his appearance but also his verbal threats of massive violence against underlings, law enforcement agents, surly waiters, and in one secretly recorded-rant played during his trial, a spree of violence he threatened to carry out against Bill Gates’s entire extended family, in retribution for Windows having lost some of his precious data. Val didn’t particularly relish violence, not any more than a fish relishes water. Violence was simply the way things worked.

“Mister Smyrchenko, and in this recording, you threatened to set off a dirty bomb in the backyard of Bill Gates, and to hold his children hostage?”

“Yes, your honor.”

“And, Mister Smyrchenko, you want us to believe you are a reformed man?”

“Objection, your honor,” Johnny Klein piped up. “Mr. Smyrchenko is not on trial for what he said in this taped conversation, nor are we here to decide on his character. The only charges the court is to consider are the money laundering charges.”

“Objection sustained,” Judge Hobbs said, doing his best to keep his eyes on the routinely but not remarkably handsome chief defense counsel Johnny Klein, and not on the deliciously beefy muscles and hard-weathered but still beautiful face on Val’s 6’5” frame. 

Peter Hobbs had considered himself homosexual in theory but asexual in practice. A forty-year-old virgin, he’d never dared to have any kind of romantic relationship, and until the trial of Valentine Smyrchenko, he’d never had improper thoughts about a defendant. Val’s publicly known homosexuality made it easier for Peter’s eyes to wander over his body and think about what he looks like during his infamous escapades, but Val’s threatening demeanor kept Judge Peter Hobbs in fear of retribution from Val not only for potentially sending him to prison, but for looking at him lasciviously.

“The Americans will never understand this kind of talk, for us, it’s like saying hello in the morning, just normal, is it, the word, banter, normal banter,” Val explained himself to the judge, even after the objection had been sustained. Peter Hobbs’s mind flashed to an imagined world where men crouched around vodka bottles shit-talking one another, a world he’d never known and had never even knowingly seen on his world travels in Russia.

The violent and threatening talk was mostly talk, but not without effect. The effect was that Val was sufficiently fearsome so as not even to need to hide his homosexuality. In the same Russia where even the educated elite believed gays to be irksome vermin, not worthy of being allowed to walk the streets without “deserving” a beating, Valentin Smyrchenko was proudly, outwardly, unabashedly gay. In his ever-calculative mind, he estimated de’d only need half the muscle and half the tattoos to maintain his authority had he been heterosexual.

His nickname in the organization was “blue.” He was known for the blue pinstripe suit he wore to the clubs of Odessa, later Moscow, later Miami, and the blue Mercedes he drove around Moscow, then the blue Bentley he drove around Miami. He was fully aware of the pun. “Blue” in Russian, goluboi, was also a slur for homosexuals, on par with “faggot” in American English. It wasn’t just that he liked the color blue, but that he knew that if he was going to be a gay Russian gangster, he’d better completely own the gay part, not let it get ahead of him. Own it. Own being gay. Because if you don’t own it, it can come and get you.

He owned it, he took it, and he dominated it—homosexuality itself, and the male asses he took sporting pleasure in pounding. Val’s sexual partners included gymnasts, soccer players, actors, bureaucrats, and anyone else who wanted to pay tribute to “blue” and his organization. The sexual encounters were provided on a service basis. Val certainly wasn’t going to fall in love, but he could enjoy a good fuck with a man intent to please him.

No irony was apparent to Valentine Smyrchenko in his liberally berating others with a torrent of anti-gay slurs in a patchwork of Russian, Ukrainian, Yiddish, and English. His own homosexuality was a point of pride for Val, but that didn’t mean that anyone else could be similarly proud of their own homosexuality. Val owned homosexuality not only in terms of being openly gay, but literally, in his mind, and the organization’s, he owned homosexuality. The same way a gangster can own a street corner or a garbage route. Val and only Val could legitimately be gay. He owned it. Anyone else expressing anything either actually or imaginedly homosexual was a father-fucking pansy-ass horse’s behind bottom bitch, in Val’s verbal estimation.

Valentin Petrovich Smyrchenko hadn’t grown up wanting to be a gangster. He’d spent his childhood playing with telescopes and imagining space travel in his father’s astrophysics lab at the Odessa Science University. By the time Valentin was thirteen, the Soviet Union had collapsed, and so had its space programs, its university programs, its telescope programs, and its job programs. Valentin, or Valya as his nickname went before he moved to the United States and became Val, continued studying physics, but he, like everyone in the then-disintegrating Soviet Union, knew that whatever they were studying in school was a farce, because the best jobs, the only jobs, were now on the street and in the mafia. 

His classmates from his PhD program in quantum physics resigned themselves to becoming high school teachers while aspiring to finagle their way to jobs at Intel in the US or UK one day, some day. Valya couldn’t wait that long. He’d had childhood playmates who were active in “the brotherhood,” a catch-all name for Russian underworld organizations. But when the whole world was underworld, was the brotherhood really the underworld? To Valya, it felt as if his highly technical work for the mafia organizations was more mainstream than his classmates’ high school teaching assignments in dreary industrial towns in Russia’s Far East, where they attempted to supplement their $20 per month salaries by charging $5 for a passing grade on an exam. When over is under and under is over, who’s the hoodlum?

Valya‘s specialty was thinking quickly in multiple dimensions. When his colleagues made their first Russian betting pool on the World Cup, it was Valya who was able to spend a night working in Mathematica to come up with raw dollar figures of how many thousands of dollars should be offered to any individual player to have a bad day on the field. It was under Valya’s analytical leadership that the Russian mafia moved from being passive bookies to being active match-fixers. 

When his group wanted to develop a Windows virus that held its victims’ files locked for ransom, it was Valya who was trusted to make the encryption unbreakable, and again Valya who was trusted to find a secure server farm in Switzerland that could be trusted with holding the encryption keys out of reach of governments. 

In those early days, he was being paid a combination of commissions, cuts, front-ends, back-ends, and bonuses—which amounted to a take-home income of about $100,000 a year. Big money in Russia around the turn of the millennium, but laughable take-home pay for a mafia boss anywhere in the first world. $100,000 let him support his relatives in Odessa and Kiev, but it wasn’t the big leagues. And Valya considered himself a big-leagues kind of guy.

Again tapping into his Moscow State University physics PhD alumni network, he founded an adjunct faculty position at Florida International University in Miami, available for non-US citizens who were willing to apply for H visas. It would give Valya a foothold in the US. He pretended to be pleased with the $28,000 per year salary offered, playing up the naive third worlder angle to the FIU recruiters, asking them how it would be possible for one man to spend such a princely salary as $28,000 in one year. They ate it up, and Valentin, now Valentine instead of Valentin and Val instead of Valya, was on a plane to Miami, to teach math and physics at FIU, and to open his own representative office of “the brotherhood” in Miami.

America was the big leagues. Anything anyone from any organization back in Russia needed done in the US, Valya could set it up to be done. IP addresses, credit cards, credit card merchant accounts, PayPal accounts sold in bulk—anything. As much as Val had been a technician and not a commander in the organization, his own success launched him into a management role. He had a cadre of four guys doing his rote work for him, giving him four times the output and four times the income he’d had back in Russia. And in Miami, there was a wider selection of men to choose from. Val kept on keeping on, gay-wise, although he sometimes missed the transgressive aura homosexuality had carried back in Russia. In Moscow, he could establish his street cred as a man who gleefully breaks all the rules and doesn’t give a fuck about what anyone thinks simply by proclaiming that he likes to fuck men, that he fucked a man or three last night, that he hopes to fuck more men tonight, that he fucks any man in his organization who meets his fancy. In Miami, if he told anybody, even fellow Russians, that he’d been assfucking a few male gymnasts, it was as mundane as talking about the weather.

The teaching gig at FIU was easy enough as not to interfere with his real work. Two classes, freshman math and physics, a total of ten hours a week in the classroom, plus a few minutes grading papers, sometimes during his highway commute to work. In Russia, that workload would have been enough for one day, not for a whole week. In America, the academic workload gave him valid immigration documents, a cover story, and abundant time to pursue his—other interests, professional and especially personal.

Val had known that America was the land of consumerism, shelves stocked with everything you do and don’t want, billboards screaming at you a wider selection than you could have even imagined back in Russia. He hadn’t quite imagined that this also meant a wider selection of gorgeous men very, very glad to give up their perfect asses for a few hundred dollars. Back in Russia, male prostitution was in the shadows, shameful for both buyer and seller, run by pimps whom even Val had considered shady. In Miami, it was just a click here and there, or a friendly ad on Craigslist noting that he’s “succe$$ful and generou$” and he had all the hardbody hunks he wanted. 

Relationships? Relationships were for pansies.
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THE JUDGE’S CHAMBERS were his home more than his almost unfurnished condo was. His chambers was where he lived. The Ritz-Carlton condo was only a real estate investment. 

The law was not only his job but also his interest, his vocation, his love. He felt not only more productive but also more at-home in the chambers than in his own bedroom. His law school professors had laughed when he’d frankly said that he was going to law school in order to become a federal judge. It was like a high schooler saying he took PE because he wanted to play in the NBA. But Peter was frank enough about his desires, and to him, it was black and white: lawyers were distasteful prevaricators, while judges laid out the truth. He held his nose for a decade of stellar work as a federal assistant district attorney, until his reputation and his fame for his unabated judicial aspirations got him a federal judicial appointment at the young age of thirty-three.

If he’d never had a chance to have a boyfriend as a law student and as a federal prosecutor, his chances as a judge were, by his estimation, in negative territory. A federal judge couldn’t walk into a gay club—not that Peter drank or danced or knew anything about social situations—nor would it go unnoticed if a federal judge were to post his profile on a gay dating app. Among professional contacts—which were his only
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