The fragile beauty of family

The U.S. government has sent Yana Slobodova, the Russian mother and piano teacher, back to St. Petersburg.  Slobodova’s family is less secure.  Shattered, in fact.  Her husband and 22 month-old son, both U.S. citizens, are staying behind in San Mateo.

“They are going to send me forever away from my family because I was stupid eight years ago,” Slobodova, 30 said before she left Sunday.  Slobodova’s story has been well-chronicled.  In 1996 she paid $10,000to unscrupulous operators for immigration papers.  The papers turned out to be fraudulent, but Slobodova used them anyway.

She was caught but allowed to seek asylum, an eight year fight that she lost.  Immigration authorities ordered deportation, even though she’s married to a U.S. citizen and her parents were granted asylum as Russian Jews.

People are deported every day, and not all of them have the know-how to attract public attention.  Slobodova’s case no doubt speaks for many in which families are shredded by a heatless system.
Slobodova’s family, of course, was most on her mind as she waited to board her flight from San Francisco.  Slobodova, who taught music in Mountain View, sat at the departure gate, staring straight ahead.  Her eyes were red from hours of crying.  She’s going crazy.

Did she know when she would see her husband and son, Nikita, again?  No, she said.  She first needed to find a home and a job.  “And then we’ll take it from there.”  Was she afraid Nikita would forget her?  Of course, she was afraid.

“She worries all the time about it,” said her husband.  Alexander Makarchuk.  She’s going crazy.”  Nikita has been a joy, a reason to go on, especially in the last month as the family painfully counted the days until they’d be separated.

Slobodova said she’ll remember walks she took with her boy and hope that somehow they’ll be reunited.  She thought about life on her own in St. Petersburg.  “Without my family, it is jail, pretty much.”

They were the thoughts you’d expect from a mother whose life has been turned upside down.  Savor what we have.  But Slobodova had bigger thoughts.  Thoughts for all of us.  “People really should live life like tomorrow they might not see each other,” she said.  “It’s like one moment and you lose everything.”

Few of us live in fear of deportation.  But stories like Slobodova’s are a reminder of how fragile the lives and families we build can be.  We say goodbye in the morning to those we love and expected to see them again in the evening.  But there are no guarantees.  Accidents happen.  People get sick.  Spouses drift apart.  Children grow up and leave.
“When you make a plan,” Slobodova said Sunday.  “You make God laugh.”  My advice?  Take an extra long walk with your kid.  Kiss your spouse on the lips next time you say goodbye.  Hold hands while you watch TV.  Say “I love you” – say the whole thing.  Risk being late for work for one more peek-a-boo.  Stop and think about the joy that radiates from your family.  And then keep a good thought for Yana Slobodova’s.     
