
  
  This book shows a side of Russia's war against Ukraine that we have not been told. The war has been politicized, it’s been moralized, but until now, it’s not been personalized. 
~ Leonard Lee, author of Leading from the Middle

This isn’t just a story you’ll read—it’s one you’ll carry with you. It’s honest. It’s raw. And it gives language to the questions and struggles that often sit unspoken in the heart.  
~ Jeremy Camp, Grammy-nominated singer and songwriter, author of the memoir that inspired the motion picture I Still Believe

Finding Home Again is a rare gem. This memoir reads like a novel yet carries the spiritual weight of a testimony. Sharon T. Markey’s story is not only a chronicle of war and displacement, but also a profound testament to the resilience of faith when the world collapses. 
As the war began, Sharon evacuated from Ukraine to Hungary with her six sons—alone—demonstrating extraordinary courage and maternal strength. Her honesty, bravery, and unwavering trust in God moved me profoundly. This powerful account will stir your heart, strengthen your faith, and remind you that home is not just a place: it's a promise. 
~ Dr. Russell Chun, creator of Interlinkt.org, a mobile resource for refugee resettlement

Gripping and important story of one family's escape from war, their faith in God and each other. A powerful true story. I loved it.
~ Joe Bunting, Wall Street Journal bestselling ghostwriter

As a therapist, supervisor, and educator, I read Finding Home Again through the lens of trauma, and what Sharon T. Markey offers in these pages is one of the most honest, accessible, and powerful lived experiences of trauma I’ve encountered in narrative form. Without clinical jargon, she brings us into the raw reality of displacement, loss of safety, and the weight of caregiving in crisis. What’s remarkable is that she doesn’t tie it up in a bow. Instead, she walks the reader through the ambiguity, the helplessness, the physical and emotional dysregulation . . . and the quiet, persistent presence of God in the middle of it all. It’s beautiful!
This is a deeply human book. It’s an invaluable read not only for those who have experienced trauma but also for those of us who walk with the traumatized. It reminds us that trauma isn’t always visible, and healing isn’t always linear, but faith, connection, and telling the truth about our experience are essential pieces of the journey. 
I recommend this book to anyone working in the fields of trauma, missions, or mental health. Sharon’s story isn’t just one of survival, it’s one of soul-deep strength!
~ Dr. Casey Hall, assistant professor of counseling at Colorado Christian University

This memoir is a poignant account of a family uprooted by war, forced to adapt to constant upheavals and uncertainty. Anyone who has ever yearned for home will be touched by the way this family discovered blessing in the midst of their trials and found a new home in an unexpected place. It is a timely story for our day, bringing the plight of refugees into sharp focus while extending hope for a better future.
~ Evelyn Puerto, award-winning author of Through the Rapids
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To George,
my kindred spirit,
life partner,
and biggest cheerleader.



    
  This book exists because you believed in me
and pushed me to pursue my dreams.
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  Foreword


If you’re holding this book, you’re holding something special.  Finding Home Again isn’t just a story you’ll read—it’s one you’ll carry with you. It’s honest. It’s raw. And it gives language to the questions and struggles that often sit unspoken in the heart.
My wife, Adrienne, and I have spent years working with refugee families in our city—listening to their stories, helping them settle in, and mourning their losses alongside them. We’ve also witnessed the Markey family live through seasons of heartbreak, beauty, displacement, and deep faith. Their journey mirrors much of what we’ve experienced in our own lives: grief that swallows you, questions that seemingly have no resolution, and the kind of faith that clings to God when nothing else makes sense.
This book tells the story of a family leaving everything behind because of war. But as you’ll see, this isn’t just about refugees or relocating. It’s about what we all yearn for: a place to belong—a sense of home. And most importantly, the comfort of knowing God is still holding on, even when everything else changes. 
Finding Home Again will stir something in you. If you’ve ever felt lost, uncertain, homesick, or overwhelmed, this book will remind you that you’re not alone. You’ll be inspired to open your arms a little wider to the people around you.

Jeremy Camp
Nashville, Tennessee, USA
August 2025
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Choosing a Home


“Where are you from?” For most of my life, I’ve struggled to answer this simple question. I was born in Hawaii to a Japanese mother and a Caucasian father, but I grew up in Southern California. For nine months of the year, I attended a predominantly white school. The other three months I spent in Hawaii with my mostly Asian family. I saw myself as an alien in California, but when I returned home to my island birthplace, the locals saw me as a visitor from the Mainland. 
Few understood me, and I struggled to relate to my peers. But when I met my future husband, something clicked. 
George grew up in the USA in the state of Indiana, but moved to Ukraine at the age of sixteen with his missionary parents. When we met at a church conference in California, he had been living abroad for nine years. No longer fully American but not quite Ukrainian, he got me, and I recognized something in him I’d never encountered. He was a kindred spirit who, like me, existed on a plane somewhere between two worlds.
When we married, I was excited to join his life in Ukraine. I had finally chosen a home. After the wedding, I moved to Kyiv—and immediately nosedived into four and a half years of depression. 
Everything was unfamiliar. I couldn’t understand anyone and could barely make myself understood. Tasks like seeing a doctor or shopping for a winter coat were overwhelming. I was terrified to leave our apartment alone, but I was determined to make it work. Ukraine was my home now, and I was going to push through until it felt that way.
Eventually, I made friends, learned the language, and became comfortable. We had children—six sons—and began raising them. Ukraine was home, and life overflowed with joy and wonder.
Then, on February 24, 2022, everything changed.
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What Would You Do?


December 2021 
Tbilisi, Republic of Georgia 

Despite the Russian troops massing on the border of Ukraine, my husband George and I left our six sons at home in Kyiv to enjoy a get-away. Friends had agreed to take care of our kids for a few days as a birthday favor for George, and we were celebrating in Tbilisi, where Renée, his twin sister, lived with her family. The twins hadn’t been together on their birthday in years. My husband’s widowed mother also lived in Tbilisi. We were all Christian missionaries. 
George and I relished the time away in a romantic new destination. We strolled arm-in-arm along sun-drenched cobblestone streets, laughing as we tried to decipher the letters of the curious Georgian script, a collection of curlicues lined up in neat rows. We dined out and bought fresh-squeezed pomegranate juice from a street vendor. It was a living red, like liquid rubies, and tasted like luxury and health and exotic, far-away places.
But the best part of the trip was simply spending time with George’s family. His mother, Pam, had been like a mother to me ever since I married her eldest son and left my family in California to join his life two continents and an ocean away in Ukraine. I treasured every moment with her, and they didn’t happen often enough, as far as I was concerned. Over the years, Renée and I also developed a bond, and I felt as close to her as to my own sister.
On our final day, we all gathered for dinner at the home of Renée and her husband, Jed. We ordered takeout, and Pam insisted I get extra food—her treat. She was always worried I was too skinny or wasn’t getting enough iron, and she’d made it her mission to ensure I was well fed during the entirety of our stay in Tbilisi. I enjoyed her mothering. 
After the meal, we hung out late into the evening playing board games under the direction of Josh, Jed and Renée’s sixteen-year-old son. Once the games were put away and we were on the verge of leaving, our fourteen-year-old niece treated us to an unplanned cello performance. Her fingers danced gracefully across the strings as she coaxed beautiful music from the instrument. As we stood listening, I leaned against George and slipped my arm around his waist. He kissed the top of my head. 
People often tell us we’re an adorable couple. I love how fit and trim George is and how he makes me feel so petite. At six-foot-two, he’s almost a whole head taller than I. With his gentle blue eyes, wavy dark hair, and rugged beard and mustache, he’s always the most handsome man in the room. 
I also have wavy dark hair, but it hangs past my waist, and my eyes are brown and ever-so-slightly Asian. They don’t go with my strong German nose, and I can often tell that new acquaintances are trying to figure out my ethnicity. I always chuckle inside when they finally work up the courage to ask. I smile and explain I’m half Japanese. George likes my enigmatic face and frequently tells me how beautiful I am. After over two decades of marriage, spending time together is still our favorite activity. 
Our niece ended her recital with a flourish, and we all applauded. My thoughts wandered to our upcoming morning flight and all the items waiting on my to-do list at home. George, Pam, and I prepared to leave, but then Jed asked a question that would shred my to-do list and replace it with tasks I had never imagined.
“So, what do you guys plan to do if Russia invades?”
George and I had a well-established life in Kyiv, the capital of Ukraine, where we lived with our sons, two pet rats, and a German shepherd mix, named Jack, that we had adopted as a stray puppy five years earlier. Ukraine was home. I’d lived there nineteen years, George, twenty-nine. Our kids, ages three through fourteen, had never lived anywhere else. 
By that point, we had seen two revolutions, the Russian invasion and takeover of Ukraine’s Crimea in 2014, and eight years of fighting in the eastern part of the country. Initially, this unofficial war with Russian-backed separatists was terrifying, but as the years dragged on and the violence remained confined to the east, eventually what was once unthinkable became simply another fact of life.
Since October, I had heard scattered rumors of Russian troops gathering on Ukraine’s eastern border, but I hadn’t given them much thought. Even if Russia officially stepped in to take over the two regions where separatists were fighting Ukrainian forces, I didn’t foresee any tangible effect on us. For eight years, the conflict had left us unmolested, and I assumed it always would. Kyiv and Western Ukraine were untouchable. Nobody there wanted Russian rule.
Jed’s question caught me completely off-guard. Jed was a veteran missionary and all-around savvy, knowledgeable person. I swallowed hard and took a deep breath, trying to slow my heart and calm the rising anxiety attack I could feel constricting my chest. If Jed was asking this question, it could only mean there was a real risk to our family and our way of life.
“What would you do?” I asked, feeling cornered.
“Well, you’d need to have your documents, cash, and valuables packed and ready to go. And you’d need to have an evacuation plan.”
“Right.” I nodded, keeping my face calm, trying not to show my inner turmoil. Jed sounded serious. George and I hadn’t even talked about the threat of a Russian invasion. Maybe that needed to change.
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Go or Stay?


December 8, 2021 
Kyiv, Ukraine 

The next morning, George and I rose before dawn and caught our flight back to Ukraine. The main airport that services Kyiv is located outside the capital in the town of Boryspil. The USSR was responsible for this awkward arrangement. Placing the airport so far from Kyiv made it easy to control the access regular citizens had to foreigners. And vice versa. 
As George and I rode home in a taxi, I contemplated the irony: even after thirty years of Ukrainian independence, Russia was still trying to limit Ukraine’s access to non-Russian influences. In 2014, pro-European protests in Kyiv ousted Ukraine’s then pro-Russian president. The Kremlin responded by invading Ukraine’s Crimea and backing separatist fighters in eastern Ukraine. Eight years later, Crimea was still occupied, and Russia was poised to invade eastern Ukraine in response to Kyiv seeking closer ties with the West.
Our route home took us across the Dnipro River, a broad waterway that cuts Kyiv in half. High hills overlook the western side, forming the backbone of the city. Many of Kyiv’s most famous landmarks line the ridge. Two were easily visible from the bridge. The Motherland Monument, a gargantuan steel woman with a stern face and masculine arms, towered over the river, holding a shield and sword aloft. Erected by the Soviets, she stands taller than the Statue of Liberty. I’d always found her particularly ugly. Farther up the river we could see the graceful domed buildings of the Kyiv-Pechersk Lavra, an Orthodox monastery complex and UNESCO World Heritage Site. 
Our driver turned right off the bridge, following the bank of the Dnipro, between the hills and the river. We were almost home. Rising above the trees along the top of the ridge, the silver crown of a huge metal arch came into view. It had been built by the Soviets to commemorate the 1654 reunification of Ukraine with Russia. After Ukraine’s independence in 1991, it had been renamed the People’s Friendship Arch, supposedly to celebrate the friendship between Ukraine and Russia. That seemed ludicrous now. I often wondered why they didn’t just tear the thing down.1
Our driver turned left, away from the river, entering the district of Podil, where we lived—an old neighborhood where every building had either historic or architectural significance. In stark contrast to other parts of the city, where many of the structures were dismal Communist-era apartment complexes, Podil had a quaint, European feel. 
The older buildings were brick, many with plaster facades and elaborate ornamentation framing the windows and running below the rooflines. Some of these buildings had been recently restored and painted bright colors. The ground floors often housed shops, cafes, and restaurants, with walk-up apartments on the upper stories. 
Living in Podil was one of my favorite things about our life. But if asked to choose the best aspect, I would have said the many friends within walking distance, who were regularly in and out of our home. Our apartment also played a major role in our happiness. Six months earlier, we had relocated to a three-story mansion dating back to the 1890s. It had fallen into disrepair, and a developer acquired it in the 1990s. He reconstructed it and divided it into two units, each with three stories and a basement. 
Our unit had four bedrooms—five if you counted the one we created in the basement—and several other rooms, including a large one on the first floor filled with beanbag chairs we used for movie nights and Sunday services for our fledgling church.
Our driver stopped beside an arch between two buildings. We thanked him, retrieved our bags, and walked through into a small courtyard. Our three-story building formed one side. It was covered in grapevines that looked lovely in the spring, summer, and early fall. The vines had no leaves in December, but they still bore the shriveled remnants of the last summer’s fruit. The grapes were already ripe when we moved, but with the hecticness of unpacking and settling in, I never harvested them. 
We crossed the courtyard to our building entrance. Our dog, Jack, was the first member of the family to notice our arrival. He came running to meet us, his tail wagging wildly, his feet unable to stay still as he pranced around us in excitement. Soon all six kids joined us, as well as our apartment mate, Olya, a strikingly beautiful and talented Ukrainian woman, a graduate of the prestigious Kyiv Conservatory of Music. We all exchanged warm hugs and excited greetings. 
Olya had been renting half of the duplex where we had lived previously and had moved with us into the mansion. She was a dear friend and a member of the team of people helping us start our church. After living with us throughout most of COVID, she practically felt like family. She was poised to release her first album of original songs in February 2022, and we were excited to see her launch her music career.

    
  As soon as we unpacked from our trip, I created evacuation bags. I filled two rolling carry-on suitcases with our important documents, valuables, and items that had sentimental value. Along with the expected things like cash and jewelry and photographs, I included our extensive collection of essential oils. If we had them, I knew I could treat everything from bug bites and insect stings to fever, fungal infections, and food poisoning. I also slipped in a professional hair dryer that a group of friends had recently given me for my birthday. Though it felt frivolous, I knew we couldn't afford to replace it, and if we did evacuate, I would regret leaving it behind. 
When I was done, I stacked the two suitcases next to my desk, ready to go at a moment’s notice. George seemed amused, but after almost two decades of marriage, he was accustomed to my extreme fixation on safety. 
Suspecting he didn’t take the threat of invasion seriously, I was pleased when he thoughtfully discussed our family evacuation plan with me. He’d already figured it out. It was simple: pull our five-seat sedan out of the car-sharing fleet where it was generating passive income, pack our six kids and three pets inside, and head west. Olya could squeeze in too, if she wanted.
I was reassured that he had a plan. In retrospect, it was surprisingly short-sighted, especially for such an intelligent man. George has two master’s degrees—one of them in applied mathematics—and a knack for generating ideas. Some of them are great. Time would prove this one wasn’t.

    
  We celebrated Christmas and the New Year while the buildup of Russian troops continued. They were now positioned on three sides of Ukraine. Those in Belarus were especially alarming. Unlike the soldiers on Ukraine’s eastern and southern borders, those directly north of us in Belarus could quickly reach Kyiv. But surely they were only there to intimidate. Putin wouldn’t dare attack Kyiv, would he? 
As we progressed into January 2022, concern over what Russia was planning continued to mount. We began to receive emails from the US Embassy advising us to leave Ukraine, and my family in the United States started to contact me frequently. They refrained from telling us what to do, but it was obvious they were terribly worried and wanted us out of the country. 
Their fear was contagious. 
One morning, craving relief from the suspense, I asked God for guidance. With trembling fingers, I opened the Bible app on my phone to the daily reading. I was stunned when I saw these verses from Psalm 27:
The Lord is my light and my salvation—
So why should I be afraid?
The Lord is my fortress, protecting me from danger,
So why should I tremble?
When evil people come to devour me,
When my enemies and foes attack me,
They will stumble and fall.
Though a mighty army surrounds me,
My heart will not be afraid.
Even if I am attacked,
I will remain confident.2
I reread the words again and again, my breath coming fast in excitement. These verses were talking about our specific situation. Although they’d been penned thousands of years ago, they were fresh and alive. It was no coincidence that I was scheduled to read them on the exact day I sought guidance from God. This was his answer. I interpreted them to mean that, no matter what happened, we were to stay where we were and trust God to protect us. 
Profound calm filled me, instantly neutralizing my anxiety and questions. The all-powerful Creator of the universe had told me he would protect us. The situation hadn’t changed, but everything felt different, as if I had stepped into a parallel reality. I recognized this as the supernatural peace Jesus had promised to his followers. 
However, as the days passed, I struggled to remain in this new reality. I desperately wanted to trust God, remain calm, and live one day at a time, but it was hard. Sometimes I experienced again the bliss of feeling God’s perfect care enveloping me, but it was a daily—sometimes an hourly—struggle. And each time I received a new text message from one of my worried relatives, my fragile sense of peace would shatter into a million razor-sharp fragments.
George didn’t share my anxiety. He has always been a wonderful balance to my hyperactive sense of danger.
“It’ll be alright. Nothing’s going to happen,” he’d often say. 
Over the years, I learned to lean into his reassurances. They kept me grounded. But though I longed to be persuaded by his calm confidence, this time I wondered if he was falling victim to wishful thinking. 
Despite George’s conviction that nothing would happen, we talked about theoretical resettlement options. Western Ukraine and Tbilisi were at the top of our list, but we had no desire to leave Kyiv. Our whole life was there—our work, our kids’ schools, most of our friends. How much do you disrupt your family over fear of a what-if? Without knowing the cost of staying, the cost of leaving felt too high. 
Plus, I believed God had told us to stay. 
Even though I didn’t think Russia would actually launch a full-scale invasion, as the weeks passed, I experienced mounting suspense. The greatest challenge was not fear of the what-ifs, but uncertainty about the here-and-now. What were we supposed to do? Doubts formed in my mind about what that psalm meant. Did God really want us to stay? Were we being obedient to him? Or were we just being irresponsible parents by not evacuating our children? 
I told George if I knew none of us would die as a result of our decision to stay, I would be at peace, no matter what happened. But without that foreknowledge, I was tormented. Should we go or should we stay? How long did we have to decide? 
It became hard to breathe, as if the weight of indecision was crushing my chest. During the day, I longed for the oblivion of sleep, but when I went to bed, I lay awake in the darkness, my mind and heart racing.


1.
      On May 14, 2022, the Kyiv City Council renamed the People’s Friendship Arch the Arch of Freedom of the Ukrainian People. Some have called for its complete dismantling, but as of this writing, it still stands.
    
2.
      Bible quotation taken from the New Living Translation
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Just In Case


January–February 2022 
Kyiv, Ukraine 

Despite the uncertainty, life continued normally. One morning in late January, I looked out our kitchen window and noticed a strange man in our private courtyard. At first, I thought he was lost. It wasn’t uncommon for people to wander into our courtyard and leave when they realized there was no outlet. But unlike them, he wasn’t consulting a smartphone. He was just standing there, chewing. It was an odd place for a snack. 
Then I noticed his shoes. Though the weather was below freezing, he wore open-toed rubber house slippers without socks. His pants were too short, and the sight of his ankle skin exposed to the frigid air made me cringe. 
He approached our building and ripped one of our beautiful grapevines loose. What in the world did he think he was doing? He yanked off a cluster of old grapes—they looked more like raisins—and crammed a fistful in his mouth. Shock replaced my anger as I realized how hungry he had to be to resort to eating them.
What could I give him? I assumed he was homeless, so I couldn’t offer him packages of uncooked rice or buckwheat, but it was still early in the day, and I hadn’t prepared any meals yet. All I had were two loaves of freshly baked bread. I grabbed a knife and cut one in half. It was still warm, and the aroma of cinnamon tickled my nostrils as I sliced through it, revealing a hearty loaf studded with raisins. It was a special gluten-free recipe, developed to help George manage his celiac disease. It was high in protein and iron and loaded with flavor. It would make a wonderful breakfast for the man outside. I put it in a bag and added four apples.
I glanced out the window and was dismayed to see that the man was already gone. He couldn’t have gotten far. I could catch him if I hurried. 
I was still wearing my pajamas, but I realized I didn’t have time to get dressed. I quickly pulled on my knee-high winter boots and threw on my knee-length down coat. Satisfied no one would be able to tell I was wearing pajamas, I grabbed the bag of food and dashed out the door. I raced through the arch and out onto the sidewalk. I stopped, surprised not to see the man anywhere. Which way had he gone? I stared up and down the street and finally spotted him half a block away, walking quickly. I ran as fast as I could in my tall boots, past old brick buildings covered in aging plaster that had fallen off in places to reveal the brickwork beneath. I finally caught up with the man a short distance before the first intersection.
“Excuse me,” I said in Ukrainian, panting a little from exertion, my breath making puffs of steam in the winter air.
He stopped and faced me.
I shoved the bag of food toward him. “This is for you.”
He accepted it, laid a hand on his chest, and said, “Thank you,” in Ukrainian. His eyes were expressive and vulnerable and conveyed the depth of his gratitude.
I had so much I wanted to communicate, but in the awkwardness of the moment, I couldn’t form a single coherent sentence. I just smiled, then turned and walked home. I watched for him in our courtyard and looked for him when I walked around our neighborhood, but I never saw him again.
There was no way I could foresee that soon I’d be the one without appropriate footwear, forced to accept the generosity of others.

    
  In early February, two of George’s brothers visited us. Jon and Aaron lived with their families in Western Ukraine in the city of Ternopil, a place we ourselves had once called home. Prompted by advice from my dad, George and I decided to send our three oldest sons back with George’s brothers. That way, if we needed to evacuate, it would be easier for everyone to fit into our car. Kyiv schools were shut due to COVID, so it was a perfect opportunity for the kids to get some coveted time with their cousins in Ternopil. Despite the short notice, I knew the boys would be excited about the trip. 
I headed down to the basement, where we had our family room, a playroom, and a small bedroom with a triple bunk bed. Two of the boys sat on the family room couch, improvising a duet on ukuleles. They spent hours this way. The entire basement was their domain, a space for uninhibited creativity and play.
“Hey, boys,” I said.
“Yeah, Mommy?” Kiyoshi stopped playing and looked up at me. Even though he was thirteen, he still called us “Mommy” and “Daddy.” All the kids did, perhaps because that was what I still called my own parents. 
Kiyoshi had looked so Asian as a baby that we used his Japanese middle name from birth. Even now, he still looked more Japanese than the rest of his brothers. While they all had light brown hair and eyes ranging from gray-blue to medium brown, Kiyoshi’s hair was nearly black, his eyes dark and serious. 
Sitting next to Kiyoshi, eleven-year-old Peter was a stark contrast in temperament and appearance. He continued to strum his ukulele, his curly, sandy-brown hair bouncing as he bobbed his head to his beat.
“Peter, are you listening?” I said.
“Yeah.” He kept playing.
“You boys are going to Ternopil with Uncle Jon and Uncle Aaron today.”
“What?” Kiyoshi’s eyebrows rose.
“No way! We’ll get to see Georgie!” Naming his favorite of his eight cousins in Ternopil, Peter finally stopped strumming and did a little, seated dance.
“They’re leaving soon, so you need to pack your backpacks right now. Take clothes and anything that’s really special to you. Make sure you take the ukuleles too.”
“Wait, is this because there might be a war?” Kiyoshi looked sharply up at me, his dark eyes intense.
“I don’t really think there will be, but just in case. The rest of us will come in a few weeks, and then we’ll all come back home by train.”
“Whoa! We get to be there that long?” Peter’s gray-blue eyes were wide, and his mouth was hanging open.
From the basement, I took the stairs to the third floor, where our eldest son, Samuel, had his bedroom. He was lying on his stomach on his bed, reading a novel. His two passions were reading and running, and if he wasn’t in his room with a book, he was likely out running laps around our block. My lanky fifteen-year-old was almost as tall as I was. His hair was shaved in a buzz cut, except for a narrow strip down the center of his head that he had been growing out for years. He kept it pulled back in a rattail that hung down the back of his neck. He didn’t look up when I entered.
“Samuel?”
“Yeah?” He glanced up at me with clear gray eyes.
“You and Kiyoshi and Peter are going to Ternopil.”
“Really? When?”
“As soon as you can be ready.”
“What about my birthday party? I still didn’t get to have my friends over.”
“We’ll have to wait until you get back. We couldn't do it right now anyway, because of COVID.”
“Yeah, I guess.”
“Pack some clothes and anything that’s really special to you, just in case something happens.”
“In case what happens?”
“Like if Russia invades.”
“No, that’s not gonna happen.”
While the three older boys got ready, I gathered the three younger boys, kneeling to get on their level. “Hey, guys. Samuel, Kiyoshi, and Peter are going to Ternopil with Uncle Jon and Uncle Aaron.”
“What? Why can’t we go?” Eight-year-old James had arresting hazel eyes, framed by luxurious lashes. They were glaring at me reproachfully.
“You little guys need to stay with me and Daddy, but we’re going to go too.”
“When?” asked five-year-old Andrew, his forehead furrowed and his eyebrows tilted up in the middle, communicating worry. I often joked it was his default facial expression, and that wasn’t much of an exaggeration. 
“In a few weeks. You’ll get to see your cousins.”
Three-year-old Isaac perked up. “Cousins?” His brown eyes were wide and dancing. 
“Yes, your cousins!” I wrapped my arms around him. He snuggled into my embrace, and I kissed his downy hair. 
“Come here,” I said to the other two. They moved in, and we shared a group hug.
Before long we were all exchanging hugs with their older brothers and Jon and Aaron. George and I followed them out to Jon’s van. Kiyoshi and Peter were taking our two pet rats, and Kiyoshi secured their cage with a seatbelt.
“Have a good time, boys!” I forced my lips into a smile and willed it not to wobble. 
Kiyoshi stood beside the van with slumped shoulders, displaying none of the excitement he normally had before a trip to see his cousins.
“Kiyoshi, are you okay?” I asked.
“Yeah.”
“Really?” I forced him to make eye contact and raised my eyebrows. 
“I’m fine.” He looked away.
Realizing I would not get him to talk, I gave him a tight hug instead, desperate to impart comfort and strength to my most serious son. Samuel and Peter were upbeat. They hugged me, then their dad, before jumping into the van.
“I love you, boys. Say hi to everyone!” I wanted to snatch them back, hold them close, and never let go.
“Have a great time!” George said as he slid the van door closed. The sound rumbled in my chest and bowed my shoulders. I locked my eyes on my boys as Jon pulled away from the curb.
George and I stood on the sidewalk holding hands, watching the van carrying half our children as it drove away. George headed back to our apartment before it was completely out of sight. My fingers entwined with his, I followed reluctantly, looking backwards over my shoulder as I walked.
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Wave Goodbye to Daddy


February 2022 
Kyiv & Ternopil, Ukraine 

George and I decided to pull our sedan out of the car-sharing fleet to keep parked by our apartment, gassed and ready. But the same night George planned to retrieve it, a renter totaled it. 
The timing was too precise to be coincidence. I had the bizarre impression of watching events unfold on a movie screen, our life a thriller where the hero constantly encountered ridiculous obstacles. The notion gave me unexpected comfort. If our misfortune was scripted, so was our ending, and I believed the writer would work things out for our good. Did God do this so I would trust him instead of relying on our carefully laid plans?
The US Embassy told all American citizens to leave Ukraine immediately by any means available. They sent us a schedule of chartered flights to the US and offered us tickets for purchase. Anyone who chose to remain in Ukraine was to understand the US Government would not evacuate them if Russia invaded.
One day I got a call on my cell phone from an unfamiliar US number. I was shocked when the voice on the line identified himself as a representative of the US State Department. He asked about our plans and emphasized that the US would take no responsibility for us if we ignored their recommendation to leave. I thanked him and hung up, shaken. It was one more complication in the script of our lives, and I worried our decision to remain in our home made us troublemakers in the eyes of the American government.
I went back and forth in my mind multiple times per day—should we go or should we stay? It was a near-constant mental refrain, a mantra that ensured I could never find tranquility. 
Though nothing was wrong with my body, I felt physically ill much of the time. I remembered the powerful feelings of courage and peace that filled me when I read Psalm 27, but that experience felt increasingly distant and unreal. I knew if God told me he would protect us, he would be true to his word—but what if I had misinterpreted what he was saying because I wanted to stay in Kyiv so badly? 
But it had seemed so vivid. I had been sure the Spirit of God spoke those words to my heart. However, when I reread them now, they were just pretty poetry, vaguely comforting, but not enough to carry me through. I longed for rock-solid faith in the face of danger, but I wanted God to give me a new sign each day to confirm we were supposed to stay. My resolve was disintegrating. 
I told myself nothing was going to happen, but I stocked our apartment with drinking water and non-perishable foods. I kept our home running, but if someone had shadowed me, they would have noticed I often sighed. A heavy exhalation would precede a period of paralysis, as I stood with unfocused eyes, breathing shallowly through my mouth, trapped in a vision of bombs falling on our home and my children being crushed beneath the rubble.
Noting my turmoil, George called a friend who was a chaplain to the Ukrainian armed forces for her take on the situation. After the beginning of the unofficial war in 2014, she began traveling to serve soldiers on the front lines in her capacity as a psychologist. She had moved from Kyiv and now lived in a town much closer to the fighting. She was in constant contact with army personnel. Did she agree with the general consensus among Kyivans that nothing too awful was going to happen, because Russia’s President Putin was too smart to launch a full-scale invasion?
She did not. 
“George, if I were in your place, I would get Sharon and the kids out of Kyiv. Listen to me! Get…them…out!”
We didn’t argue. It was a relief to have a definitive answer from someone we trusted. We bought four train tickets to Ternopil for the next day, Sunday, February 20. George decided to stay in Kyiv to continue our church planting work with our team. I packed several changes of clothes in the kids’ backpacks and told them to add anything they would be really sad never to see again. 
The next morning, we met with the small church that gathered each Sunday in our home. After the service, we said our goodbyes, unaware that some of us might never see each other again.1 A friend gave me a large cake as a parting gift. Managing three little kids, four backpacks, the two small suitcases I had packed in December, and my musical instruments was stressful enough—and now I had a cake. It felt overwhelming. I wanted to refuse the gift, but I smiled and thanked her.
As we were about to walk out the door, five-year-old Andrew approached me with his trademark worried expression.
“I want to take my electric guitar.”
“Oh. We don’t have room for it.” I couldn’t wrap my mind around transporting one more item, especially a bulky toy. We could always buy him another one. 
Andrew started to cry—huge, choking sobs. Surprised, I got down on one knee to look into his eyes. “What’s wrong?”
“What if the Russians bomb our house and break my guitar?” he wailed.
My breath caught, and my pulse quickened. This couldn’t be happening. How did he know? We had never spoken in his hearing about Kyiv being bombed. No child should ever have to worry about explosions destroying his home. 
I looked at the tormented face of my little five-year-old, his innocence shattered. Something broke inside me, and I clasped him in a desperate hug, fighting back tears. “Of course you can take your guitar, buddy.” 
He wore his backpack and used the guitar strap to hang the bright-red, plastic toy across the front of his body. He attracted amused looks at the train station, but he was so pleased. 
I too wore a backpack and had a musical instrument—my flute—slung across my front. I held three-year-old Isaac by the hand, and with my other hand, carried Isaac’s backpack and my violin. Andrew and James carried the cake between them, each holding one handle of its plastic shopping bag. George managed one of the wheeled carry-on suitcases. Eight-year-old James, always confident and independent, insisted on taking the other.
Our train was waiting on the tracks. Our goodbye was cheerful, as if we were just going away for a short time. The kids all hugged their dad, then George and I shared a warm embrace and a kiss. I hoisted our suitcases up the high steps into the old-fashioned train car. George had a congenital spinal condition that acted up anytime he carried more than fifteen pounds, so for years I had done all the heavy lifting. 
We’d reserved all four berths in a sleeping compartment. We put our things inside, then crossed to the window outside our compartment for a last look at George. I hoisted little Isaac up so he could see. George stood smiling and waving until the train lurched into motion and slowly pulled away. To my surprise, George began to jog down the platform, keeping pace with our window, still smiling and waving. 
“What? Look at Daddy!” James said.
As the train gained speed, George picked up his pace, a goofy expression on his face as he maintained eye contact. The kids were all giggling and waving. I waved and smiled too, but I was terrified he would trip and fall beneath the train car and be cut in half like the unfortunate Anna Karenina. I wanted to wave my arms and yell at him to stop. I held my breath, my eyes riveted to his progress.
Watch where you’re going! I urged him silently. 
Oh God, don’t let him trip! I prayed.
Gradually, the train got too fast for him to keep up, and he stopped running. I started to breathe again. We all pressed our faces to the glass and watched him standing and waving until we couldn’t see him anymore. 
We returned to our compartment, and the kids made themselves comfortable on the two bottom berths. I passed out special snacks, then sat down and leaned back, exhaling and letting my shoulders relax. It was done. The decision was made. We were on our way to a safer place. 
As Kyiv receded into the distance, the suspense and indecision of the past two months dissipated. The corners of my lips lifted in the barest of smiles. Despite the upheaval, I believed we would look back on this trip as nothing more than unexpected time with our relatives in Ternopil.

    
  The ride took seven hours. When we arrived in Ternopil that night, fellow passengers helped me lift the kids and our stuff off the train. Jon and Aaron found us on the crowded platform. They had Samuel, Kiyoshi, and Peter with them. We all hugged, and the big boys took our bags. 
Jon had brought his nine-seat van to the train station, and he drove us to the headquarters of a Christian organization in town. They had prepared two guest rooms for the seven of us. The three youngest kids and I had a beautiful, spacious room on the fourth floor, and the three older boys had a smaller room with two sets of bunk beds on the third floor. The boys were excited to be reunited. They talked and explored while I unpacked. It was late when I finally put everyone to bed. 
The next day, I stocked up on grocery staples to use while we called this place home. When I was done, our food supplies filled a huge plastic tub on a shelf in the pantry area of the industrial kitchen. I smiled with satisfaction and a sense of accomplishment as I surveyed the results of my labor. I stretched and kneaded the muscles of my lower back with my knuckles.
I put my friend’s cake in the fridge, and I served it to the kids and their cousins the first time we all got together. Those were happy days, because the cousins loved each other’s company. We spent as much time together as we could. 
We settled into a comfortable rhythm, learning which rooms in the extensive building were good for playing and when we needed to be quiet, to not disrupt classes or meetings. I was constantly busy either with meal preparation, or laundry, or overseeing the older boys' schoolwork, or monitoring little kids to make sure they didn’t disturb anyone. I did not have a spare moment, but I was content. It was enough to be free of the suffocating suspense and tension that had blanketed my days for so long.

    
  Two days after we arrived, on Tuesday, February 22, a relative in the US called me. There was concern in his voice. 
“The media here is saying that in situations like this, Russia’s usual next step is to destabilize things by sending in trained assassins to take out influential people. One of the categories of people is foreign religious workers.” He stopped to let that sink in.
My mouth went dry. Both of us were well aware that George was more than just a missionary pastor. He was the Ukrainian overseer for Calvary Chapel, an international association of evangelical churches.
“Wow. Um, thanks for letting me know.” I felt dizzy and nauseated. 
“George needs to get out of Kyiv. He needs to be with his family.”
“Yeah. I’ll talk to him.”
After I got the kids to bed that night, I called George and related the conversation. What ensued was the only real fight of our entire marriage.
“You need to get out of Kyiv,” I said.
“I’ll be fine.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Nothing’s going to happen.”
“How can you say that? You have no idea what’s going to happen!”
“I don’t want to abandon our team.”
“Our children need their father alive!” 
“I’m more likely to be struck by lightning than end up on a Russian hit list!” he responded with uncharacteristic heat.
It was impossible to find a compromise, and we hung up. I was furious with him, dumbfounded by his stubbornness and shortsightedness—and terrified by what they might cost us. 
The next morning he apologized and assured me that the boys and I were his top priority. Our team all insisted he rejoin us. He arranged to catch a ride on Monday with a friend and her son, who were planning to travel west by car. It was Wednesday, February 23. He wasn’t jumping on the next train as I wanted, but I didn’t push. We had made our peace, and I was satisfied knowing he would come as soon as the weekend was over . . . if a Russian hitman didn’t find him first. 
I tried not to dwell on that possibility.

    
  I had been so busy since arriving in Ternopil, I hadn’t managed to shower, and I was determined not to let another day go by. Though it was late when I finally got the kids to bed, I stayed up for a few minutes of self-care. I took my time, scrubbing and relaxing in the stream of hot water, using a special exfoliating mitt from Morocco. When I was done, I rinsed it out carefully, dwelling on fond memories of the dear friend who had given it to me, whom I hadn’t seen for years. I hung it up to dry before heading back upstairs to my room. 
It was after midnight when I finally slipped between the sheets. I was exhausted and looked forward to sleeping a solid seven or eight hours. 
It was not to be.


1.
      At the time of this writing, all of these friends are still alive, but there are several whom I haven’t seen since the parting described here, and one has enlisted in the armed forces of Ukraine.
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Are You Okay?


February 24, 2022 
Ternopil, Ukraine 

I woke at 5:30 am on that Thursday morning with an urgent sense that I needed to pray. George came to mind, so I prayed for him. Then my thoughts turned to a friend who had recently moved to the city of Ivano-Frankivsk in Western Ukraine, and I prayed for him as well. 1
The sound of hurried footsteps somewhere inside the building broke the silence of the early morning. It sounded like several people. Building doors banged shut, car doors slammed, and a vehicle drove away. It seemed odd before sunrise, but I didn’t think much about it. 
I prayed more. After about ten minutes, I rose and quietly left the room, taking my phone with me. I took a seat on the carpet outside our room to read the Bible before the kids awoke. When I turned on my phone, the first thing I saw was a text from Jon.
Jon: Are you awake?
Me: Yes.
Jon: Are you okay?
Fighting a panicky feeling in my throat and chest, I frantically tapped and swiped my phone to figure out why Jon would think I might not be okay. 
Then I saw it—a message from George.
February 24, 2022, 5:03 am: We are okay. But there were a couple of explosions near Kyiv. We are gathering at our apartment. Getting ready to leave.
I crumpled over sideways. Soon I was face-down on the carpet, wordlessly pouring out my anguish, my shock, my utter consternation to God. It was a communion of spirits that bypassed language. My mind was at a loss for words. 
I hadn’t been in that posture long when an unfamiliar sound intruded. I had never heard an air-raid siren, but I immediately knew exactly what it was. 
Surely it was just a test of the system. There was no way the insignificant town of Ternopil way off in Western Ukraine was a target, was there?
I rushed downstairs to find someone who knew. Few people were around, but I found a lady on the third floor. She explained the commotion I had heard earlier. It was an American family leaving for the Polish border as soon as they learned that Russia had attacked. However, she didn’t know what the sirens meant. 
We couldn’t find any information online. The sirens stopped, and we discussed the various possibilities. A test of the system. A warning to be on the alert. A call to take immediate shelter. While we debated, the sirens started again.
This time I didn’t hesitate. The system was clearly working. A second round of sirens could only mean one thing: Ternopil was in danger. Whether the threat was imminent or merely possible, I wasn’t waiting to find out. I had six children in my care—I wasn’t taking any chances. 
I went into the older boys’ bedroom and woke them up. As soon as they all had their eyes open, I explained the situation. 
“Russia just attacked Ukraine. Do you hear that noise? That’s an air-raid siren. We need to go to the basement right away. Get ready while I get your brothers, okay?”
I paused for a moment to satisfy myself that they were getting up, then I ran back to my room, taking the stairs two at a time in my house slippers. 
The little boys were still sleeping. I quickly got them out of bed and grabbed everyone’s coats. Quietly, I told them we needed to go to the basement. Seeming to sense my urgency, they followed me without question. We went to collect the big boys, and I was astonished to find that Samuel, my fifteen-year-old, had gone back to bed.
I pulled the covers off him. 
“Samuel, get up!”
He snatched the comforter back, rolling away from me and pulling it over his head in one motion. 
“Samuel, right now! You have to get up!” I tried to yank the covers off again, but his hold was too strong. I saw his rattail trailing out from under the blanket, and for a split second I contemplated using it to drag him out of bed.
“Go away! Leave me alone!” he whined loudly.
In the desperation of the moment, I was tempted to do exactly what he said—I could just leave him alone and take the rest of the kids to safety. But that was absurd. I had to save everyone. This man-child was too big for me to physically force down the stairs, but somehow I finally got him up and moving.2
Shoes were only allowed on the ground floor, and all of ours were on racks at the bottom of the stairs. 
Quickly but calmly, I issued directions. “We don’t have time to put on shoes or coats. Just grab your shoes, and we’ll put them on in the basement.”
I instinctively counted heads and realized I was missing a child. “Where’s Samuel?” I asked, panicked. 
“He went back upstairs because he forgot his coat.” Thirteen-year-old Kiyoshi never missed anything. 
I deliberated for a split-second and decided I couldn’t waste more time dealing with my eldest son while risking the safety of the other five.
The basement entrance was outside. Right before we exited the building’s glass door, five-year-old Andrew balked.
“We have to go outside without shoes?” His face had its characteristic worried expression, his forehead furrowed and his eyebrows tilted up in the middle.  
“Look,” I said, pointing outside. “There’s no snow, and it’s dry. C’mon, we have to hurry.” 
“Okay . . .” He still looked anxious but allowed me to lead him outside.
The air-raid siren had stopped, and it was eerily quiet. The calm only intensified my sense of urgency.
“Brrr, it’s cold,” eight-year-old James said as we trooped down a short pathway in our socks and pajamas, shoes and coats filling our arms.  
We descended a short flight of stairs into a covered well beside the building. There was a door with an electronic keypad. We’d never used it, but someone had told us the code when we arrived. Everyone was shivering while I figured out how to open it.
It was a nice basement, with couches, a foosball table, and even a restroom. It was unheated, however, so we were glad to have our coats. Once everyone was inside, I ran back into the building and sprinted upstairs to find Samuel. I met him coming back down with his coat. Finally, I got everyone safe in the basement.

    
  “Mommy, I’m hungry.” Andrew looked worried again. 
“Okay, I’ll go get breakfast. You kids stay here.” I wanted to be confident the threat had actually passed before we all left our shelter.
“Is it safe to go out now?” Kiyoshi asked dubiously, examining my face with his dark eyes.
I wasn’t surprised that my most safety-conscious son had already grasped the seriousness of the situation. “I think so. The sirens have been quiet for a while. I’ll be really fast, and if I think it’s not safe, I’ll come back right away.” 
I felt dangerously exposed as I hurried aboveground to the kitchen. The building seemed deserted. I quickly grabbed rolled oats, honey, dried cranberries, bowls, and spoons. I breathed a sigh of relief once I was back with my kids again.
There was an electric tea kettle in the basement, and I made six bowls of oatmeal by pouring boiling water
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