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Heart-wrenching and uplifting family saga. This series is a compelling, inspiring story of an immigrant family's trials and tribulations. It is so well told and moving, and the detailed landscape made me feel right in the story. A great book club read.

—Martha Conway, author of The Underground River



Lilacs in the Dust Bowl is a triumph of family story-telling. Stevan's remarkable achievement is to have brought to vivid and believable life a family saga of immigration to western Canada that, in the annals of Ukrainian-Canadian stories, covers exciting new ground.

 —Myrna Kostash, author of All of Baba’s Children



Diana Stevan has written a powerful and compelling portrait of a Ukrainian farming family. A tale of family, faith, endurance, and determination, Lilacs in the Dust Bowl is an inspiring testament to the strength and resilience of the human spirit.

—Manuel Matas, author of Borders of Normal



What makes this novel compelling is the factual telling of what life was like during the Depression for a family with little resources but big on hope. Told in clear, crisp prose, it's a novel which when you start, you might want to hide your to-do list.

—Allan Hudson, author of Vigilantes



A well written and timeless saga. Stevan has woven together, in a seamless fashion, historical events, geography and strong character portrayals based on extensive background research but most importantly, on the close and loving relationship she had with her ancestors who are the root of this story.

—R G Johns



The plight of the Canadian immigrant farmers, who endured harsh winters, poor soil conditions, swarms of grasshoppers, and scorching summers are described so closely as if the author was one of the family members herself

—Uliana Hlynchak, TV producer



Lilacs in the Dust Bowl is a captivating story and account of personal and Canadian history. What makes this book and the previous one particularly poignant is that the stories are based on author Diana Stevan's grandmother.

—Patricia Sandberg, author of Sun Dogs and Yellowcake
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At the Lutsk station, they watched their train roll in. Clouds of steam rose from its engine to meet the sky. When the whistle blew and the conductor yelled, “All aboard,” Lukia’s stomach sank.

Petro placed a hand on her shoulder. “Sister, you’ll be fine. Remember, if the others could emigrate, they would, too.”

“I don’t know. I hope you’re right. Give my best to Anna.”

“I will. We’ll try to come as soon as I can find someone reputable to manage our apartments.”

After their goods had been loaded on the train, Lukia kissed her brother firmly, picked up her wicker basket, and climbed on board with her family.

The train to Warsaw was crowded, but they found seats together. After some small talk with a Polish woman sitting in front of her, Lukia took the lunch out of her basket. She passed slices of kybassa and bread to her children, who made sandwiches for themselves on their laps. The familiar smell of garlic mingled with cigarette smoke from a passenger nearby.

Lukia felt like pinching herself. She couldn’t believe they were finally on their way. Though tired after packing most of the night, she couldn’t tear herself away from the window. She wanted to preserve images of her homeland: farmhouses with thatched roofs and mud-plaster walls painted white, cows grazing on green pastures, farmers toiling on their land and towering sunflowers swaying as if they, too, were bidding farewell. She kept looking until her eyelids could no longer stay open.

 

After four hours, they arrived in Warsaw. Lukia approached an official in the train station and asked for directions to a hotel for emigrants. They would stay there a couple of nights, then board a train for the seaport of Danzig.

Lugging her basket and bags, Lukia led the way down Chmielna Street and across a busy intersection with modern cars and streetcars on tracks. Behind her, Egnat and Michalko carried their heavy trunk with the saws between boards on top, tied together with a rope. Dunya and Havrylo hauled their mother’s sewing machine, and Elena held Genya with one arm and with the other, a burlap bag of clothing.

As she walked, Lukia admired the architecture and activity on the streets. Compared to Lutsk, Warsaw had more stately buildings, many constructed of brick and embellished with wrought-iron balconies. There were also more cars than horses and carts, including a few luxury vehicles. She supposed it was because Warsaw had been kept out of enemy hands. The Great War hadn’t ravaged the city, nor had its civilians suffered through a civil war like the people in Volhynia. How could anyone back home make progress when they were always busy defending themselves?

What surprised Lukia most was the fashionable clothing on the men and women she passed. The men wore trim wool suits with padded shoulders and fedoras; the women wore beautifully sewn outfits and stylish hats. She passed a stocky woman around her age wearing a mid-calf length dress, a bell-shaped straw hat with a ribbon around the crown, and sheer stockings made of silk or rayon. Lukia was tempted to run back and ask the woman if she’d bought her outfit or made it herself, but she didn’t, for fear of sounding foolish. She made mental notes on clothes she’d like to make once they got settled in Canada. One day, she’d have a fine hat to wear to church. A fine straw hat would be more flattering than the babushkas she wore.

 

At the hotel, Egnat told his mother he had heard on the train good vodka could be purchased at a local bar. Not knowing what they’d find on board their ship, Lukia gave him thirty-five zloty to buy a few bottles. It would be comforting to have their customary shot of liquor with their meals.

While her other children went off to explore and Elena settled on the middle bed to nurse Genya, Lukia dozed off on the bed by the wall. She slept soundly, and would’ve slept longer if not for the sound of Egnat’s footsteps jarring her awake.

Startled to see him standing by her bed, she abruptly sat up. “Egnat, what are you doing?”

He sputtered, “Two thieves robbed me. One bumped me, the other had a newspaper hiding a gun.”

“What?” cried Lukia. Her forehead crumpled with the news. “They took the money?”

“I would’ve fought if it wasn’t for the gun he pointed at me.”

Elena’s mouth dropped open. “You could’ve been killed.”

“Oy, oy, oy!” Lukia said, angry not only with the thieves but also with her son. He’d lost the money. She studied his face to see if he’d been drinking. It was redder than usual, and she smelled alcohol on his breath. “Don’t lie to me. I’m not some fool. This is what happens when you go drinking and you’re not careful.”

Bowing his head, Egnat avoided his mother’s eyes.

Groaning, Lukia shook her head. “This is our misfortune.” She silently vowed to think twice the next time Egnat asked her for any money—especially for vodka. Was it an omen, a sign they weren’t meant to go? Four other families from her village had wanted to emigrate but couldn’t. One family’s farm had been cursed so it wouldn’t sell; in the second, the head of the household was barely a teenager and couldn’t qualify; the third was run by an adult son whose mother refused to sell; and the fourth family was held back because the wife had glaucoma. Maybe Lukia and her family weren’t destined to go, either.
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By the time they reached the seaport, the family had been travelling for a week. They excitedly took turns gawking out the window as the train pulled into the Danzig station—an ornate red-brick structure with the tallest clock tower they’d ever seen.

After gathering their belongings, they struggled off the train with the other emigrants and traipsed down the street to an austere government building where they would have to stay until their ship arrived. A burly woman who ushered them in said that each passenger would be examined for any contagious condition; if they did not pass, they would not be allowed to board. Her gruff voice suggested that getting through the examination would be a feat in itself. Since there were hundreds of emigrants—Germans, Poles, Slovaks and other Ukrainians like themselves—the wait was long.

Lukia understood the necessity for medical scrutiny but disliked how they were made to line up like cattle for a lice check. The male doctor in a white lab coat examined each head with a magnifying glass under a bright light and reported the results to his female assistant, also in a white lab coat, who wrote the information down. Again, Lukia worried that an official would notice she had dyed her hair. She stood ramrod straight while the doctor studied her scalp. It took only minutes, but it seemed much longer. She breathed normally again when he said, “Next,” and waved her on.

After that, one by one, they entered a private room and stripped in front of the shipping line’s blind female doctor who—with the help of a nurse—assessed the health of each passenger. Although Lukia silently questioned how a blind physician could be in charge, she thought nothing more of it until Elena came out of the examining room with tears in her eyes.

“What’s the matter?” asked Lukia, bouncing her fussy granddaughter in her arms.

“The doctor said I have to return home.”

“What? Why? What’s the problem?”

“Mama, I …” As Elena struggled to talk, Lukia handed her Genya and barged ahead of the next person into the examining room.

“Why can’t my daughter-in-law go?” Lukia asked the startled doctor.

The doctor, a matronly woman with severe features, scowled. “Who’s speaking?”

“Panye Lukia Mazurets.” Lukia had identified herself as a married woman. “You examined my daughter-in-law and refused to sign her papers.”

“The woman with the hard lump in her breast?”

“Yes.”

“Panye,” the doctor said, “it could be cancer or something contagious. We can’t take a chance on others getting sick.”

“Oy, what are you saying? We can’t leave without my son and his family.”

The doctor’s face softened. “I’m sorry, but those are the rules.”

Lukia’s mind swirled with the news. She stammered, “Yes, I understand, but she just had a child. This is nothing. Maybe you didn’t see, she’s a young mother.”

“I don’t have to see to know she’s young,” the doctor said sharply.

“Of course, I didn’t mean …” Lukia said, adopting a calmer tone. “Then you must know this is normal. Her breast will soften with time. Please let me talk to the agent responsible for immigration.”

The doctor hesitated, then said, “It won’t do any good, but you can find his office on the second floor.”

Lukia grabbed the doctor’s hand and shook it. “Thank you.”

Without hesitation, Lukia and her family marched upstairs to the second floor. In the corridor outside the immigration agent’s office, half a dozen people were waiting for a hearing. A few of the emigrants made room for Lukia and Elena on the bench by the door, while Egnat and his brothers and sister stood with the others nearby. After what felt like an interminable wait—made more anxious with Genya’s crying—Lukia and Elena entered the agent’s office.

The middle-aged man sitting behind the desk didn’t look up. He finished arranging the papers in front of him in a neat stack, folded his hands and sat back. He regarded Lukia and Elena. “How can I help you?”

While Lukia explained the situation, the agent occasionally glanced at Elena, who was jiggling Genya to soothe her. When Lukia had finished, she said, “Please sir. One month and she should be fine to leave.”

“That’s impossible,” he said, leaning forward and squinting as if he needed glasses. “They must go to the end of the line. They must wait a year. As it is, once you get to Canada, you’ll have to sign an affidavit allowing them to join you the following year. For now, they’ll have to go back to their village. I’m sorry. There’s nothing I can do.”

Stunned, Lukia stood there with her legs trembling. She exchanged sorrowful looks with her daughter-in-law. How could she go on without them? She’d come to rely on Egnat for more than just his help on their farm. After Gregory had died when Egnat was only sixteen, he’d acted more like a father than an older brother to his siblings. And yet, she couldn’t go back to Kivertsi with her family because she’d sold everything. At least Egnat, Elena, and Genya could stay with her parents until Elena healed.

The agent cleared his throat. “Panye Mazurets, there are other people waiting.”

“Please sir,” she said again, her voice cracking. “Let my son and his family emigrate a month later. I beg you. I have no husband. My son is like a father to my children. I don’t know how we’d manage without him.”

He threw his hands up in the air. “Panye Mazurets, there’s nothing more I can do. Canada has its rules.”

“Then let me speak to the Canadian Consulate. Give me an interpreter.”

The agent stared at her for a few moments, then said with an exasperated sigh, “Come with me.” Along with her family, she followed him down the long corridor to another office, where they were told to wait outside the door. Before long, she was summoned inside.

In the largely empty room with cream-coloured walls, Lukia stood with Egnat and Elena in front of the Canadian consular official, a short, squat man in a wrinkled brown suit. Bent over his desk, his bald head shining under the harsh ceiling light, he studied their immigrant applications. Beside him sat the translator, a plump woman with greying hair pulled back in a bun. She kept glancing back to Genya in Elena’s arms. Michalko, Havrylo, and Dunya fidgeted as they stood behind their mother.

After a few minutes, the official raised his head and said in English, which the translator immediately repeated in Polish, “Panye Mazurets, your papers are in order. If your daughter-in-law heals as you expect her to, she and her family can follow you in a month’s time. As long as they have the money, you understand? Your son will need five hundred zloty to emigrate with his family.”

Lukia blinked. That was a lot of money, but if Egnat couldn’t come, what would she do? None of her other children could replace Egnat. Without him, they would not survive.

The consular official shook his head and said to Lukia, “Panye—”

“Wait, please,” Lukia said, interrupting. She mentally calculated what five hundred zloty would mean. It was half of what she had in her brassiere. Egnat stood beside her, his face drawn, his mouth curled downwards. She put a hand on his shoulder and turned back to the official. “No problem. He’ll have the money.”

Egnat’s eyes widened.

Upon hearing the translation, the official smiled. “That’s good.” He wrote something on her application and signed it before handing it back to her.

Lukia thanked him and put the paper in her purse. She said to Egnat, “See, our family won’t be broken.”

Egnat whispered to her as they were leaving, “But Mama, the money?”

“Never mind,” was all she said.

 

Soon after returning to the waiting area for ship passengers, Lukia said to Elena, “Come with me.” They went to the toilets, where Lukia removed the banknotes she’d stitched into her brassiere and handed half to her daughter-in-law. “After what happened in Warsaw, it’s better you should hold on to it.”

Elena didn’t question her mother-in-law and tucked the zloty into her brassiere. She said with a solemn face, “Don’t worry. I’ll keep them safe.”

When they came out of the toilets, Elena caught Egnat’s eye and patted her chest, indicating she had what they needed. Raising his eyebrows, Egnat said to his mother, “Why didn’t you give me the zloty?”

Lukia cocked her head and said in a matter-of-fact manner, “You know how you like your drinks.”

“I wasn’t drunk when I was robbed.”

“So you say. Drunk or not drunk, that money’s gone.” Seeing his glum face, she added, “I know you’re a hard worker. No one works as hard as you, but I want to be sure you’ll have the money to join me.”

Looking sheepish, Egnat didn’t reply.

“Oy,” Lukia said softly. “I don’t want to leave you.”

“Don’t worry, Mama. We won’t be far behind.”

For fear of breaking down, Lukia averted her eyes. She would pray she was right, that Elena’s lump had to do with the adjustments that came with breastfeeding after childbirth. But what if she was wrong?

Egnat jutted his chin. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking it won’t be long before we’re together again.” She nodded, trying to convince herself as well.

 

When it came time to board the Polish steamer headed for Rotterdam, Lukia could barely tear herself away from her eldest son and family. No one was dry-eyed as they hugged and kissed each other on the dock. Before turning to go up the gangway, Lukia looked at their faces longer than usual. She wanted to commit them to memory in case she never saw them again. She shuddered; her body was in a duel with itself. One half wanted to leave; the other half was desperate to stay. She forced herself to walk away on legs that didn’t want to move. Michalko, Havrylo and Dunya followed her like baby ducks. As she lumbered onto the deck, she tried to swallow the fear that had grown since she’d been told her eldest son wouldn’t be able to immigrate with her. Would Elena’s lump subside? And if it did, would the authorities really allow Egnat, Elena and Genya to leave for Canada in a month’s time? Could she trust the government? There were two to consider: the Polish and the Canadian one. Would the same agents be sitting there processing emigrants or would someone else take over, someone less willing to bend the rules?

She stood at the railing with Michalko, Havrylo and Dunya. On the pier below, a crowd of well-wishers was seeing loved ones off to sea. Egnat’s family appeared tiny from this distance, as if they were already on the path to disappearing from her life. When the ship’s bell rang, signalling their departure, Lukia bit her bottom lip to keep from sobbing aloud.

Nearby, a seaman shouted, “All ashore.” The visitors on board quickly said their goodbyes and scurried down the gangplank. Since they were dressed in the latest fashion and she hadn’t been allowed any guests on-board, Lukia presumed they were the friends or family of first-class passengers.

She choked back a sob as two seamen hauled the bridge back from the dock. There was no way to get off the ship now. Should she have returned to Kivertsi with Egnat? No, she couldn’t have. There was nothing to go back to. Back when they returned from the refugee camp, they’d at least had their land waiting for them. Now, even that was gone.

She leaned on the rail. The dark, churning water below was as much a mystery as the land she was going to. Perhaps she’d been too hasty to leave. Governments come and go. Maybe the Poles would relax their rules. Maybe they’d be able to buy more land. Maybe Ukraine would win back its sovereignty. So many maybes! Her stomach sank further as she considered what she’d done. Leaving without Egnat, Elena and Genya had to be the biggest mistake of all. Lukia’s eyes watered.

“Mama,” Dunya said, snuggling against her. “Don’t cry. We’ll see them soon.”

“Yes, daughter. We’ll see them soon.” She said the words, but she wasn’t convinced. Doubt and fear invaded her thoughts, pushing any hope aside. She put her arm around Dunya and squeezed.

As they left the harbour, she momentarily lost sight of Egnat’s family. The panic that ensued quickly abated when she spotted them again in the crowd on the dock. She waved frantically; they waved back just as frantically. Others on shore jumped and yelled at their loved ones: “Safe voyage!” “Don’t forget to write!” “We’ll miss you.”

With Egnat, Elena and Genya fading into the distance, all Lukia could think of was: What have I done?
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The small Polish steamer skirted the northern coast of Germany, past windswept cliffs and barren beaches. With little room to manoeuvre, Lukia felt the other immigrants’ anxiety as she stood side by side with them on the deck and stared at the stark, unpopulated land.

Her mind drifted to her home in Kivertsi and the livestock that used to greet her daily, like the chickens that squawked when she walked by. She could get more livestock in her new country, but she wouldn’t be able to replace the family she’d left behind. Memories flooded in—Gregory grabbing her breasts by surprise when she was at the stove cooking, laughing with her at their children’s antics, and in the evening, sitting with her outside on a clear night, the moon for company. Those days were gone. Like the dreams she couldn’t hold onto in the morning. She’d left him there, buried with their four sweet, lost children—Natinka, Fedor, Ivan and Hania—with no family to visit their graves. But maybe I’m wrong, she thought. Perhaps Gregory’s brother would stop by and say a prayer. Maybe he’d arrange for the annual blessing. Her mother would go, but she was not long for this earth. And once she passed, who would make sure the ones who’d gone before her weren’t forgotten?

“Oy, Gregory,” she said under her breath. “I’ve given up so much.”

Her mother had caught her talking to Gregory once, six years after he passed away. She said it was time to let him go. She told her mother that talking to him gave her comfort. Her mother replied, “God has to give you comfort now.”

Turning to the west, Lukia let the wind caress her face. She knew her mother was right, yet she continued to reach out to Gregory, as if he could hear her. She had to stop pining for what once was. She couldn’t afford to sink into despair. More than ever, she needed to be strong.

 

Lukia had never seen Dunya so excited. When they neared the Rotterdam port, her daughter jumped up from the bench and hurried the family along. She helped gather up their belongings on the deck before the ship had even docked. After four days of enduring the smell of unwashed bodies onboard—hers included—Lukia was looking forward to the next leg of their journey. Maybe there would be an opportunity to bathe on the ship. All she needed was a cloth, soap and some water.

After a few minutes of confusion on the dock which was sorted out in exchanges with a fellow passenger and a seaman, Lukia ushered her children to where the Nieuw Amsterdam, their ship to Canada, was anchored. Struck by the immensity of the vessel, she stood there gaping until a dock worker noticed her and said, in Polish, “She’s a big one. Biggest one Holland America has ever built. She carries over a thousand passengers and has two decks.” He smiled at Dunya jumping up and down. “That’s one passenger who can’t wait.” He pointed to the ship’s gangway, where a line of passengers was already forming. “You check in over there.”

Lukia and her children hauled their goods to join the others in line. When they reached the front of it, she showed the family’s immigration identification cards to the seaman standing beside a middle-aged woman who was acting as an interpreter. The woman examined the cards and said in Polish, “You’re in third class. Make sure you don’t lose these cards. You’ll need them when you arrive in Halifax.”

“How long will it take to get there?”

“Six or seven days, depending on the weather.”

Everything was so new. The crew’s efficiency made her reflect on all the years she’d spent on the farm while the rest of the world had moved ahead. And yet she couldn’t imagine a life that didn’t get its bearings from working the land. It was still early in the morning, but by this time back in Kivertsi, she’d have laundered the clothes in the creek and bread would be baking in the oven.

Lukia and her children stood by as their belongings were loaded into a crate, which was then hoisted and dropped into the hold of the ship. They took on board only what they needed—clothing, herbal remedies, and the icon Lukia’s mother had brought back from one of her pilgrimages to Pochaev, the Ukrainian Greek Orthodox monastery famous for miracles.

At the top of the bridge, an official directed them to the bottom deck where Ukrainians and other Slavic immigrants crowded the passageways, jabbering with one another. It was comforting to hear her own language, but for how long? They weren’t all going to the same place in Canada, a country bigger than the one they were leaving, with a language they didn’t understand.

Squeezing through the throng, Lukia and her children found their room. It was narrow and windowless, with two bunk beds, a metal sink and, beside it, a thin towel draped over a bar. A steward walked from door to door instructing the immigrants not to take the towels with them when they reached their destination, as the passengers before them had done. The towels were to remain with the ship. They were also told to keep themselves as clean as possible, washing at the sink regularly to avoid infecting one another with disease. The steward said there was a doctor on board, but because of the many passengers on the ship, they couldn’t rely on his help if someone got sick. It was therefore everyone’s responsibility to stay clean.

Lukia was thankful they were all together and not crowded into one of the dormitories on board that held up to thirty people. There were approximately six hundred third-class passengers. With one toilet and one tub assigned to each group of fifty immigrants, the waiting lines were long. Outside of the cabin passageway, there was a day room and a dining room for third-class passengers. The rest of the ship was off-limits; the staircases between decks were closed off to prevent one class from mixing with the other. But no one complained. Some had heard from a seaman that conditions had been far worse only a few years back. Back then, there were no third-class passengers, only first-class, second-class and steerage. Immigrants were herded into the belly of the ship where hundreds slept together, and bathing and toilet facilities were almost non-existent.

When Lukia had her turn in the bathroom, she discovered the toilet had a flushing mechanism, something she and her family hadn’t seen before. The novelty delighted her children. She, however, found it startling when she first pulled the handle and sea water ran through the bowl. She couldn’t get used to the loud whoosh and the speed with which everything in the bowl vanished. Toilet paper was another surprise.

Since the lines to use the facilities were long, she worried about how she might manage in case of sickness. But despite her apprehension, using this modern bathroom made her smile for the first time that day. This kind of travel was a luxury.

Back in their cabin, her children babbled with pleasure over what they’d found and were eager to explore more of their surroundings. They grumbled when Lukia insisted they get organized first.

After they’d stored their bags under their beds, Lukia led them in prayer, asking God to give them a safe journey and unite them with their brother Egnat and his family in Canada.

“Come on, we’re leaving,” someone shouted in the passageway outside their door.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” a small voice replied.

Within seconds of hearing the voices in the hallway, Dunya was out the door, followed by her two brothers. Lukia joined them on the deck in time to hear the ship’s whistle blow as they departed from Rotterdam. The North Sea, with its ripples of navy blue, stretched before them like a story without an end. The vastness of the open water further underlined the enormity of their decision to leave everything they knew. Lukia’s heart skipped a beat as they drifted farther and farther from the dock, the buildings and the land shrinking under her gaze.

 

That evening, in the third-class dining room, they were pleasantly surprised to find their meals served at long tables, set with quality crockery on white tablecloths. The wood benches allowed families to squeeze in together, and though there wasn’t much elbow room, the arrangement was otherwise lavish. Following dinner, an orchestra comprising an accordionist, a drummer, saxophonist and a violinist played waltzes and polkas for about an hour. The conductor even encouraged some passengers to play with the spare instruments on board.

But the warm memory of a merry evening cooled the next day when they learned too late that they had missed a safety drill on deck. One passenger, a Czech woman with dyed red hair and a faint moustache, told them not to feel bad about missing it, as attending the drill wouldn’t have helped. All the instructions had been given in English or Dutch. And besides, the deck had been so crowded and noisy, it was hard to see and hear the seaman demonstrating what needed to be done in an emergency.

Lukia wondered why the Czech woman had bothered to reassure her, as she didn’t find any of this recount reassuring in the least. None of her children could swim, and neither could she. And even if they could, one would have to be a very long-distance swimmer to get to shore if the ship capsized in the middle of the ocean. Land on either side of the ship was barely visible.

Feeling vulnerable at sea, Lukia found it hard to digest her supper. The gentle swaying of the ship didn’t help, and she grew queasy and retired early to her room.

During the night, the ship headed into a storm; fierce winds tossed the vessel, rocking it from side to side. Lukia and her children slept fairly well, but in the morning, she and Havrylo had difficulty standing without feeling seasick. The rest of the day brought no relief, and they didn’t feel well enough to get out of bed, even for supper. This was not the case for Dunya and Michalko. Lukia heard them laughing and kidding one another as they bounced down the passageway towards the dining room.

Lukia and Havrylo weren’t alone in their suffering. Quite a few passengers had succumbed to seasickness. Their retching sounds, along with the sour smell of vomit and the odour of unclean bodies, filled the air in the third-class quarters, which added to Lukia and Havrylo’s nausea and discomfort. They stayed in their room, moaning and taking turns throwing up in a bedpan near their beds and using the sink to clean up as needed.

Steady at sea, Dunya and Michalko ventured out every evening and returned late, their cheeks rosy, their eyes sparkling, and their talk full of stories of how much they had danced and how much they had eaten. They told their mother they’d had soup, nuts, meat, vegetables, fruit and desserts. One day, they even had pickled herring. But their talk of food turned Lukia’s stomach, and she tried not to heave while listening.

Michalko said, “It’s like being at a dance hall on water.”

Havrylo’s face scrunched up in sadness.

“You don’t even like dancing,” Michalko said to his brother. “You’re only missing the food.”

“Don’t tell me,” Havrylo said, on the verge of crying.

Lukia gave Michalko a stern look. “Stop teasing him.”

Dunya patted Havrylo’s arm. “I’ll see if I can bring you back something.”

When the sun came out the following day, a ship’s attendant asked them to leave their rooms and go up on deck so the crew could hose down the passageways and the rooms to get rid of the stench. Unsteady on their feet, Lukia and Havrylo climbed the stairs to the open deck where they immediately sat down with their backs to the water. The fresh air was exhilarating, but Lukia could not look at the sea without feeling woozy. A quick glance showed the ship tossing and rolling as it plowed through the turbulent waters. An empty metal pail had been left next to a lifeboat for anyone needing to vomit. She made a mental note of its position in case she needed it later on.

After supper the following evening, Dunya returned to the cabin with a couple of oranges and a banana for her mother and Havrylo. Her brother’s pudgy face lit up when he saw the fruit.

“Who gave that to you?” Lukia asked from her bed. “You didn’t steal them, did you?”

“Mama!” Dunya said, indignantly. “The cook gave them to me for helping him.”

“Helping him with what?”

Dunya beamed. “I was walking by the galley and peeked in. When he saw me, I asked him if I could help. He asked if I knew how to peel potatoes. I laughed and said, of course. He put me to work and afterwards gave me oranges and bananas.” She gave Havrylo an orange. “Have you ever seen anything so wonderful? You peel it.”

“Eat slowly,” Lukia said to Havrylo. “This may not agree with you. Your stomach is tender from all that throwing up.”

Lukia took small bites of a peeled orange and welcomed the sweet taste. When the juice dribbled on her chin, she said to her daughter, “Get me a towel.”

While Dunya dampened a washcloth at the sink, Michalko entered the cabin. “The captain said we’re heading into a squall and we should stay in our room.”

“Oy. Not another one!” Lukia crossed herself. “What hell is this? I’m not used to lying like a lazy cow. You children better get to bed, too. We don’t know what tomorrow will bring.”

“I want to see the waves,” Dunya said as the ship pitched.

“It’s not safe.”

“I’ll go with you,” Michalko said. Ignoring their mother’s warning, they dashed out of the cabin. Too weak to run after them, Lukia prayed.

Not long after, the noise of the storm intensified, along with the pitching of the ship which continued to sway back and forth. The bedpan slid out from under Lukia’s bed and across the floor; a glass fell off the shelf above the sink and broke into pieces. Lukia and Havrylo held on to the sides of their bunk to keep from falling out.

“Oy, oy, oy,” she moaned, while imagining Dunya and Michalko being thrown overboard into the Atlantic. If they drowned, the villagers back home would think she threw them over herself. After she and Egnat had skirted the law by lying, a few jealous villagers had nattered about Lukia, saying she planned to keep the money from the sale of her farm for herself by finding some way to kill her children during their voyage to Canada. How ridiculous! And yet, the villagers did more than gossip. Stating they wanted to preserve the children’s inheritance, they had organized a referendum, a vote on whether Lukia could sell her farm. When she heard about the upcoming vote, she told Egnat to bribe the young men in the village with vodka so they would vote in her favour. The enticement worked and she won. Though she’d miss the support given by some neighbours and family, she wouldn’t miss the pettiness of those who resented anyone trying to better themselves.

A sudden groan of the ship jarred her thoughts.

Where were Dunya and Michalko? What was taking them so long? “Pray with me that your sister and brother return soon,” she said to Havrylo.

They prayed, and with every howl of the wind, Lukia crossed herself. Her heart pounded heavily, and she feared she was in danger of having a heart attack. Just then, Dunya opened the door, with Michalko right behind her. They stumbled into the room with their clothes drenched, their hair wet and their faces glistening in the low light from the passageway. The wind’s lashing had reddened their cheeks and noses.

Trembling from the cold, Dunya said, “Mama, it was so scary!”

Michalko stuttered with excitement. “The waves were as angry as bears.”

“And as high as a house,” added Dunya.

“I’ll give you angry if you go out again. You want me to die of a heart attack? Is that what you want? What would you do with no mother?”

Chastened, Dunya and Michalko quieted immediately.

Foolish, foolish children, thought Lukia, as she watched them ready themselves for bed.

 

Upon returning from breakfast, Michalko reported what he’d heard in the dining room. “The captain announced the storms have blown us one hundred and fifty miles off course.”

“Don’t say,” Lukia said, groaning. Breathing in the smell of vomit on their deck, she feared coming down with something more serious than seasickness. How many more days could she endure?

And yet, it wasn’t all misery. On this occasion, she welcomed the distraction of her daughter’s incessant chatter about the folks she’d met, especially about the new friend she made while walking on the third-class promenade. “Mama, Stefka is twenty and engaged to a Canadian. She has such a beautiful white dress for her wedding. She showed it to me.”

Though pleased her daughter had a companion on board, Lukia fretted about Stefka’s influence. And for good reason, it turned out. Later that same day, while Lukia waited in line
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Over supper, Lukia learned that her brother already knew about her ordeal in Ethelbert. Gossip moved fast in close quarters. When Egnat overheard new arrivals at the Immigration Hall complaining about being misled, he shared what he knew with his uncle. She was relieved to have missed that conversation. Petro had had time to calm down, especially after a few drinks in his room.

After the meal, her daughter-in-law and sister-in-law took the little ones to bed, while the older children left to play cards at an empty table on the other side of the dining room. Egnat and Petro stayed at the table with Lukia. She ate the remaining peas and carrots on her plate, then pushed it away. “You know,” she said, wiping her mouth with a napkin, “they promised us 160 acres for ten dollars.”

“I know,” Petro said, massaging his moustache. “You don’t have to tell me. What are we going to do now?”

Lukia clasped her hands. “Look at real estate ads. See what’s for sale. I’ve only seen one, and that one was good for nothing.” She thought of mentioning they could also look at farms far from Winnipeg, but she liked the idea of being close to a city where the opportunity to barter and sell dairy products was best.

With glum faces, they gathered again in the morning and proceeded downstairs to the immigration office, where they explained their predicament to the female clerk who had helped Lukia find a church. She listened patiently, her gaze darting from one to the other. “Let’s have a look,” she said, and got a city newspaper that was lying on a desk.

She unfolded the paper on the counter and turned the pages to the advertisements in the back section. After perusing the ads, the only farm she could find close to Winnipeg was a 240-acre property with a fully furnished seven-room house. It was five miles from the outskirts of the city in the district of Rosser and listed for $9,600. When the clerk said they could buy it with a down payment of $3,000, Lukia’s face fell. It was considerably more than any of them could afford on their own. She thanked the agent and stepped away with Egnat and Petro.

As if paralyzed by the news, they stood in one spot in the open hall by the office for a good ten minutes, watching other immigrants come and go. Finally, Lukia said, “We can’t stay here indefinitely. They won’t let us. If we can’t find a farm, they expect us to make other living arrangements. Like the Karpinskys did. But they have friends here, we don’t.” She wrung her hands.

Petro eyed the lineup to see a clerk. It had grown since they’d left the office.

“We have to do something,” Lukia said. “We can’t stay in a hotel; all our money would go.” She bit her lip. “Petro, I have a thousand dollars towards the down payment. Could you manage the rest?”

Petro frowned. “I can only give the same as you. No more.”

“We’re still short a thousand.” She expected as much and yet, she hoped for some kind of miracle. Until his departure from Volhynia, he’d earned income from the rents he’d collected in his apartment building, but now he counted on a fellow countryman to manage his investment. The man was supposed to send him the rent money while he sought a buyer for the apartment building. With Petro unable to contribute enough, there was no point in driving out to see the place advertised.

Crestfallen, they climbed the stairs to their rooms. Halfway up the stairs, Lukia stopped. She said to her brother. “I have an idea.”

“Ha. I hope it’s better than the last one.”

“No, listen. I have to make a phone call.”

His eyes widened. “To who?”

“You’ll see,” she said.

While her brother and son stood with their jaws open, she opened her purse and hunted for a piece of paper. When she found it, she waved it at them, turned on her heels, and went back downstairs.

 

The Ukrainian-speaking realtor met Lukia, Egnat and Petro the following morning at the Immigration Hall, then drove them in his black Ford car—a treat for the trio after years of travelling in wagons—out to the countryside. Petro sat up front with the agent and Lukia in the back with Egnat. They zigzagged their way through the wide intersection of Portage and Main—which impressed Petro and Egnat—and turned down Notre Dame Avenue. They motored past tall brick buildings, then smaller ones, even a couple of factories farther down the avenue. It took quite a while to get outside the city, causing Lukia to wonder whether she’d ever be able to navigate these streets on her own.

Arkadi and Maria Karpinsky were waiting for them at the 240-acre farm in Rosser. They’d arrived with a short, bald man in an ill-fitting jacket over mismatched trousers. He had dark circles under his eyes and kept looking at Lukia, as if he knew her from somewhere. If she hadn’t been so intent on finding out more about the property they were viewing, she might have found his scrutiny disturbing.

After meeting the Karpinskys and their friend, Petro pulled his sister aside. “You did good. Pan Karpinsky seems like an honest man.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Lukia said, “but don’t count your chickens yet. Let’s see if this property meets our needs.”

One matter they all agreed on: this was a gentleman’s house, large enough to accommodate them all, and well-constructed for the harsh winters ahead. It was a two-storey home with a peaked roof and horizontal wood siding, painted white with dark green trim around the windows and doors. After examining it and the barn, they surveyed the fields.

Egnat immediately bent down and grabbed a handful of dirt. He shook his head in disgust as the soil slipped through his fingers, leaving a row of pebbles in his palm. Countless stones would have to be removed before ploughing and seeding could begin. The only advantage this property had over Ethelbert was its proximity to Winnipeg. And maybe the stones were a bit smaller.

With the prospect of months of backbreaking work, Lukia said to the realtor, “The posters boasted that Canada had the best farmland in the world. This looks like land that’s been abandoned by all who came before us.”

The agent repeated what she’d already heard. “What you’d hoped for is long gone. All the good land was taken up while you were still thinking about emigrating.”

Her brother’s sour expression mirrored her feelings. He bent down to pick up a handful of soil, as if he knew what to look for. She pressed her lips together. He wasn’t a farmer, nor was he interested in becoming one. If he sold his property in Volhynia, he planned to buy an apartment block in Winnipeg. But with the continuing political turmoil in the old country, the Bolsheviks could overwhelm the Poles, and if that happened, he could end up with nothing.

Her stomach churned as she gazed at the vast prairie landscape. Volhynia had vistas of gentle hills in varying shades of green with patches of yellow sunflowers woven throughout, but here the land stretched out, flat and wide with no end in sight, as if a mighty hand had ironed it. The only break in the picture before her was a stand of trees near the house.

The wind picked up, blowing around bits of dry grass and debris. Overhead, a flock of honking geese in a V-formation headed south. Lukia blinked away a speck of dirt as she watched the birds fly by. Egnat, who had been pacing out the length of the field, returned to stand with the others.

Seemingly impatient, the agent said, “Well, do you want it or not?”

Lukia spoke first. “Can you give us a few moments to discuss it?”

The agent nodded. “I’ll wait in the car.”

When the agent walked away, Lukia said, looking first at Egnat, then at Petro and Arkadi, “Nu, what do you think?”

Arkadi shook his head. “I’ve already rejected half a dozen farms like this. Why would I want this one?”

“What are we going to do? There is no better land.”

“I’m not a farmer,” Petro said. “I’ll go by what you all say. If my luck turns, I won’t be here for more than a couple of years.”

Folding her arms, Lukia said, “Egnat, what do you think?”

Egnat kicked the dirt. “It’ll take a lot of work, day and night, to remove the stones and improve the soil.”

“It’ll also take a lot of manure,” Lukia said, “but what else can we do? We need to get settled somewhere.”

While the men ruminated, Lukia considered what she was proposing. She was asking them to join her in purchasing this property. That would mean living together as equal partners. She had no concerns about Egnat, or Arkadi, who appeared to be a decent man. She hadn’t heard him say a cross word to his wife, which counted for a lot in Lukia’s mind. And most important, he was a man of her faith, a religious man. Someone she could trust. It was only her brother who made her hesitate. Though he’d rescued her when she was sick with typhus and lying on a cold, concrete, hospital floor in Lutsk, she had too many bad memories of him mocking her, or worse, when she was still a child, mercilessly teasing her about her developing body. How could they manage a farm together, let alone live in the same house? They’d be arguing in no time.

Petro said, “Lukia, if this is the best we can get, we should take it.”

Arkadi nodded in agreement.

Lukia picked up a handful of soil again. She opened her hand and stared at the stones in the dirt. What was she getting herself into? Each family head had promised to give $1,000, which meant they’d each have eighty acres to plant their crops and vegetables. It wasn’t much, but if all went well, each would have enough to feed their families and produce enough grain, dairy, and vegetables to sell to merchants in the city.

As Petro and Arkadi walked ahead to tell the realtor of their decision, Maria took Lukia’s arm. “That went well,” she said.

“Yes. Thank God I met you that day in church.”

“You’ve made an impression.” Maria pointed out the short, bald man, who was standing by his car and talking to Arkadi. “Our friend wants to meet you. He’s been a widower for a year. He’s a good catch; he has good property not far from here.”

Lukia stopped walking and patted Maria’s arm. “Listen. I’m not interested in anybody right now. I was married a long time. It would be hard to get used to another man.”

“I know,” Maria said. “But it’s not good for a woman to be alone. Your children will grow up and leave—”

“I’m sorry to interrupt you, but I’ve heard this many times before. After my Gregory died, my brother-in-law became a widower, and he courted me. I wasn’t ready then, and I’m not ready now. You tell him I’m sorry.”

Maria smiled. “He can’t say I didn’t try.” She gave Lukia’s arm a squeeze and went to join her husband and the short, bald man.

Lukia grunted. If she was interested, she wouldn’t be going after someone who couldn’t speak for himself. A man like that would need more care than she was prepared to give. Besides, didn’t he ever look in a mirror? If he was so well off, why was he wearing such a lousy suit? He could at least buy a new one.

 

With the purchase of a homestead settled at last, Lukia breathed easier, but her heart ached for what she’d left behind in Volhynia. This wasn’t what she bargained for when she heard the two men talking about golden opportunities in Canada. She almost laughed at her own foolishness. She had taken her children halfway across the world on the back of some strangers’ conversation. How many others had been duped like her?

It wasn’t only the lack of good land that bothered her; it was also the people. Though unfamiliar with the language, she could see the disparaging looks English speakers gave her when she approached; the sideways glances tossed her way when she couldn’t converse in their tongue. When she tried the odd English word, she was met with derision. She quickly learned from the Ukrainian immigrants who had been in Canada for a while that the words hurled her way—Bohunk, dumb Galician, and garlic-stinker—were slurs against her nationality. This form of disrespect wasn’t foreign to her. She’d experienced much the same under the thumb of the Tsar and later the Poles. It’s no wonder Ukrainians stuck together. They believed in the old saying: An ox should keep company with oxen, and a horse with horses. There was comfort in being with your own in a new land. What stung Lukia the most was the fact she’d traded all she knew for a land with little promise, and a community who gave the impression they wished she and her kin had never come.

A full-throated sob threatened to pull her down, but she stopped herself. She’d had enough of crying in her life. She told herself there was always hope, for here there was peace. There were no marauders hiding in the forest, and no sounds of gunfire coming closer and closer. She took a deep breath. She’d sacrificed too much to give in to the grey clouds that hovered over her. She had to keep going, if not for herself, then for her four remaining children. She owed them that much. And as she’d done in the past, she prayed. Prayed for the strength to continue.
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That evening, Lukia lingered at the table with Egnat and Petro. She rubbed her thumb against her index finger repeatedly, as she said, “It’s terrible. It could hurt our reputation. Now what kind of work will we be able to find? If Bentley tells others in the community, no one will hire us.”

Petro said, “Keep your voice down.”

“Why should I keep my voice down?” She peered behind to see if any of the Karpinskys were around. They weren’t. “It was the only job posted and now that’s gone, too.”

Egnat said to Petro, “You should punish Alex for the problems he’s caused our family. If it wasn’t for his recklessness, we’d still have work.”

Petro mumbled into his almost empty glass. He topped his glass off with more homebrew.

“Petro,” Lukia said, “Alex did wrong. How is he going to learn if you don’t say anything?”

“Sister, this is between me and my son. Mind your own business.”

Lukia harrumphed and stood up from the table. He had no right to talk to her that way. She was older; he should show more respect. Egnat stood as well, almost knocking his chair over, causing Elena, who was darning in the corner, to say, “Watch what you’re doing.”

After that, the two men avoided each other as much as they could in a house where every move was noted. It was just as well. There was no talking to her brother.

 

As fortune would have it, Lukia didn’t have to worry about her family’s reputation. There were no other farmers looking for help, so any gossip about their failure at the Bentley Farm was of little consequence. Her biggest concern was survival. Since they’d purchased their acreage so late in the season, she had no harvest to count on. The coming winter looked grim.

After a few sleepless nights, considering how she could bring in some money, Lukia decided to look for work in the city. When she shared the idea over supper, Anna and Elena—who had young ones to care for—said they would stay home and manage the household. As Maria Karpinsky was going into Winnipeg the next day for some supplies, she told Lukia she’d bring back a copy of the Ukrainian Voice. The weekly newspaper, published in her native language, was bound to have a list of positions in its Help Wanted section.

And with the land finally cleared of stones and stumps, Dunya and her three younger male cousins prepared to attend East Rosser School, a one-storey white clapboard building two-and-a-half miles away. Michalko and Havrylo, along with their cousin, Ted, would stay on the farm and help the men mend fences, repair equipment and care for the livestock.

The other new development came from the Karpinskys’ married daughter. She announced that she and her husband had found a living situation in Winnipeg and were moving. She explained that, with her husband being a deacon, they needed to live close to Sobor.

With plans for how they’d all pass the winter completed, Lukia spent the evening embroidering an apron with a bib she’d sewn for herself. She was thankful she had her handwork to keep her from dwelling on the future.

 

On the children’s first day of school, all three families were up early. The sun hadn’t risen yet, but already the house was fully lit with kerosene lamps. The children bustled from room to room, worrying about the day before it had even begun.

Lukia was in the bedroom upstairs fashioning her daughter’s long brown hair into a single braid when one of her nephews yelled from below, “Dunya, we’re leaving. Are you coming?”

“Pretty soon,” she yelled back.

Lukia arched her eyebrows. “Don’t keep Uncle waiting. You don’t want to make your cousins late the first day.” Petro had offered to take the children to school that morning, but after that, they’d have to walk there and back on their own.

Dunya pressed her lips as she observed herself in the mirror over the walnut bureau. She twisted and turned, flattening the front of her white percale blouse with her hands.

It was obvious her daughter was uncomfortable with her maturing shape. Putting her hands on Dunya’s shoulders, Lukia said, “You look lovely.”

Dunya groaned. “Why do I have to go? I’m only going to be teased.”

“You don’t know that. You have to learn English,” Lukia said, firmly. “If you learn how to read and write, you can help me.”

“What about Havrylo? Why isn’t he going?”

“Havrylo’s needed on the farm.”

Grumbling, her daughter left for school with Victor Karpinsky and the three Korneluk boys—Alex, Leo, and George. Lukia couldn’t blame Dunya for being apprehensive. Her daughter had had a dreadful experience in Kivertsi, where the boys in her school had bullied her and the teacher had called her names. Initially, she’d stood up to the boys, but being only twelve, she couldn’t tolerate their torment. She developed headaches for which neither the doctor nor her baba could find a cure. They didn’t go away until Dunya had left school entirely.

Lukia couldn’t help thinking she’d failed her daughter. She had talked to the teacher in Kivertsi, but to no avail. He neglected to discipline the boys who bullied Dunya and—even worse—raped her niece, Hanyuta. After Hanyuta’s mother had refused to press charges, knowing her daughter would be interrogated mercilessly in court, there was nothing more that could be done. Lukia believed that someday those involved would pay for their crimes, if not in this life, then in the afterlife. But that didn’t help Hanyuta then, nor her daughter.

More than ever, Dunya would need to use her wits in these changing times. Education was critical. A woman could no longer be reliant on a man to take care of things. Lukia had learned the hard way when her husband volunteered to fight for the Tsar’s army. No matter how much she’d pleaded, Gregory would not listen. He was determined to go fight, and nothing she said could stop him. Lukia hoped her daughter was beginning to understand how strong a woman had to be to survive.
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