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THE BEGINNING
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The village where the boy lives stays hidden among the Ukrainian forests, not in some separate forest, but among forests that stretch for two or three hundred kilometers in all directions. Now these are pine forests, but they say that in the past, all the forests near the city were oak forests. However, the climate in Europe has changed since then. It has become warmer, and the oaks have retreated northward, replaced by pines.
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The village is quiet. The only noise occurs when the farmer, returning home, honks the powerful horn of his huge white truck and shouts:

Beware of Bulbs! Clear the fairway! The grain tanker Bolla is entering the port to deliver flour! 

The farmer's wife then habitually grabs a stick and runs towards the truck, shouting at him, I'll get you now! The boy likes to ask his aunt, the farmer's Wife, whether it seems to him that the Farmer was a Sailor once. 

No, he wasn't a sailor. I do not know where he got that idea. I'm used to his strange ideas now. 

Somehow, Farmer tried to explain to Boy that the warning Beware of bulbs is a caution against problems with different types of bulbs. That is it. That is why the Boy never asked again for explanations anymore.

The boy knew that the farmer used to own three American John Deere tractors. Maybe that is why he liked to talk to himself in English. You know how lonely it can be sometimes in the tractor cab, and here you have someone to talk to, especially one who speaks a foreign language! It is no longer boring to work the land all day long... 

Neither the farmer's workers nor the farmer himself had time to drive those tractors west to Ukraine, across the Dnieper River, to free Ukrainian territory, so the Moscow invaders stole them. They stole them. They got on them and drove those tractors somewhere to the east, to Muscovy. 

You know that the invaders, like mad men, steal everything they see: dishes, clothes, and equipment, and this is undisguised robbery. In Romanian, the word for war is the same as for armed robbery: Razboi. 

The farmer was so angry with the robbers that he went to the forest the next day, and hunters gathered to resist the Muscovite attackers. He did not have a gun because he had never been interested in hunting.

You will get one in your first battle, reassured the gray-bearded man, whom everyone addressed the militarily way Commander!

“I will!” Thought Farmer. “I am not afraid!”

***
[image: ]


PART ONE

GRANDMA KNEW WHAT THE WAR WOULD BE LIKE

When one autumn, Russian soldiers began to gather on our border, as the Forester, an experienced man, reported with bitterness in his voice, Grandmother explained out:

“They're going to rob us.”

The boy did not understand what to rob meant, so he and his dog looked intently at Grandmother, waiting for the explanations... 

Rauben means robbery in German; their word for it is zap-zarap. That is what we and the Germans used to call robbery. Because if you have nothing to fight back with, they will rob you. They will take your goat, dishes, scarves... everything that catches their eye. They will even take food supplies from your pantry. Explained Granny. 

Noticing that Dog tilted his head skeptically, Grandma explained to him as well:

“They will take your electric blanket from the doghouse, which a USB power bank powers. Then you will have to sleep under the porch at night. While it is so cold outside.

The dog understood these words and ran into the yard to bury his electric heater, which was now priceless because it was so expensive. It did what dogs usually do. Dogs always bury their most valuable possessions in secret hiding places in the ground. 

Despite his fear, the boy was resolute in his decision to protect Victory at all costs. He was deeply concerned that foreign soldiers might take her away for meat, a thought that filled him with dread. This determination to protect his beloved goat is a testament to his courage and resilience.

Despite limping and not producing much milk, the she-goat was dear to the boy's heart. He could not bear the thought of his she-goat taken away. His eyes welled up with tears when the adults, his grandmother, and neighbors discussed what to do with the goat. The idea of having Victory taken away was unbearable to him. 

Although you know, boys usually never cry. 
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Meanwhile, Grandmother, with her characteristic resourcefulness, took a shovel, went to the garden, and dug a round hole. Then she called the boy to roll over a heavy cast-iron pot, because it was cumbersome. How else could she move it to another place? Grandma's father had once brought the cast-iron pot from the fair to heat water for the children's bath, but now it just stood under the barn, catching rain, snow, and dry leaves with its round mouth...

“They won't look here!”

“What for, they won't look here? Do you want to hide my goat there?”

“No, I will hide the flour, groats, sugar... oil... a jar of honey... Whatever I see in the pantry right now. Because those damn invaders will get their hands on everything, and the goat shall go into the forest... into good hands.”

This way, they evacuated the Goat to the forest, in a guardhouse hidden from human eyes. Behind the guardhouse, there stood several haystacks, and the barrel by the door was full of wild apples, neatly laid out on straw.

“If you are not stingy, we'll take an apple sometimes,” the Forester addressed the she-goat.
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THE STORY OF THE LIMPING GOAT

It happened that, remembering the goat, the Forester laughed at the Boy:

“Are you some environmentalist? Are you a member of the Green Party? Why do you need that goat? She does not give milk anymore, she does not butt heads, and she will not win any goat races anymore.”

“The Greens do not care about goats; they care about trees and flowers...” 

“You are right, the goat is old, agreed the boy, that's why she's wise. Why does she need those races?”

“No, she doesn't run because she's limping, like our common Victory, objected the Forester.”

The Boy did not ask why our victory was limping, because he did not dare to doubt the forester's words. The forester was a war veteran of the previous war against Russians, that is why he knew more about War and Victory than whoever. 

By the way, the village also happened to carry the name Victory... 

When someone from a neighboring village asked about the limping goat, “Whose goat is that?” They explained, “It's from Victory.” “Oh,” said the stranger, “did it fight in the war?”

The Boy felt offended by such contempt because even though the goat was no soldier, she had defended him since childhood from the arrogant neighbor's rooster, from the evil goose that roamed the street carelessly. Even from Grandma when she picked up a stick to chase the Boy out of the tree.
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The war raged somewhere far from the village, and then one winter, which was already ending, it fell like snow on our heads.

Battle tanks and trucks rolled in, carrying sinister-looking men who immediately scattered throughout the village, banging on doors, jumping into houses, and looting... Grandmother was right. She had long ago put tablecloths and towels, two embroidered shirts of hers and the boy's, and his brand-new sheepskin coat all in an old wrought-iron chest. Since the chest was in the barn, covered with hay, there was hope that everything would stay preserved until victory.
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The boy was Grandmother's helper. This is in various household and delicate matters, such as combing the goat. She would not let anyone near her; she would break free from their hands and kick her legs as soon as she saw the comb. When the boy approached with the comb, she calmed down, snuggled up to him with her whole body, and quieted down. Grandma collected the goat's wool, undercoat, and down in a linen bag, and when it was full, she sat down to spin, silently, intently, anxiously... After a while, she asked the boy to sit in front of her on a stool, spreading his arms funny, and threw threads over them, like deer antlers. She slowly twisted the threads into larger and smaller balls, much to the cat's delight, who chased those balls across the floor as if playing soccer. The boy played along with the Cat: he passed him the ball, and the Cat caught the right corner...

Then, Grandma would take up her knitting needles and knit warm socks from these threads to keep her feet warm in winter, not only for the boy but also for Grandma and all their relatives and neighbors. Sometimes the boy would earn pocket money from these socks when Grandma gave him a few pairs to sell. Then he would go to the city, get off the subway, and stand next to the women who sold apples, oranges, and pies. They were the first to ask, “What do you have there, boy?” They would buy even two pairs!

Returning to Grandma, he gave her the money, and she counted it and put it in the Bank. That is what written on paper stuck to a jam jar.

Once, the boy noticed that the bank should have a name, not just be a jar.

“First City Bank. The First City Bank.” Agreed Granny.

“Which city?” 

“New York, N.Y.,” Grandma replied, and after those words, she fell silent for a long time. 

The boy, understanding the importance of these moments to Grandma, would quietly leave her to her thoughts. He knew that during these times, she would dream of something pleasant, something of her own, and even smile. 

The boy understood that older people, like children, also have dreams. They, too, yearn for something of their own, something pleasant to think about...
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THE ENEMIES DID NOT ENTER THE VILLAGE FIRST

At first, it seemed this would be the case, but the invaders' heavy equipment was moving toward the city on the highways. The attacking troops advanced rapidly, firing machine guns and tank cannons at everything they saw: houses, parked cars, gardens, and vegetable gardens...

Who would have thought that such a familiar and straightforward word as hail, written with a capital letter, would pose a threat to the village named Victory? 

Only black ruins remained on the white snow from the burned houses and black craters from the explosions of enemy shells. People hid in cellars where there were barrels of sauerkraut, tomatoes, and cucumbers. There was little space there, and the damp smell of fermented vegetables tickled their nostrils. 
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“Why are we running from the house to the cellar?” the boy asked his grandmother as they descended the stairs into the depths of this underground refrigerator, first built by some ancient Ukrainian, a skilled craftsman known for their ingenuity in creating structures that could withstand the harshest of conditions. 

“Rocket fragments fly upwards, so during any shelling, people must find shelter, preferably below ground level and preferably with a reinforced concrete ceiling.”

“Yet, our cellar is just a hole... Two meters deep,” the Boy tried to argue with his grandmother.

“Do not complain,” explained Grandma, “the cellar is concrete, and the main thing for us is to be protected by the walls. In extreme cases, if you happen to be under shelling on the road, you should at least lie down in a roadside ditch, face down, and cover your head with your hands.”

“Why?” Asked the Boy.

“Because a person without a helmet and bulletproof vest can be killed not only by fragments from a bomb or rocket explosion, but also by fragments of brick blown into the air by the explosion... or some boards... or a piece of iron from the roof...”

“What if no bomb hits our house?”

“Maybe it won't, but it's better to wait out the bombing under some kind of protection
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THE CELLAR SAVIOR
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THE BOY GRASPED THE CONCEPT OF AI
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GRANDMOTHER — A WALKING GOOD OMEN
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FIRE FROM THE SKY
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IN THE BOMB SHELTER
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GRANDMOTHER'S REMARKS
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THOUGHTS ABOUT THE WORLD
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MEMORIES OF THE PAST
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GRANDMOTHER LIVED UNDER OCCUPATION
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IT IS COLD IN WINTER
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LIFE WITHOUT ELECTRIC LIGHT
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THUNDER FROM THE NORTH
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GRANDMOTHER FINDS A GRANDDAUGHTER
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THE GIRL'S STORY
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PART TWO
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THE LIMPING GOAT NAMED VICTORY

THE FAMILY HAS GROWN



[image: ]

















[image: ]






























[image: ]




[image: ]


ENEMIES ENTERED THE VILLAGE
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THE DOG RETURNED
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FOREST LAKE
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WOUNDED SOLDIER
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MEETING
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WAR IS HARD WORK
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GIFTS FROM THE FORESTER
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A WARNING FROM THE FORESTER
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DREAMS OF PRINCES
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WHY CHERRY?
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ILLUSORY SILENCE
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FOREIGN SNIPERS
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A STRANGE ENCOUNTER
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THE INVADERS HAVE DISAPPEARED
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A WARNING FROM THE FORESTER
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THE CHILDREN WENT TO GRANDMA
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CONDITIONALLY — THIS IS THE END OF THE STORY
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