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“Кожне минуле має свою історію.” 
(Every past has its story)

“Whoever saves a life, it is considered as if he saved an entire world” 
(Mishnah, Sanhedrin 4:5).

This story is inspired by true events.






CONTENTS



	Prologue: Leizer, February 1943

	Recent Ukranian History

	Chapter One. Nataliia, 2013

	Chapter Two. Nataliia, December 2013

	Chapter Three. Nataliia, December 2013

	Chapter Four. Leizer

	Chapter Five. Leizer, Late 1940

	Chapter Six. Leizer, Early Summer 1941

	Chapter Seven. Nataliia, December 2013

	Chapter Eight. Leizer, Summer 1941

	Chapter Nine. Leizer, Summer 1941

	Chapter Ten. Nataliia, December 2013

	Chapter Eleven. Leizer, Summer 1941

	Chapter Twelve. Nataliia, December 2013

	Chapter Thirteen. Leizer, Bubbie’s Cellar

	Chapter Fourteen. Leizer, Late Summer 1941

	Chapter Fifteen. Leizer, Early Autumn 1941

	In Memory of the Six Million

	Chapter Sixteen. Nataliia, December 2013

	Chapter Seventeen. Leizer, Early Autumn 1941

	Chapter Eighteen. Leizer, Winter 1942

	Chapter Nineteen. Nataliia, December 2013

	Chapter Twenty. Nataliia, December 2013

	Chapter Twenty-One. Nataliia, December 2013

	Chapter Twenty-Two. Nataliia, December 2013

	Chapter Twenty-Three. Leizer, Late Autumn 1942

	Chapter Twenty-Four. Nataliia, Christmas Holidays 2014

	Chapter Twenty-Five. Leizer, Spring 1945

	Afterword

	Photographs

	Acknowledgments








PROLOGUE


Leizer, February 1943

It was early evening, late February, that time of year when the forests stretching out from the Carpathian Mountains fought hard to hold back the heavy winds. The clouds hung low, the days short; the chill having been slow to come, would now not leave.

On this night, the sky to the west held crimson hues, foreshadowing the longer days soon to come. To the east, though, was a winter blue-black, which made the farmer’s wife feel uneasy. She often talked about how, as children, she and her brother played a game in the grottoes, pretending to be ghosts, including Shubin, a spirit from the east who had become trapped on this earth plane. In the summer, the farmer’s wife thought these stories were make-believe. But in the winter, when it was night more often than day, the farmer’s wife went to bed early to shut off a nagging suspicion that these ghosts might be real. It was believed that actually seeing Shubin’s ghost or any other spirit brought misfortune.

The farmer liked these long winter nights, for it was then he had time away from his fields. Before the Nazis, he liked to light the fire in the common room and read. For the past two years, since the Nazis and their allies—the Axis powers—walked his dusty roads, he’d just sit, stare at the fire, and pray.

On this night, the farmer, like his wife, felt something steal over him like a fog. But unlike fog, this felt dark, as if it had emerged from somewhere evil. He stood up from the rocking chair he had brought from his childhood home. He moved to the window, chipping away at the coating of ice that had formed on the inside of the glass pane. He looked out, peering as best he could past the shadows of his house, straining to see his frozen wheat field.

Once, he told me that if I stood still and was quiet, the wind would talk to me. And on this night, the wind, with its low whistle through the gaps in the window frames, confirmed his unease. Something wasn’t right.

He had done well as a farmer. He had enough land for his crops, which included wheat and maize, an apple orchard, and an array of animals—goats, pigs, sheep, and a horse. His farmhouse, a series of small interconnected buildings, was made of brick, stone, and wood, with a tin roof. One of the buildings held the kitchen and hearth, one held a sitting space, another held bedrooms for his son and two daughters, and a fourth was a barn for his chickens and sheep in the winter. He’d built the well himself, and a cellar, too. He shivered thinking about the cool, dry space where his wife stored root vegetables. His eyes moved toward it. I was there now, hiding, peering at him through a tiny sliver in the flooring.

His first wife had died in the 1920s from tuberculosis. He loved her, he told me, but he was also grateful that their only child, a son, survived the illness. After a year as a widower, he married his second wife, and had two daughters, the younger of whom, on this night, was three. The older girl, thirteen, was my friend.

The smaller child cooed in the corner. The farmer’s eyes moved from the cellar to her. While he had wanted more sons to help him with the farm and eventually take it over, he found himself in awe of his daughters’ freedom. He thought of their high-pitched laughter and squeals as they worked in the fields, and their warmth as they nestled close to him in that rocking chair, where he told them stories of his own childhood exploring the grottoes. The girls filled up his heart, he told me, bringing him, home to himself, so he felt less lonely. His son made him think of possibilities outside in the world. “Girls may be harder to raise,” his wife once explained to me, “but they never leave you.”

The farmer soon discovered the source of his unease when the two Nazis arrived at his home. The wind seemed to kick up, and its whistling became a howl. One of the farmer’s dogs barked, which made the Alsatian, the Germans had brought with them, snarl.

The Germans who invaded in the spring of 1941 were proud, fierce fighters, many young, in their early twenties. But over the course of their battle against the Soviet Union, the armies from the West faced an enemy they couldn’t defeat—the hills, forests, and weather.

The two German officers who came that night were older. They stood very straight and seemed confident and secure. They didn’t look hungry or weakened. I was sure they were part of the Schutzstaffel, the SS—the Nazi murder unit. David, my friend with the Jewish partisans, told me that the SS soldiers were given alcohol and drugs to dull any morals they had as they executed tens of thousands of Jews.

These two men that appeared at the farmer’s house wore tailored, pressed uniforms in lead-pipe blue, with stripes and medals on the lapels. The men asked no questions as they kicked open the wooden door, leaving it ajar, so the fire danced in the breeze. Their boots pounded on the floor as they moved from the back rooms to the front, shooting their guns into the ceilings.

The farmer’s younger daughter screamed from the noise, rocking and covering her ears.

Then the shooting stopped. The younger child stared with her mouth agape. The farmer’s oldest daughter moved in close to him, one of her hands gripping his so tightly that he felt his fingers go numb. In the other hand, she held the sewing she had been working on: an embroidered handkerchief.

The SS men stood still, looking at the ceiling and listening for the sound of a thud or a movement, anything that would indicate their bullets had hit flesh.

“Where are the Jews?” one of them shouted, rounding on the farmer. The younger child jumped and cried again.

The farmer knew some German, but pretended not to. He twitched.

The SS men called out the names of the Jews they were looking for, “Berta Leiblich-Buchwald! Shloma Buchwald! Leizer Buchwald!”

The farmer shrugged, pretending that he didn’t understand.

His older daughter knew German. She had to—her school was now run by Nazis. She translated for her father.

The farmer swallowed hard. He said in Ukrainian that he did not know where the Jews were. “There are no Jews in this place.” His daughter translated his words back to the Germans.

After she spoke, the farmer curled up his face and spat, hoping the action would convey to the Germans that he hated Jews.

I noticed that my friend’s stockings were wet where she had urinated on herself.

One of the German men stepped toward the farmer’s oldest daughter and ran a gloved finger along her jawbone.

The farmer fell to his knees, pulling his daughter down with him, and held his hands up as if in prayer or surrender. Again in Ukrainian, he begged for the Germans to trust him.

He spoke quickly, and his daughter struggled to keep up as she translated.

He told the Germans that he supported the Nazis; that the entire family did. He told them he looked forward to being part of Germany’s expansion so that he and his people didn’t have to bow to the Soviets anymore. He spat again and said that Jews were responsible for Soviet communism, which was godless and an instrument of evil, and he welcomed the Nazi army and the Christian soldiers to rid the world of the Russians and the Jewish socialist threat. “I believe in what you are doing,” the farmer said. His daughter, he said, pointing to the girl beside him, loved the Nazi school she attended. Especially race studies, he added. She liked learning how superior the Germans were to others. She was even planning to attend Nazi youth meetings.

“I’m a good Christian,” the farmer said. He leaned toward his daughter and pulled out the pendant she wore from under her sweater, revealing a small cross. “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner. Amen.”

When the farmer was finished, the other German officer, older, with a scar that ran down his left cheek, aimed his pistol at the younger of the girls. “Swear on her life, you are not hiding Jews,” he said.

“I swear,” The farmer said, swallowing hard, fighting back his terror.

Tears dripped down his cheeks and his body shook. His older daughter, still beside him, breathed heavily. The farmer, in a choked voice, repeated. “I swear on my daughter’s life.”

When the German would not put down the weapon, the farmer said again, “I swear on the life of my children, of both my daughters.” He raised his eyes this time and looked the Nazi in the eyes. “Even if you kill her, my answer will not change. I have nothing to hide.”

The German cocked the trigger.

Before the Nazis came, the farmer’s younger daughter had been playing with her doll, which was made from corn husks. The Nazi soldier stepped on the doll, tearing it in two.

The child continued to stare, her eyes glassy. I could see the blood draining from her cheeks. She became still, so still, I wondered if she was dead. I wondered if I was, too. I’d heard that spirits don’t know they’re dead.

Suddenly, the soldier uncocked his pistol and stepped back from the small girl, putting the weapon out of sight, somewhere beneath his long leather overcoat.

After they left, the farmer’s wife ran into the room. The farmer shut the door and pulled his entire family into a huddle.

They sat on the floor, propped against each other, shaking and sobbing.

They were still clutching each other, alive and breathing, asleep lying entwined under a blanket on the floor, when dawn broke. The farmer and his younger daughter were awakened by the creaking sound of the hinges of my door opening. I knew I was never supposed to come out during the day, but I had to know if Mameh and Shloma were alive.

“It’s just one of the chickens,” the farmer whispered to his daughter, pushing her head back down to go back to sleep. “It’s just a chicken. Go back to sleep now.”

The farmer and I locked eyes. He motioned to the attic and mouthed, “Quietly, go check.”





Recent Ukranian History

1915–1917

Eastern Ukraine: Part of the Russian Empire, within southwestern guberniyas (governorates) such as Kyiv, Kharkiv, Poltava, and Katerynoslav.

Western Ukraine: Part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, primarily within the Kingdom of Galicia and Lodomeria, and parts of Bukovina.

1915–1921

Eastern Ukraine: After the Russian Revolution, the region becomes the Ukrainian People’s Republic (UNR). It coexists and battles with the Bolshevik-created Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic (later USSR). Control shifts repeatedly during the Ukrainian War of Independence (1917–1921).

Western Ukraine: Declares independence as the West Ukrainian People’s Republic (ZUNR) in late 1918 after the collapse of Austria-Hungary. In 1919, it formally unites with the UNR, but is soon annexed by Poland following the Polish–Ukrainian War.

1922–1939

Eastern Ukraine: Incorporated as the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic (Ukrainian SSR), one of the founding republics of the USSR in 1922.

Western Ukraine: Remains part of the Second Polish Republic, primarily within the Lwów, Stanisławów, and Tarnopol Voivodeships. The region is often referred to as Eastern Galicia or Western Ukraine, though these are geographic, not official political terms.

1939–1945

Eastern Ukraine: As part of the Soviet Union, Eastern Ukraine is occupied by Nazi Germany from 1941 to 1944 during World War II.

Western Ukraine: Annexed by the Soviet Union in 1939 under the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact, following the invasion of Poland. It is occupied by Nazi Germany from 1941 to 1944, and then retaken by the Red Army of the Soviet Union.

1945–1991

After World War II, both Western and Eastern Ukraine are fully integrated into the Ukrainian SSR within the Soviet Union. Western Ukraine undergoes Sovietization, with widespread repression of nationalist movements, religious institutions, and cultural figures.

1991–2014

Independence and Transition

1991: Ukraine becomes independent following the collapse of the Soviet Union. Faces economic hardship, political instability, and corruption throughout the 1990s and early 2000s.

2004: The Orange Revolution protests electoral fraud and calls for democratic reforms and EU integration.

2014–2021

Euromaidan and Russian Aggression and Transition

2014: The Euromaidan movement leads to the ouster of President Yanukovych. Western and Central Ukraine largely support the protests and closer ties to the European Union. Russia annexes Crimea in March 2014.

2022–Present

Ongoing Conflict and Contemporary Period

2022: Russia launches a large-scale military invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. Fighting occurs across multiple regions, including northern, eastern, and southern Ukraine. Kyiv remains under Ukrainian government control. Large numbers of civilians are displaced internally and externally.

2022–2023: Hostilities continue, with shifting lines of control in eastern and southern Ukraine. Parts of Donetsk, Luhansk, Zaporizhzhia, and Kherson regions experience sustained military activity. Crimea remains under Russian control. Ukraine receives extensive international financial, humanitarian, and military assistance.

2023–2024: The conflict continues with no formal resolution. Infrastructure damage, population displacement, and economic disruption persist. Ukraine advances legal and institutional reforms connected to European integration and maintains international diplomatic support.

2024–Present: Active fighting continues in parts of eastern and southern Ukraine. The territorial status of Crimea and portions of eastern Ukraine remains unresolved. Ukraine functions as an independent state while managing ongoing military, economic, and social impacts of the conflict.







CHAPTER ONE
Nataliia, 2013



Once upon a time, in the misty Carpathian Mountains, lived a girl named Larysa, who had a unique gift: she could see the past. The villagers respected her ability, although they didn’t fully understand it. One harsh winter, a storm buried the village in snow, and the trees, bending under the weight, began to whisper an ancient story that needed to be brought back from the shadows.

Guided by the trees, Larysa ventured into the mountains, seeking answers. Her journey led her to a series of hidden caves. Inside the caves, she discovered carvings and artifacts that confirmed that people had once sought refuge there. These forgotten people had been hidden away, their stories untold, causing the spirits of the mountains to mourn their lost history.

In the deepest cave, Larysa encountered the mountain spirits. She knelt and promised to remember and honor those who had been forgotten, to ensure their stories were told. Moved by her sincerity, the spirits accepted her pledge. In a dazzling display of light, they filled Larysa with ancient wisdom, ending the storm and melting the snow.

As a small child, I spent a lot of time alone, making up stories. Larysa was often my lead character, and I would have her go on great journeys to places to find stories of people few knew about.

I spent hours inside these stories, using my dolls as actors. Under the leaves of the rubber tree in the second-floor foyer of my home in Ivano-Frankivsk, Ukraine, I built elaborate worlds for my dolls. These worlds were made of bark and twigs, pine cones and beds of fir and spruce needles that I collected on hikes in the forests. I sewed my own dolls’ clothes, too, using scraps of fabric given to me by my Babusya—the Ukrainian word for grandma. My stories were always inspired by the fairy tales my mother told me that she said her grandfather Grigoriy had told her.

“I was an only child, just like you,” Mama once explained to me. “And Grigoriy came to live with us, to care for me. I didn’t go to school until I was eight because he was teaching me at home everything I needed to know. My childhood was the best childhood, spent with him, full of folk songs and music, and long walks in Shevchenko Park. And of course, we’d hike the mountains. There, we would make up stories often from the fairy tale of Mavka, “The Forest Song.” Grigoriy taught me to read and write. He said ‘Reading is knowledge, and knowledge makes you think for yourself.’ ‘Writing,’ he would say, ‘is remembering.’ He never wanted me to be a follower, and he never wanted me to forget.”

When Mama finally started school, she knew more than anyone in the class because of Grigoriy. She was the best reader and the top student in math, which she uses in her job as an economist and accountant.

I, too, had a beautiful childhood. Unlike Mama, I went to Western movies, because I was born in 1997, after Ukraine had become a country. All my mother could watch growing up were movies made by the Soviet Union, usually about how great the Soviet Union was. Most English books and Hollywood movies were banned in the Soviet Union. Because the Soviet Union aimed to preserve and promote its own culture, it sought to limit foreign influence. I, however, got to see the movies the rest of the world saw, like Harry Potter and Shrek. I went to libraries, curling up in the corners of the stacks, tucking my legs underneath me, and chewing the ends of my hair—as I read classics, like The Secret Garden, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, and Charlotte’s Web.

My home was Babusya’s home, and Mama had been born and raised in this same house. Babusya’s husband, my grandfather, died before I was born, so I never got to know him. But the way Babusya talked about him, they were very much in love. They met in their home village not far from Ivano-Frankivsk, called Nyzhniv. Way back when they first got married, when my country was part of the Soviet Union, the government sent them to Mariupol to help rebuild the city after the Nazis destroyed it during World War II. That’s what the government did under the Soviets; the state assigned people jobs.

Mariupol is a city in eastern Ukraine, and when Babusya and my grandfather lived there in the early 1960s, the city was still in ruins. “Nothing but rubble and bones,” Babusya said of the city, which under Soviet rule, was called Zhdanov. My grandparents’ job was in construction, removing debris and then rebuilding everything from scratch with bricks and mortar. When Babusya talked about the Nazis, she always spat and cursed.

“But Mariupol in the 1960s was magic,” she would say. “We were on the Sea of Azov and could watch the sun’s rays floating on the water from sunup to sundown. We were young, and we worked hard. We were proud when our work finished, seeing the city standing tall and proud again.”

For their hard work, the Soviet state gave my grandparents our home in Ivano-Frankivsk. At the time, it was single story. When Mama married Tato (Ukrainian for dad) after Ukraine had declared its independence from the Soviet Union, he added a second story to our home. Tato was a contractor, so he did it all himself. He installed large windows and skylights and made our second-floor walls, floor, and beams across our white stucco ceiling from Ukrainian oak, which along with Babusya’s and Mama’s palms, fern, and orchids, made it feel like a forest inside our home.

I grew up with cats—Milka, and now Nadya (which means “hope”). My cats would crash into my dollhouses, pushing down walls, and lying on their backs, as they purred for me to rub their tummies. I pretended they were giants from another world, friendly but clumsy. I’ve never understood people who say a dog is a person’s best friend. Dogs are everyone’s best friend if they’re fawned over and fed. Cats, however, only like a person if they sense that they’re kind.

Our home was on a quiet street, lined with linden, poplar, and oak trees, a fifteen-minute walk from Shevchenko Park, where I, like my mother, liked to go to wander. I always brought bread to toss to the swans in the little lakes, and when I was little, I took rides on the park’s merry-go-round. In the summer, I bought my ice cream at the park, and, in winter, I sipped hot chocolates in a nearby café. Every year, my family, including my grandmother and her sisters and their families, took vacations. We went to Egypt and Turkey, and took summer holidays on the Crimean Peninsula and in the Carpathian forests, with their spas and rejuvenating hot springs. Wherever we went, I always found some time for myself, to watch people and imagine their lives. If I stared hard enough, I even believed I could see their own stories of love and heartache; the people who came before them and those they would eventually leave behind. I guess I was a little like the fictional characters I made up. But isn’t that what writing is—bringing a bit of ourselves into our narratives?

Of course, with all my make-believe, I dreamt of being a writer, telling the lost stories of forgotten people. I felt it was my calling, like a hand reaching through time, talking to me somehow.

[image: ]
All that changed in secondary school.

The girls in my class started liking boys, and their love of dressing up turned into judging each other’s clothes and forming cliques with friends who dressed the way they did. There was so much gossip, too, about those of us in the class that didn’t dress like the popular girls, talk like them, or buy them things like pencils, stickers, and pretty erasers.

I was into reading—and grown-up books at that. By the time I was twelve, I was reading classical Russian literature, like Dostoyevsky and Tolstoy, tragedy and philosophy. This didn’t sit well with my classmates. I found myself drawn to stories set in past times of social and political unrest, that explored morality and questions about why we exist and are the way we are.

The girls around me, though, were into parties and dancing and ranking the groups in the school. There were the cool girls, the almost-cool girls, and the outliers, who, while ostracized by the cool girls, still formed a group and had each other. But for me, it felt like I woke up one day and had no one: No birthday parties with other kids. No invitations to end of school year picnics. Even my childhood male friends, like Dmytro, wouldn’t talk to me anymore. Yuliya, short, plump, and very blonde, said I was too much of a boy to be a girl.

“The girls think you’re a tomboy, and the boys are scared you’ll beat them up,” she said. “Your school uniform is never pressed. Outside of school, you dress like a boy. You spend your weekends camping, which we did when we were five. At break time you read. You need to grow up, Nataliia,” she said. “At least try and fit in.”

But fitting in, for a girl, meant conforming to a Barbie-doll appearance, and if I couldn’t do that, then bribery: Yuliya’s uncle owned a farm equipment business that apparently was worth hundreds of millions of hryvnia, the name of our currency. And since Ukrainians don’t trust banks because of all the corruption in our country, the family invested in real estate and bought large apartments, not just in our city, but also in Lviv and the capital, Kyiv. Yuliya’s wealth impressed the other girls, who said they wanted to be close to her because her uncle was so rich that one day, he might be president. That was the main criteria for being a Ukrainian leader, according to Yuliya. Money. Yuliya didn’t look like Barbie. She was short and stocky, with a round, ruddy face, but she was accepted because she brought bags of candies, as well as pastries and cookies, that she’d hand out to the popular girls.

Once, I tried to be more feminine. I dug out some of Mama’s makeup and used my grandmother’s sewing machine to tailor my jeans and tops, so they were tighter fitting. I spent an entire day experimenting with various styles and taking selfies on a Polaroid camera, only to show up for dinner and find that everyone spent the entire meal not looking at me and attempting to hide their laughter.

“Why do you want to be someone you’re not?” Babusya said later that night, sitting on the corner of my bed. My face was blotchy from the lipstick, which had smeared as I tried to wash it off. My eyes were racoon-ringed with mascara smudges.

I shrugged.

“Your Didús’, your grandpa, and I spent our entire lives under Soviet socialism, where not conforming meant prison or even … death,” she said. “People who didn’t follow the rules, even those just suspected of not following the rules, simply disappeared, sent to prison work camps or killed. Now you have freedom, but all your generation seems to want is a different kind of rule following.”

Babusya talked about the Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosti, or the KGB, the security arm of the Soviet Union, which spied on people and had people spy on each other.

“Your generation, seems to me, have replaced KGB officers with mean girls,” she said. “Soviet propaganda to keep us all in order has been replaced by social media. It’s still all about conformity, and putting people in boxes, just different types of boxes. Am I right?”

I laughed and nodded. I’d always been surprised at how much Babusya knew. In her quiet, assuming way, she seemed to have a radar for what was really going on. But on the subject of my friends, or lack of, I didn’t want to hear it. It’s hard to face life alone, as someone who doesn’t fit in. I needed at least one friend to validate me as an acceptable human being.

“It’s so easy to forget the lives of those who came before you, Nataliia,” Babusya said, “those who fought hard for you to have a different life, a better life, a life that feels real and true to who you are.”

Ignoring her, I sat up quickly. “Maybe if I styled my hair better,” I said, as a glimmer of hope grew inside me. I always towel-dried my dark-blonde hair, which made it look tangled and wild. “I’d look more girly if I used a conditioner to smooth out the split ends, a hair dryer, and maybe a flat iron. Right?”

Babusya sighed. “You know there are people in history, Nataliia, who didn’t feel it necessary to fit in.”

“What happened to these people?” I asked.

“Hmm … well …” her speech drifted off as she paused to think.

When she turned back toward me, her sky-blue eyes were dancing. She leaned in close and whispered as if sharing a secret. “People who think for themselves and who don’t just follow the crowd end up being the best versions of themselves and inspirations for others. Remember that, Nataliia.”
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This story really starts on my sixteenth birthday, December 11, 2013.

I was reading Erich Maria Remarque’s A Time to Love and a Time to Die. The book is about a German soldier retreating from the Russian front during World War II. It is a love story set during war that explores a soldier’s growing disdain for war, as he struggles to understand the Nazis’ actions: killing civilians, torturing innocent babies and children and massacring Jews, minority groups, and prisoners of war. The main protagonist is a man named Ernst Graeber.

At school, I placed the book inside my math textbook and read when I was supposed to be doing algebra.

In Ukraine, children plan their own birthday meal and party, so at the end of the day, I darted quickly toward the exit, planning to cook my favorite dinner; dumplings with potato and pork filling and fried zucchini. I had bought chocolate ice cream for dessert instead of cake. I wanted to hurry so that, between cooking and cleaning, I could read another chapter or two.

Ernst has returned to his hometown to find it in ruins and his parents missing. Amid this desolation, he has met and fallen in love with Elisabeth Kruse, a former schoolmate. Their love is starting to blossom, offering a brief respite from the brutality of the war. I was eager to know what was coming next as Ernst had to return to the front lines.

On my way out of school, I was nearing the main office when I stopped suddenly. Sitting on the bench in the foyer was Babusya. I was shocked, as she didn’t go out much anymore, struggling to walk even with a cane. At night she’d watch the news and I massaged her aching legs and cramped feet with peppermint-scented creams. She’d moan that she had arthritis from all the heavy lifting her job required. After she had finished with rebuilding Mariupol, she had worked on the assembly line of an appliance factory.

“I think that’s your grandmother,” Yuliya said, moving up beside me.

I rolled my eyes and shook my head. Yuliya had a superpower of always showing up at the worst moments.

“She looks like she’s still living in the Soviet Union.” Yuliya laughed then, a high-pitched, haughty little squeal that sent shivers right through me, like fingernails scratching a chalkboard. She moved in close and whispered in my ear, “Sovok,” a derogatory word describing people who are nostalgic for the Soviet Union.

I looked at Babusya in her plain gray dress, peeking out from underneath the hem of her even drabber old blue wool coat, nervously squeezing the straps of her equally old, plain black purse. Her clothes were in good condition, as Babusya took great pride in the few possessions she had been able to acquire. She always said that growing up in the Soviet Union, where food and clothing were scarce and rationed by the state, she took good care of anything extra she was able to buy with the rubles and kopecks she had earned. There were several large dress-length boxes under her bed containing, among other things, my grandfather’s sheepskin coat and his two suits, her rabbit-fur coat, and a single formal dress. Babusya never threw anything out.

My face turned hot, and I began to sweat. Little was more insulting in Western Ukraine than to call someone sovok. It meant backwards.

I wanted to disappear. I started to turn to slowly walk away.

Seeing me, Babusya stood up. “Nataliia,” she called out. Using her cane, she hobbled toward me. When Babusya was near enough, I could see tears flooding her eyes. Her face was flushed and her hands were trembling.

“Why are you here …” I stammered.

“Nataliia,” her voice was raspy, as if she was struggling for air.

My eyes grew big like saucers, and I inhaled quickly. My body suddenly felt paralyzed. Something bad had happened.

“You have to come with me … to the hospital … it’s Tato,” her voice shook.

I swallowed hard.

“… a stroke, Nataliia. It’s not good. We need to go.”


Thousands Protest Ukraine’s Rejection of European Union Ties

___________________________________________________

Demonstrators Demand Closer Integration with Europe

On November 24, 2013, thousands of Ukrainians gathered in Kyiv’s Independence Square to protest President
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