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Lana Stasek doesn’t write to please. She writes like she’s peeling skin off old wounds, her own and everyone else’s. This isn’t a polite scrapbook of dates and places. It’s memory under a spotlight, family laid bare, the invisible debts no one ever asked for but everyone drags around. If you’re here for comfort, wrong book. What you’ll find is recognition, the kind that stings first and heals later.

Voices Within: Life Before and After doesn’t play nice. Dreams aren’t fairy escapes. They’re x-rays, showing what the body already knows but the mind keeps locked up. Immigration isn’t a victory parade. It’s freedom with a price tag: exhaustion, humiliation, endless reinvention. Even sunlight through a borrowed window feels like rebellion when the rest of your life screams dependence.

And the dark? It’s here too. A cold mother. Soviet brutality. Silence that turned into armor, and eventually into a weapon. Sometimes that silence blew outward, turning her into the kid who bullied others. Not many admit this. She does, because cruelty never just disappears. It circles back like a boomerang, maybe not to the same hand, but always close enough to cut.

Every insult here is a study in power. Every neglect, a test: is pain passed down, or does each generation manufacture its own fresh supply? 

Nothing is random. The abandoned dog, the watered-down milk, the petty betrayals: none of it is accidental. It’s the blueprint of a world where survival often means repeating the very violence you swore to end. Illness and loss aren’t blind fate either. They’re echoes, consequences, the unpaid bill.

And yet this book isn’t just a diagnosis. It’s a fight. Between graves and bureaucrats, there’s laughter, sharp survival laughter. Not because it’s funny, but because silence would kill faster. This is a book about refusing to vanish, about standing knee-deep in the ruins and still saying: here I am.

Voices Within isn’t tragedy, though scars run through it. It isn’t nostalgia, though it looks back. It’s truth dragged into the open: silence doesn’t stay cheap here, and a voice, once found, doesn’t go unheard again.
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Dedicated to my husband, 

Robert William Stasek.

 

My person. My anchor.

The one who stood still when

I was a storm with no brakes.

You saw the beauty and the chaos, 

the strength and the cracks 

and still chose me, as I was.

And you stayed. 

Not by accident, 

not by default. A choice you made. 

That’s love, the real kind.

 

 


 

 

Before the Introduction. 
No Fluff. Just the Truth

 

When my first book Voices Within: Family Chronicles came out, I thought of it less as a debut and more as an exorcism. I didn’t expect much. No dreams of fame, no curated audience. I just had to say what needed to be said, get it out, put it to rest. It wasn’t about making noise. It was about finishing something that had been clawing inside me for years. I owed that to myself, no one else. What happened next knocked the wind out of me. Proof? Even my husband, who usually thinks books are just extra dust collectors, read it, and miracle of miracles, was impressed. And my daughter? She didn’t dump me halfway, though she threatens to every time another Word file bombs her inbox. She’s still translating, making sure my English doesn’t sound like I learned it yesterday in a train station. 

At home they survived my book, but the first responses came from people I’d known for years, people who thought they had me all figured out. They were stunned, first that I’d written a memoir at all, and even more by how I wrote it: no filters, no pretending, just sharp, raw truth, the way I live, the way I talk, with no performance and no apologies. 

Then came the messages from strangers, who somehow felt more familiar than some friends. They didn’t just read the book. They felt it. Some got goosebumps, some cried, and some said nothing at all, just quietly passed it along. The feedback wasn’t loud, but it hit like cold water to the face: sudden, clear, impossible to ignore.

 And then came the real surprise: one “hero” recognized himself in the book and screamed louder than anyone. Accusations, threats, the full Russian Code waved in the air. The result? Free anti-advertising I couldn’t have paid for if I tried. The book resonated, not because I planned it, but because someone else made sure it did. Sometimes truth has a way of marketing itself.

That’s when I realized what actually matters: not the crowd, not the market, but the few who get it, who feel it, who need it, even if they don’t know it yet.

So this second book doesn’t start with thank-yous. It starts with a reminder, for me and maybe for you, if you’ve been circling your truth, too scared to touch it.

 

Call it my version of a foreword.

IF YOU CREATE, KNOW WHY. 

(And who it’s really for.)

 

When you create (a book, a song, a painting), do you know the truth of why you’re doing it? Or are you still lying to yourself? There’s always a quiet hope that someone out there will see you. Not just look, but see. Especially in the beginning, when the scar is still fresh, you think if you show your soul, people will meet you with open arms. They won’t. That’s the first myth to bury. Preferably alive. The truth is, 98% will scroll past, or glance and forget. Some will mock. Some will jab, not because you failed, but because they’re bleeding too, and throwing pain around is all they know.

But the 2% are out there. Small in number, solid in spirit. They’ll hear you. Not always right away, but deeply, quietly, honestly. That’s who you write for. That’s who you fight for.

Forget the rest. Don’t chase them, don’t explain yourself. You owe them nothing: not your time, not your peace.

Those who come to bite, I cut out instantly. No guilt, no second chance.

Being a creator isn’t armor, it’s exposed skin. If you don’t know who’s standing in front of you (someone who’ll hug you or someone who’ll bite), they’ll eat you alive and expect a thank-you. No way. Lock the doors, shut it down the second it smells like rot. You work for your people, your two percent, the ones who actually hear you. What you create isn’t just content, it’s alive, it breathes with you. You don’t make it for likes or curated success. You make it so you can keep breathing, so your truth doesn’t rot inside you. And what do you get back?

Two percent.

The rest will walk, or scroll, by. That’s not a tragedy. That’s just math.

So work for your two percent, only them. They’re rare, they’re real, they’re your habitat. The rest aren’t yours. Don’t chase, don’t shrink yourself. Let them go, let them scream into their void.

They’re not your problem.

Critics, haters, bitter ghosts: just static, there to distract and box you in. Don’t play their game. Cut them out of your space, your mind. No theater, no mission to save them.

You are not a public service. You are fire, meaning, a voice not for everyone but for the ones who’ve been waiting to hear you.

And this isn’t new. Even centuries ago, Seneca wrote to Lucilius. He’s my kind of writer. Clean. Sharp. No fluff. One line hit me and stuck: “If too many people like you, ask yourself if you’ve become too convenient.” And another: “Everything we have, Lucilius, is borrowed. Only time is ours.”

So I spend mine on the ones who listen, who aren’t afraid of sharp edges, who want the truth more than comfort.

The rest? Let them drift, let them throw stones.

I’m not here for them.

I’m here for my people.

And I’m not shutting up.

 


Introduction. 
Voices Within. 
Life Before and After

At first, this title came to me simply, like a line drawn between past and present. Between Ukraine and America. Before and after the move. It felt like the defining split. But later I realized my whole life is made of such breaks: inner fault lines, moments after which there’s no going back, and no desire to.

Before marriage, and after. Before Robert, and after.

Before, was me clenching my jaw till it cracked, living next to someone who was there in body but gone in every other way. Like being locked in a psych ward where the doctors misplaced the exit. A marriage that made me insane by the day and invisible by the night.

After, was waking up and not having to invent excuses for why I stayed. Just breathing, just being. And after Robert, I realized “normal” actually exists. It’s simply when the person next to you doesn’t feel like a threat.

Before, I didn’t dislike animals. I just never pictured them in my life. No space, no time, no clue that soulmates could come in other shapes. Definitely not with fur, claws, and the confidence to treat my furniture like their personal property.

After, I live with eight tails. Basically, a furry mafia. They run the place, and I just pay the mortgage and open cans. But here’s the wild part: every single one of them feels like they’ve been with me forever, just waiting for me to finally notice. After is when the house stops being four walls and starts breathing, with rhythm, with warmth, with chaos that weirdly feels like home.

Before, fear, pain, deafness to yourself. After is the moment you realize the soul is eternal, that family isn’t a line in your passport but a living thread breathing through you. And you, you’re not a glitch, not a break in the line. You’re a continuation, the voice of those who came before. And now you’re responsible for what comes next.

My grandmothers, my aunts: women whose before was stolen, not their bodies but their memory, as if someone carved the past out of them and left only an empty after. They lost faces, songs, homes, names, until they forgot themselves.

I often think: may their next life be nothing like this one, not struggle, not erasure, but déjà vu instead, something gentle, almost unbearably familiar, where everything they were once denied is finally returned. 

I don’t know how it works, but I want it.

That’s why: Voices Within. Life Before and After. Because I want to remember, not to lose. Not only because people in my bloodline slowly disappeared into the fog, but because this is my way of resisting, of loving, of remembering.

The chapters here don’t connect. You can read them backwards, sideways, or not at all. This isn’t a novel. It’s memory, and memory has terrible manners. It barges in when it wants, sometimes with pain, sometimes with that sharp silence no one ordered but everyone gets served.

 


Not a Coach, Not a Therapist — Just Speaking From Where It Hurts

I’m not competing with coaches or therapists. I don’t want their titles or clever methods. I don’t have twelve-step systems or life diagrams. I don’t teach. I tell how it was for me, when everything inside was falling apart, when 
I lost myself, when no one offered a shoulder and I had to learn to lean on my own spine.

Some people give lectures about boundaries, self-worth, and mental hygiene. Me? I just lived it. No flipcharts, no retreats, just surviving, and that was my only qualification. I write from the floor, from the inside, from the place where pain lives and where fear, anger, and loneliness breathe, from where real women live, not the polished ones on Instagram.

Don’t read me like an expert. I’m not speaking from above you, I’m beside you. I know what it’s like to sit on the bathroom floor trying not to fall apart, to act strong when all you want is someone to hold you without analyzing you, just being there like a human. I don’t promise happiness. I promise the truth: no filters, no sugar, just how it was for me. If it resonates, take it. 
If it doesn’t, move on. 

I’m not here to convince anyone. I’m here because I’m still alive, and I’m not staying silent.

That’s where strength comes from: not wisdom, just survival. Getting through. Looking back without pity, seeing it clear instead. And if any of this strikes a nerve, then the writing already matters.

Say it out loud, and the echo always comes: “Easy for you to say. You’re there. We’re still here.” Sure. That argument never dies. But let’s be real: “there” and “here” aren’t dots on a map. They’re states of mind.

You can live in a big city and still sink like in a swamp. You can live in a village and still move forward every single day. Where you are doesn’t matter. What you do with it does. This isn’t written from some safe distance. It comes from the inside: pain, exhaustion, loneliness, nights without sleep, the mess of trying to keep going. Not because the story is finished, but because it isn’t. Because I keep going. Every damn day.

So let’s drop the “easy for you to say.” Easy? Really? If it were easy, I’d be on a beach drinking something with an umbrella in it, not bleeding words onto a page. It’s not easy. It’s honest. And honesty doesn’t care about geography. It just shows who can handle the heat and who’d rather keep whining about the weather.

 


Chapter 1. When the Sea 
Doesn’t Hold You

 

Even the seagulls fall to the cliffs when the sea betrays them. You don’t expect betrayal from what’s supposed to carry you. You don’t expect it, and that’s exactly why you fall.

I was eight. We went to the river, a typical summer day: heat pressing on your skin, flies buzzing, adults drinking beer and talking as if nothing in the world could touch them. Kids ran wild in the water because “Where can they go? They won’t drown, right?” That was normal where I grew up. No one hovered. No one counted heads. Children were just noise in the background.

I was there with my younger brother, six years old, following me like a shadow. I could swim a little. My father had thrown me into water once or twice, called it teaching. My brother couldn’t swim at all. We stayed in the shallows, splashing, laughing. I remember thinking it was safe. Then 
I took one step too far. Suddenly the ground was gone. A drop-off. The river grabbed me like claws.

Cold water slapped into my face, filled my nose, spun me around. My feet kicked for bottom, but there was nothing. 

I pushed my brother with the last strength I had (get out, go back) and then I was alone. The whirlpool wrapped me, pulled me under.

I tried to fight, arms flailing, but the river was stronger. It flipped me, dragged me, pressed me down until my chest burned. I opened my mouth and screamed, or thought I did. The water swallowed the sound. Still, I broke the surface for a second, gasped, and shouted, “Help me!”

I turned to the shore. I could see them. My parents. Sitting on the blanket, bottles in hand, laughing. The sound of their voices carried over the water. I screamed again, louder, certain this time they’d jump up. They didn’t. No one moved. No one even looked.

That was when the real panic set in. Not from the water, but from the thought that I could vanish right there and they wouldn’t notice. My child’s mind couldn’t make sense of it: Why aren’t they coming? Don’t they see me? The river was merciless, but their stillness was worse. I stared at them like they were a lighthouse, waiting for the light to swing toward me. But nothing. They were busy.

It was a stranger who saved me, a man on the beach who saw the flailing, the sinking. He rushed in, yanked me out, coughing, swearing, furious. He shouted, “Whose child is this?!” And my parents, calm and unbothered, replied, “Well, she didn’t drown, did she?” Then came the scolding. For wandering too far. For scaring them. For disturbing their peace.

Something snapped inside me that day. I realized my sea isn’t water. My sea is people. And when your people don’t notice you screaming, when you’re drowning and they’re laughing, that’s betrayal. Not out of cruelty, but betrayal all the same. And you, you’re the seagull. You don’t crash because you don’t know how to fly. You crash because you thought the sea was underneath you.

For a long time after that, my nights carried the same dream: I was underwater, living there, breathing there with no air. And in those dreams, I wasn’t afraid. I was calm. Finally unreachable. No one to scream for. No one to wait for. Just me, the water, and silence.

I didn’t understand those dreams at first. Only later, as an adult, I realized maybe that was how my mind took back control. I wasn’t trying to surface. I was learning how to survive there. In the place where I almost disappeared. Maybe I decided: fine, no one saved me, then I’ll learn to breathe on my own. No rescue or outstretched hands. No “whose child is this.” I’m no longer that child. And now, this sea, it’s mine.

That’s why I chose this episode as the very first chapter. Because everything I write later, about silence, about betrayal, about survival, it all starts here. From the moment I realized you can scream and still not be heard, you can drown and still not be saved.

Maybe it does sound like I’m always drowning. Tragedy here, suicide there, another childhood trauma for dessert. Sorry if you were expecting Disney, my life didn’t come with singing birds and pastel sunsets. It came with water in my lungs and silence on the shore.

And apparently, that’s “negative.” At least, that’s what one acquaintance kindly diagnosed after reading a chapter of my first book: “Yes, everything’s accurate. It’s all true, all factual. But for some reason, it just feels really sad. Like it’s all written in a negative light.”

I asked her, “Where exactly do you see negativity?”

She said, “Well, the part where you wrote about my brother’s wife… about how she took her own life. That’s just very hard. We still can’t talk about it calmly.”

And I stood there thinking: what does that have to do with negativity? This isn’t negative. This is death. This is a fact. Something that happened. It’s not about being “sad” or “dark.” It’s not a tone. It’s not a mood. It’s the moment a life ended and no one stopped it. 

Someone couldn’t go on. Someone gave up. Or someone wasn’t there. Or didn’t ask. Or didn’t listen. And now she’s gone.

That’s not negativity. That’s reality. I don’t write about it to stir pity. I write it because I remember. And I have the right to remember and to speak.

But honestly, I don’t think what unsettled her was sadness. It was guilt, the kind that hides behind neutral words and polite avoidance, because that woman, her brother’s wife, was right there, living among them, fading in front of them, and no one noticed: not her husband, not her mother, not anyone close to her, not even her little daughter, who couldn’t keep her here, not because the child failed but because all the grown-ups around her were blind. And now, when there’s nothing left to fix, it’s easier to say, “This is too dark,” than to admit, “We didn’t see it, we didn’t hear her, we weren’t there the way she needed us to be.” That’s what’s hard to face. That’s what really hurts. And maybe the reason my words made someone uncomfortable is because deep down, they know. The truth always stings a little when it’s still alive.

That’s when she tried to shut the door with, “My life is full of positivity.” Wonderful. Go write about it. Knit it into a blog. Sprinkle it with hashtags. Let people read and smile. 

As for me, this is how it was. I’m not inventing, not dramatizing, just refusing to shut up. And if my truth makes someone squirm, good. That means it’s still alive.

And if you’re a parent, hear me out on this: kids don’t just remember birthdays and gifts, they remember drowning, screaming with no one coming, staring at the shore and seeing no one look back. You might forget that day, that
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