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“As a flower strains toward the light, so a man strains with thoughts, words and deeds toward the motherland. For the sunflower, the sun is the only guide; for the man, the motherland is the one and only treasure.”



Ukrainian Folk Saying


Duty Calls
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AUGUST 5, 1915, started out like any other day. The sounds of war echoed in the distance, but on the farmlands surrounding the village of Kivertsi in Volhynia, life went on as usual. That comforted Lukia Mazurets, who asked nothing of life except the means to feed and shelter her growing family. She looked out her farmhouse window at the field of grain swaying in the wind, a scene so gentle it was hard to believe that if the war moved any closer, men’s blood would be spilled on the soil.

She then peered down the dirt road leading to the main artery. No sign of Gregory. She’d hoped her husband would give up his foolishness and return from Lutsk, but the only movement was the dust swirling above the road.

A sharp labour pain forced her to grab hold of the windowsill. She gritted her teeth and breathed deeply until the agony in her lower abdomen had passed. The pains were coming more quickly. Lukia realized she could wait no longer.

She rolled up the sleeves of her housedress and twisted her long hair into a topknot before putting the kettle on the hot cast-iron plate. Then she spread a half dozen burlap bags on the floor of the komorra, where she kept cucumbers, sauerkraut, potatoes, and carrots. The smell of the fermenting cabbage soothed her, but not enough to combat the sharp aches or quash her anger.

Why in hell had Gregory chosen this time to go to the city? It was a half hour ride away by horse. He knew she could deliver at any moment. Groaning, she pushed her frustration aside and placed a goose-feather pillow at the head of the burlap row, and beside it, a sterilized knife on a tea towel and an old sheet. Satisfied with her arrangement, she crossed herself three times, each time saying, “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.” She clasped her hands. “Please God, make this one strong.” Her first baby had died shortly after childbirth. Her last one had managed to live only six months. The five they had now were strong, but if this one died she would insist on no more pregnancies. Her heart wouldn’t be able to take it. Besides, she was forty, not an age to keep having children. Nor an age to birth them by herself.

Yet here she was alone. Hania, her eldest at thirteen, had gone with her two younger brothers to a nearby farm to sell eggs. The older boys, Egnat and Ivan, were in the fields with neighbours, who’d offered to help cut their barley, wheat, and oats. She couldn’t even call on her mother or her sisters. Her mother lived with Lukia’s brother Pavlo in the Carpathian Mountains and was probably out on the road in that district, curing the sick with her herbs.

Panashka, the one sister that lived close by, had her own troubles with an alcoholic husband who spoke with his fists. Lukia didn’t think he’d be too happy to have his wife leave their home to help her sister. Not if it meant he wouldn’t have supper waiting for him when he came into the house after working all day in the fields. Besides, even if Panashka could help, it would take Egnat too long to deliver a message that his mother was in labour. His aunt lived on a farm near Kovel, about three and a half hours away by horse.

The more Lukia thought about the possible risk to herself and the baby, the more she realized she should’ve asked Hania to stay home, at least until her father got back. But she’d been too upset with Gregory to think straight. Well, there was nothing she could do about it now but pray for the best.

The next pain radiated around to her back, reminding her she’d forgotten one last thing. She went to the kitchen cupboard and got a clean rag and a bottle of horilka. She poured a little of the homebrew into a saucer then soaked one end of the cloth in the alcohol. Clutching the rag, she made her way back to the komorra, lifted up her skirt and lay down on the burlap bags. The sharp taste of the vodka-soaked cloth dulled the pain as she pushed in concert with the baby’s momentum.

She lost track of how long she lay there, hollering with each push, praying the baby would slide out easily. This one was larger than the others, but thankfully her hips had widened through birthing seven. She put her hand between her legs and, after a few more thrusts, felt the moist crown of her infant’s head. “Almost here,” she mumbled.

She braced herself and yelled with one final push. Her baby slid out, slippery and shiny with streaks of blood and white fluid. Lukia looked between her infant’s legs and laughed. “I expected a boy.” Then, holding her daughter with one hand, she used the other to cut the umbilical cord. Shortly after, her baby howled. When her greyish skin turned pink with the first cry, relief surged through Lukia like water rushing through a broken dam.

The horrific labour pains were soon forgotten as she watched her baby suck greedily. Even her anger at her husband seeped away. Shivering, Lukia reached for the sheet to cover herself. She gazed at her daughter’s face and whispered, “Eudokia,” a name she’d always loved.



After a nap with Eudokia, Lukia placed another clean cloth between her legs to stem the bleeding and went to the kitchen to prepare supper. She was stirring cabbage with tomatoes on the stove when she heard the front door creak. She turned to see Gregory standing in the doorway wearing a soldier’s uniform.

Her worst fears had come true.

Lukia choked back tears and showed her back, but not before she saw Gregory’s eyes widen with the discovery that she was no longer with child. Her legs felt rooted in cement while she waited for an apology. None came. He stood for a few minutes, as if he too was waiting for some word, and then went into their bedroom, where Eudokia lay sleeping.

Gnashing her teeth, Lukia stirred the vegetables with force. She tried to calm herself to avoid spilling any precious food. Not long after, Gregory returned to the main room. As if nothing out of the ordinary had happened, he came up behind her and fondled her breasts. She whirled around and pushed him so hard he stumbled on the uneven clay floor.

“What?” he said, grabbing the top of the spindle chair to keep from falling. “You have a beautiful girl and you’re angry?”

“What’s this?” She poked his khaki shirt.

He stretched out his arms and twirled around, showing off his new uniform. “I look handsome, yes?”

For a moment, she admired his fine figure in a tunic, breeches and leather boots, but once she saw the peaked cap in his hand, her fury rose like smoke from a dying fire. The badge on his cap displayed the Romanov colours of black, white, and orange.

He grinned. “They also gave me a greatcoat, a knapsack, and a rifle.”

“What’s it to me?”

“Don’t say that. The Germans and Austrians are already advancing on Warsaw. Lutsk could be next.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“Frown all you like, but I promised the Tsar and Tsarina I’d help fight these devils.”

She spat. “The hell with the Tsar and Tsarina! You promised me first.”

“What are you saying?”

When we got married,” she said, arching her eyebrows, “the priest said we were one flesh, and now you want to tear us apart? We may have to leave at any moment. We’ll be forced to run.”

“If we win this battle, you won’t have to leave.”

“How do you know? Our army, biggest in the world they say, has been fighting for a year and where has it got us? Nowhere. From what I’ve heard, you’ll be lucky to be fed.” She shook her head.

He tightened his lips. “Stop shaking your head. You only make matters worse.”

“And what are you going to do, speak Russian?”

“The Tsar isn’t stopping us from speaking Ukrainian anymore.”

“Oh, he’s had a change of heart, has he?” She waved her fork at him. “It’s probably because he needs Ukrainians to do his dirty work. Well, I spit on the Tsar. We’re nothing to him.”

“Lukia—”

“And what if you get killed?” She put her left hand on her chest to ease the pounding.

Gregory’s brow furrowed. “I’ll be safe. You’ll be safe, too. The government is organizing shelter and food for refugees.”

“Ha. As if they could organize anything.” She checked the cabbage, found it tender, and took the pot off the stove.

“Don’t worry. You’ll be sent somewhere with the children.”

“Somewhere,” she said, glaring. “How will you find us?”

“I’ll find you. Don’t worry.”

“Oy, you have an answer for everything. Are you forgetting I just had a baby? You may as well drown me with the family—then you’ll know where to find us.”

“Enough already!” he said, stamping his foot. “I have to pack. They’re sending me to the front.”

“Go then!”

“You want me to leave like that?” His warm brown eyes searched hers, begging her to understand. “I will need your prayers.”

At that, she softened. With a lump in her throat, she said, “I will pray for you and the others.”

“You’re a good woman.”

“If I was so good, you wouldn’t be leaving me.”

“Don’t say.” His eyes glistened with a sadness she hadn’t expected. For a moment, she thought he might change his mind, but then he turned and went into their bedroom to bundle up his things.

She stood in the doorway and watched him pack: tobacco, endpapers, a comb, a mirror, wool socks, and underwear. She wanted to give him reminders of home—of his wife and family—but she had nothing to give. No photos, no keepsakes.

She followed him outside, where he called Egnat and Ivan, who left their implements in the field and came running. When Gregory saw Hania and their two youngest sons coming up the road, returning from selling eggs, he dropped his knapsack on the ground and hugged his children, one by one, telling them to take care of the farm and their mother. Lukia teared up, wondering if this was the last time they’d be together.

While Egnat went to hitch a horse to the wagon, Gregory took Lukia in his arms. She inhaled his sweat and tobacco smell, trying to cement it in her memory so he’d be beside her, no matter what lay ahead.

He stepped back and held her shoulders. “Look at our land. Our rich black earth. This is what we fight for, this is what lasts. We do it for our children and the children that will follow.”

Unharvested stocks stood tall in their half-shorn golden fields, seemingly defying the nearby war threatening their bounty. A black stork glided over the grain as it headed for the woods beyond. The land was what kept their hopes up day after day. There were many times she had picked up a handful of dirt to smell the rich loam and relish its feel as it slipped through her fingers. Gregory was right. They couldn’t afford to lose it.

As if he could read her mind, he said, “Our German settlers were sent to Siberia. Their property was taken away.”

“Of course,” she said. “They’re now the enemy.”

“The Tsar is promising those lands to veterans when they return home.”

“Oy. You can’t believe what the Tsar says.”

“Listen, I also heard that those who don’t fight for our country could lose their farms. What would we do if that happened?”

“And what would I do if I lost you?”

“I’ll be careful.”

She shook her head. How careful could he be, with Germans dropping bombs from the sky? Where could he run if a grenade was thrown?

Her eyes watered again. “Be safe. Go with God.”

He kissed her deeply, his dark moustache bruising her lips one more time. When he let go, her impulse was to grab his jacket and keep him at home. Instead, she stroked his cheek. His eyes fastened on her briefly as if looking longer might keep him from going. Then he picked up his knapsack, climbed into the wagon beside Egnat, and left for Lutsk.


A Basket of Food
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LUKIA AWOKE WHEN it was still pitch-black outside. She glanced at the cradle in the corner. Eudokia was still sleeping. Lukia then felt for Gregory and touched a cold empty bed instead of his warm skin. She imagined him standing around awaiting orders in Lutsk with hundreds of others, relying on officers to take care of them. Did they have any idea of what they were getting into, of the sacrifice the Tsar expected them to make?

The more she ruminated, the more panicked she became. When would she see her husband again? She had to see him one more time. She decided to make him lunch—he probably wouldn’t be fed properly before he left for the front. The notion of surprising him gave her the spark she needed to prepare the food.

She went to the main room, where Hania slept with her brothers. Lukia gently shook her shoulder. “Hania, wake up. I need your help.” Next, she prodded Havrylo and Ivan, who were asleep on the ledge above the clay pich, no longer warm from yesterday’s cooking. They muttered when she sent them to sleep in her bedroom.

After Hania had gone to help Egnat milk the cows, Lukia tied on her apron and began to make the dough for piroshky. She also cooked the cabbage filling and put the chicken—that Egnat had killed and plucked the night before—into the pich to roast.

By the time Hania returned, the dough had risen. Lukia and Hania worked together, rolling chunks of dough into flat rounds and scooping the cabbage filling into the centre of each circle. Though they made the piroshky quietly, Gregory’s departure occupied their minds.

After they’d prepared a dozen or so, a frown fell on Hania’s face. “I’m worried about Tato. I don’t want him to go to war.”

“I’m worried, too, but what can we do? He’s a stubborn man. All we can do is pray.”

“I have been, Mama.” Hania pinched the edges of one circle around the filling. “War is insane. When I dropped the eggs off at Panye Striluchky’s, I heard her tell her husband that brothers are fighting brothers. How could that be?”

“A terrible thing. I heard this, too.” Lukia stopped rolling the dough and looked up. “Depends on where they live, what they believe in. One brother in the Austrian army fights against his brother in the Tsar’s army. Poor parents. How they must be suffering.”

Lukia loosened her aching shoulders and began to roll again, one circle after the other. By the time they’d finished making the buns, the sun was up and Eudokia was howling for another feeding.

After Lukia had finished nursing, she expressed some breast milk into a small tin container and placed it in the cool komorra. Hania would need it to feed her baby sister during her mother’s visit to the city.

Though wishing she could sit down for a spell, Lukia got dressed, picked up the basket of food and four litres of fresh cow’s milk and set out for the two-and-a-half-hour walk to Lutsk.



Lukia trudged down the dirt road and stopped periodically to massage her hands, sore from carrying the heavy basket and milk. As she made her way to Lutsk she mulled over how her life had turned. She’d lost her wedding band two years ago, and since then she’d had a string of bad luck. Her baby, Fedor, had died; the war had started and her husband had joined the army. If only she hadn’t lost her ring. She’d been taking water from the well when it slipped off her finger and fell in. Immediately, she’d searched for something to pull it out with. She found a long stick, but even with that she couldn’t retrieve it. She interpreted the loss as a sign her life with Gregory wouldn’t go well.

She couldn’t fathom her husband’s reasoning. How could he leave the surety of his land and the comfort of his family? He seemed bent on risking his life for a tsar who had never shown any compassion for his people. But then again, with war nothing was ever sure.

In Lutsk, she manoeuvred her way through the hordes of civilians clogging the main roads. They had fled the war zone in Poland on foot and in wagons—women, children, and aging parents, as well as men who looked too weak to fight. Their gaunt faces and dusty clothes revealed the hardship they’d undergone to get this far.

She walked with the refugees, being careful not to step in any horse manure or twist her ankle in the ruts made by wagon wheels. Further down, a sea of brown uniforms filled the ditches. Hundreds of Russian soldiers sat with rifles by their sides. They chewed hemp seeds, spit tobacco, joked and shared stories as if there were no battles to be fought. Passing them, she glanced at each face, searching for her husband’s. Beads of sweat pooled on the young men’s foreheads—a result of the midday sun’s beating on them and the fear of what lay ahead.

One youth—not much older than Egnat—sat apart. He stared at something beyond the men around him, his eyes glazed over. Had he been pushed to enlist or had it been pure recklessness on his part? Did he know that war was no ordinary game? That it wasn’t like the ones he’d played as a child? She asked these questions but she knew that once a young man had made up his mind, there was no stopping him. But wait, she thought. Wait until those first shots are fired and he’s running to save his life, more scared than a rabbit.

She took her eyes off him and pushed ahead. She was thankful none of her sons were old enough to go.

She found her husband at the end of the line, talking with a few soldiers.

“What did you bring?” he asked, his face lighting up at the sight of her. He took the basket, lifted the hand-embroidered cloth covering the food and began to distribute the cabbage-filled buns to his fellow soldiers. “My Lukia makes the best piroshky in all of Volhynia.”

She grabbed his hand. “Gregory, what are you doing?”

“Let go,” he said, yanking his hand away. “You don’t understand.” He passed more buns around then took a big bite of a piroshka, smacked his lips and turned to the bear of a soldier beside him. “Very tasty. My wife baked us a chicken, too.”

Gregory’s husky companion smiled sheepishly as he bit into a bun.

Her brow wrinkled in frustration. Gregory broke the chicken into small pieces and handed them to the soldiers near him.

“You crazy fool!” she said in a low voice. “I didn’t sleep all night. I’m still leaking from our baby’s birth and now look what you’ve done. You don’t have enough left for yourself.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “Maybe one of these men will save my life because I gave them something to eat.”

Her scowl remained. “I hope you’re right.”

“I’ll be home sooner than you think.”

“Ha.” She kissed him then, savouring his strong arms around her and his familiar smell. She wanted to plead with him to stay, tell him going to war was insanity but she’d already tried that. She held his gaze. “Take care of yourself.”


Only a Matter of Time
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WHILE STANDING AT her husband’s side, Lukia had noticed a soldier on the road watching them as if his mission was to ensure they weren’t doing anything illegal. He had a stern face, a ruddy complexion, and a bulbous nose. The rank insignia on his shoulder strap indicated he had a commanding position.

As she began walking home, he approached her and said in a deep voice, “I beg your pardon. I saw you talking to Gregory Mazurets. Are you his wife?”

“Yes. Why do you ask?”

“I’m Sergeant Kozlov, in charge of this unit. When your husband first signed up, I admired his shirt and he told me you’d sewn it. You’re a fine seamstress.”

“Thank you,” she said, smiling with pride. Though used to getting praise for the garments she’d stitched, she never tired of hearing compliments on her work.

“We need someone to sew our uniforms. The fabric pieces have already been cut. You’ll be paid handsomely if you do this for your country.”

She raised her eyebrows. “It’s wonderful how you think. My country takes my man away so I won’t have his help on the farm, and now you expect me to have time to sew uniforms.”

“Panye Mazurets, I know. You are saying what’s true, but our country’s at war. We need help from all our people.”

“And what if we have to leave at a moment’s notice? I’d have to leave everything.”

“That I know, too.” This time, he wasn’t smiling.

She studied his face. He seemed genuine enough and respectful—he’d addressed her as a married woman. And he was right. Each subject had a duty to the cause. She cleared her throat. “Maybe I can find some time after supper.”

They negotiated a price, and then she followed him further up the road to where a temporary shelter had been set up. Under its roof, he gave her a bundle of wool fabric pieces, buttons, and thread. Although she’d struck a good deal, as soon as she left the sergeant’s side she regretted her decision to take the work. The package was heavier than the food she’d carried to her husband.

Lukia lumbered back along the row of soldiers, some restless to get going, others lost in thought but all showing the bravado of young men who had never fought before. Just ahead stood an Orthodox priest with long, flowing hair and a grey beard. Dressed in a black cassock with a narrow brocade scarf stretching down to his ankles, he led a group of soldiers, bowed in prayer. After she walked by, she looked back to see them line up to kiss the ornate wooden cross the priest held. Sadness enveloped her as she thought of their mothers crying at home. She brooded about the devil these young men would soon face and crossed herself. She prayed they would have God on their side.

With the hefty load and the afternoon sun beating down on her, she had to stop often to catch her breath. Frustrated with her inability to walk faster, she gritted her teeth and hoped Eudokia wasn’t giving Hania any trouble. She’d only managed a short distance from Lutsk, when the soreness between her legs intensified, a painful reminder of what she’d gone through the day before. She began to believe she’d been very foolish—especially since Gregory had given most of her hard work away. Hearing horses’ hooves behind her, she stepped off the road. But instead of passing her, the wagon slowed to a stop beside her. She looked over and recognized her neighbour, Ihor Striluchky.

“Lukia, may I give you a ride?”

She could’ve wept with joy. “May God bless you, Ihor.”

He climbed down and heaved the cloth bundle onto his wagon. “What are you doing carrying such a heavy parcel?”

“Ach, you know. I don’t like to pass up a chance to make some money.”

“Not always a good idea.” He took her arm and helped her climb onto the worn wooden seat. “A little bird told me you had a baby.”

“Could this little bird be my screams you heard?”

He laughed as he whipped his horse forward. “Your voice is usually so beautiful but yes, I heard you yelp the other day when I walked by your property. You scared my cows.”

“I’m sorry. I hope it didn’t turn their milk.

“No, they’re used to my wife and me barking at each other.”

Lukia chortled. “You’re a good man.” They settled into silence as they passed one farm after the other. She gazed at the golden fields of grain lapping up the sun’s rays. Each homestead looked like a postcard promising serenity and security, a place she wanted to preserve for her children’s future. She thought back to the young soldiers she’d seen. In battle, they would care little about the land they trampled when survival and victory were at stake.

The wagon wheels scraped along the bumpy road, making the ride uncomfortable. Lukia squirmed to change the position of her bottom, which ached in several spots.

Ihor turned to her. “I’m sorry I don’t have a wagon with springs, but I see you are well. How’s the little one?”

“She’s fine, thank God. How’s your son? I heard he enlisted.”

“Yes. Nina cried when he told her.”

“Naturally. He’s just a boy.”

“I don’t know what’s to become of all of us.”

Lukia clucked her tongue. “Only God knows.”

Up ahead, a young boy popped out of the forest that lined one side of the road, and then quickly disappeared back into the woods.

She turned to Ihor. “Did you see that?”

“That young fellow? Yes, it’s sad. He and his family have been hiding in the forest with the others. Tens of thousands of refugees from Galicia, Ukrainians like us, running from the war. They’re under Austrian rule, so they can’t get work permits. The local police are afraid they could be the enemy.”

“How do they survive?”

“Looting abandoned properties. Foraging in the forest. Relying on the kindness of strangers.”

“How do you know this?”

“I caught one of them trying to steal one of my chickens.”

“What did you do?”

“I gave him the chicken but told him I’d shoot next time.

“I hope he appreciated your generosity.” Lukia couldn’t imagine shooting anybody. She hoped it wouldn’t come to that. Hungry people were desperate. She wouldn’t mind sharing what she had as long as her own family didn’t starve.

Suddenly, Ihor ran over a deep rut in the road. She winced with the jolt, adjusting her bum once more.

“It still hurts?” he asked.

“Of course. It can’t be helped.” They rode the rest of the way without talking. The rough ride seemed to speak for them. Life wasn’t smooth. Bumps and holes were not only unavoidable, they were expected.

When Ihor turned his wagon down the narrow road to her farm, Lukia scanned the land—nearly five deshyatin, most of them seeded with grain. Not much for a growing family and to make matters worse, it was broken up into parcels here and there. Even the cow’s pasture was down by the creek. With the farm divided over a large area, it was hard to keep track of what needed to be done. To get to some parts, they had to skirt a neighbour’s farm, making for disputes over boundaries or wild life found on one’s property. She had hoped their situation would improve in time, but with the enemy on the horizon, their future couldn’t have looked bleaker.

She turned to Ihor. “We may have to leave our farms sooner than we think.”

“I’ve been told.”

“We lived twelve years with Gregory’s parents. It worked out in the beginning, but after we had a few children, we had to move out on our own. It took us four years to build this farm. Four years!” Her voice cracked when she considered how quickly they could lose all they’d worked for.

“What can we do?” said Ihor. “It’s not in our hands.”

She groaned. “Oy, misery.” The idea of leaving turned her stomach. She wished there was some family she could go to, but in wartime no one was secure. She shut her eyes to keep from crying and only opened them again when the wagon stopped near her front door.

Their two-room house—as good as any around—had been built from a forest of oak, ash, maple, and elm trees. Resembling a boxcar in shape, it served them well, as did their livestock. Lukia glanced across the yard. Their rooster was chasing chickens and their two pigs were rolling in a mud enclosure.

“Are you and Nina ready to leave if you have to?” she asked.

“Who’s ever ready?” He looked at her garden by the house. She and Hania had planted sunflowers, potatoes, onions, garlic, beets, cabbage, cucumbers, and corn. “It’s a shame,” he said, sighing. “We work so hard to get so little and then this beast comes along. You wonder what God is thinking.”

“That we’re all fools.”

“It’s true what you’re saying.”

She turned to him. “Thank you for the ride. I’m making borscht for supper. Would you like some?”

“That would be lovely.”

“I’ll send a jar with one of the boys later.” She could hear Eudokia wailing from behind the door. “My child is hollering. Give my best to Nina,” she said, stepping down from the wagon.

At the sound of gunshots, they both looked to the west. The battle seemed closer now. Ihor doffed his cap. “Until we see each other again.” He then urged his horses forward.

She dusted off her skirt and entered the cottage to the screams of her baby, who was in Hania’s arms.

“I’m sorry, Mama,” said Hania. “She didn’t want to take the milk.”

“Maybe the heat spoiled it.” Lukia laid her package by the door and quickly took off her babushka. She had one breast out before she even reached her baby. Half-gagging, Eudokia greedily sucked. It was always the same. Nothing could replace a mother’s breast.



The following evening, Lukia and Hania gathered the children around the pich. The boys, sensing a serious matter, sat for once without poking one another, their eyes watching their mother.

The last to sit down, Lukia took her time to think about what she wanted to say. She patted her apron, wiping away the creases, and then looked at her two eldest offspring: Hania, barely in her teens, and Egnat, at ten, still a few years from growing hair on his face.

She cleared her throat. “Nu, we have to be strong together. You all know your tato joined the army. Egnat, you’re the oldest boy. You’re now man of the house.” She groaned inwardly. If it weren’t for countries led by crazy fools, mothers wouldn’t be asking their young to take on a grown man’s role.

But Egnat seemed pleased. He stretched his short frame and grinned at Hania and his brothers. Ivan, nine and almost as tall as Egnat, reached around Michalko and patted his oldest brother on the back.

Michalko’s eyes widened. “When can I go and fight? I want to fight like Tato.”

Egnat swatted him. “You’re just a squirt.”

“Ow,” said Michalko, rubbing his arm.

“Six years old and the squirt wants to fight.”

Lukia glared at Egnat. “That’s not nice! Leave your brother alone.” She beckoned Michalko to her side and put her arm around him. She bent her head. “When you can chop wood and kill a rabbit, then I’ll think about you joining the army.”

The others giggled, but Michalko gave Egnat a self-satisfied look.

She sighed heavily. “I don’t know if we’ll have to leave, but you’ve heard the gunshots in the distance. War can move very fast so I want you to stay close by in case we have to leave suddenly.”

“I won’t go,” said Egnat, puffing out his chest. “They can’t make me.”

“Oh yes, the government can.” She then reassured her children with the words she needed to hear. “I don’t want you to worry because nothing is happening yet. As long as we’re together, we’ll get through this. Tato wouldn’t have left us if he didn’t believe we could manage.”

Her children nodded, their actions contradicting the strain painted on their faces.

“Egnat,” said Lukia, changing the subject. “Have you and Ivan milked the cows?”

“Yes, Mama.”

“Good. Ivan, go and make sure the door to the chicken coop is closed. The last thing we need is to lose some to the foxes.” Ivan rushed out the door before she finished her sentence.

With Hania helping to settle two-year-old Havrylo in bed, Lukia went into her room to stitch a few soldiers’ tunics. Her spirits rose when she picked up the fabric. She loved seeing a garment take shape. She had a flair for fashioning garments and could create anything she saw on the streets of Lutsk without a pattern. Because of that, her family—though poor—dressed in the latest style.

As she basted the brown wool sleeve seams together, she wished once again that she had a Singer sewing machine like Anna, her brother Petro’s wife. It would make her life so much easier. She’d talked to Gregory about it, and though he saw the wisdom of buying one, they hadn’t been able to figure out where they’d get the money. And with the war escalating, the likelihood of improving their lot was no longer imaginable.

Faraway gunfire jarred her as she pulled the needle through the cloth. She couldn’t help but think the wool serge was too thin to protect her husband from bullets or keep him warm. He’d mentioned the army had given him a greatcoat but that would hardly be enough during the winter months, especially on an open battlefield without shelter. She envisioned him walking through a blizzard, his head down, his moustache coated with ice, his frozen fingers gripping his bayonet. Her lower lip trembled. Pushing her troubled thoughts away, she sewed until she could no longer keep her eyes open.


Unwelcome Visitors
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LIFE WENT ON without Gregory. With harvesting underway, Lukia had no time to recover from her trip to the city. Soon after Eudokia’s birth, the neighbours who’d been helping with the farm work had to return to their own fields. That meant her three oldest sons were out on the land, cutting the wheat, oat, and barley stalks. The swish, swish of the scythes and sickles made a kind of music, that drifted through the house’s open windows as Lukia and Hania cooked and did their chores.

By nightfall, the boys complained of sore muscles. Their hands cramped even using a knife and fork. It bothered Lukia to see them suffer, but nothing came without pain. Again, she was forced to choke back her anger at Gregory for leaving them with so much work. However, she understood that the land they loved could be under siege at any moment, and without patriots like her husband, everything could be lost.

After the grain was cut, Lukia and her children gathered the stalks into piles, the piles into sheaves, the sheaves into bunches set to stand with their heads pointing to the sky. Lukia and Hania took turns checking on Eudokia, who slept outdoors in a basket by the shady side of their cottage. Lukia felt fortunate that her brother had harvested early. Once their grain dried, they would use his thresher to load the stooks.

While the family toiled, Havrylo played an imaginary game, his chubby legs kicking up dirt. Lukia admonished him when he ran past where they were working. Outside of that interruption, there were only a few breaks. Every day meant back-breaking work until sundown, not made any easier with the hammering of warfare in the near distance. With each rat-a-tat-tat breaking the silence, Lukia and her children would look to the west. They all knew that somewhere on the horizon, young men were falling, never to get up again.



With war around the corner, Lukia had Eudokia baptized in Kivertsi’s Ukrainian Orthodox church. Normally, baptism took place forty days after a child’s birth, but these weren’t normal times. There was also no time for a celebration. Her sister Panashka acted as godmother and Gregory’s brother-in-law Dmitro, godfather. If her daughter should die prematurely, at least she’d be allowed into heaven.

Lukia hadn’t been home long from church and was about to make lunch, when Ivan came running in out of breath. “Mama, some soldiers are here to see you.”

Shivers ran up her back. “Where’s Egnat?”

“He’s in the forest with Michalko. He found a fallen tree and they’re dragging it home.”

“Good. You better go help them.”

While Ivan ran off, she wiped her hands on her apron and went outside. The soldiers—one raven-haired and handsome, the other much older, portly and seemingly bald under his cap—sat on their horses and were looking around the farm.

“Madam, is your husband home?” asked the older one. Greying whiskers framed his lips. The dark circles under his eyes suggested a lack of sleep or deep worry.

“No, he’s out fighting the Germans.”

“That’s good to hear. Are you alone on the farm?”

“I live here with six children.”

“Six?” He turned to his companion and laughed. “These peasants don’t waste any time.”

She ignored the insult. “What brings you here?”

“You and your family have to evacuate. You have to be out of here by tomorrow.”

“What?” Stunned, not knowing how to escape what was happening, Lukia felt like running in all directions, like a chicken with its head cut off. Her knees buckled. “I can’t leave yet. It’s harvesting time.”

The handsome one glanced at the fields as if they were nothing. “The Germans could arrive any moment. It’s for your protection as well as ours. We don’t want them or the Austrians taking you prisoner, forcing you to work for them.” The officer stared beyond Lukia, causing her to turn. Hania stood in the open doorway for a few moments before disappearing back in the house. “Or worse yet,” he added, “raping you or your daughter.”

“Oy,” Lukia said, placing a hand on her heart.

“We’ll be burning all the homes in the district so they won’t have anywhere to hide. You can burn your crops yourself, if you like.”

She felt bile rise in her throat. “Nobody said anything about burning. You can’t do that.”

“Those are our orders. Each refugee will get six rubles a month.”

“Six rubles? Will each of my children get six as well?”

“You must be joking,” said the older one, barely concealing his surliness.

“That’s scarcely enough to feed me.”

“You’re lucky to get that. Find the rest of your family.” He turned his horse around. “We’ll be back in the morning. Make sure you’re ready to go. Just take what you need.”

Panic joined the bile in her throat. She swallowed before saying, “Where will we go?”

“Siberia. We have trains at the station to take you.”

Her stomach sank. “Siberia? Winter is coming. It’s too cold there. We don’t have the right clothing.”

“I’m sorry,” said the handsome one. Before she could complain further, the soldiers kicked their horses with their spurs and galloped away, dust rising behind them.

Lukia stood immobilized, as if she’d been frozen stiff by the iciness of his words. She watched the soldiers disappear behind the bushes on the crossroad. She’d heard enough about Siberia’s brutal landscape to know that life there would mean hardship she couldn’t fathom. It was a place where many had perished. She wanted to scream, blame those who’d started this crazy war, but what good would that do? She had to pack and be ready to leave tomorrow. But first, she had to tell her children.


A Moving Prison
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AT THE TRAIN station, Lukia got a pittance for her wagon even though it had a strong wood shaft and was better built than most. Hardly enough rubles to buy a few chickens. Same for her sturdy draft horse. One of the refugees told her the army was requisitioning horses, using them for the war effort. Even the livestock. It wasn’t fair. But who could she complain to? All the farmers were in the same boat.

Lukia and her children stepped onto the train platform and jostled their way through the teeming crowd. The sharp smells of unwashed bodies, garlic, and fried onions on clothing assaulted their noses as they pushed forward past soldiers herding hundreds of peasants—mostly mothers and their young families looking lost as they dragged and carried their possessions in crates, trunks, and canvas bags.

Lukia left Egnat in charge of his brothers and sisters near one of the platform poles and stood in line behind a half dozen other women waiting to speak to a tall blond officer, who looked as if he were barely off his mother’s breast. When her turn came, she asked him if she and her family could go to the Caucasus.

He hesitated. “Panye, why do you even mention this? If you were told Siberia, then that’s where you have to go.”

“Listen,” she said, raising her voice to be heard over someone shouting nearby. “I just had a baby. We don’t have the right clothing. Tell me, would you send your mother there?”

“Panye, I understand. This is hard for everybody.”

“What do you know what’s hard?” Her throat tightened. “I’m alone to take care of six children because my husband left to fight for the Tsar. Our house was torched. We watched our home go up in flames.”

His gaze softened. “You say your husband volunteered?”

“Yes, and he told me to ask to be sent to the Caucasus. Others are going. Why can’t we?”

“Panye, let me see,” he said with a sympathetic nod. He then looked down the row of freight cars, waved at someone down the track, and put seven fingers in the air. Lukia glanced in that direction and saw an older man in uniform give the beckoning sign. The young officer turned back to her and smiled. “It will be alright. You can go there.”

“Thank you.” She shook his hand in gratitude.

Lukia and her family jostled their way through the crowd to a boxcar that held at least ten others, huddled near the open door. They moved over to allow Lukia and her children to climb aboard. The interior of the boxcar was filthy. Old straw littered the floor and the urine and manure smell confirmed that the dark substance on the wood planks was more than just soil dragged in on someone’s shoes.

“This is shameful!” she said to a stout man, who was standing near the door. “We’re being moved like animals.”

“Look,” he said, pointing to a small sign on the wall. “These freight cars are for forty men or six horses. I think they’re planning on squeezing forty of us in here.”

Staring at the sign, she shook her head and said to Egnat, “Get the empty burlap bags from the trunk and lay them on the floor. At least, we can sit on something clean.”

Crouched in a dark corner was an elderly couple with a teenager, who appeared to be their grandson. They were talking to one another in Russian. Lukia exchanged pleasantries with them and learned they had arrived from Kovel, the village where she’d been born. Their conversation quickly petered out when it was determined the old couple knew none of the people she had mentioned.

After organizing their belongings in the cramped quarters, her children grew quiet. Lukia assumed they were as shocked as she was to have landed in this dingy space. She gazed at her daughter, who was resting in her arms. How was she going to survive this trip? How would they all? She moaned and said a silent prayer. They soon joined the others by the open door to get some fresh air and watch the soldiers fill the boxcars with refugees.

When Lukia saw an official walking by, she suddenly remembered her promissory note. She quickly handed Eudokia to Hania and, with help from a stranger, jumped down on the platform. “Please wait!” she bellowed at the official, who was now a car-length away and couldn’t hear her because of all the station noise. She pushed her way through the throng until she caught up with him. “Please, wait a moment,” she said as she tapped him on the back. He turned around looking surprised. She pulled out the note buried under her housedress and showed it to him. “Where can I find Farazsheev Krylow?”

He read the note, rubbing one end of his long handlebar moustache. “What’s this?”

“This is a promise that I’ll be paid for my grain.”

“Good luck,” he said, his eyes crinkling in amusement.

“What do you mean, good luck?” Her throat went dry and her fists tightened. “I want to speak to someone higher up.”

He shook his head but said, “Come with me.” They walked down the row of boxcars until he found a superior, an immense man with bulging eyes in his round face.

He scrutinized her note, then said, “If he’d given you a bigger paper, you could’ve at least wiped your ass with it.” The two men laughed and poked each other in the ribs.

The official with the moustache waved his arms to simulate a bird flying and said with a smirk, “He flew away.”

She glared at the men. Mocking smiles plastered on their faces. They were making fun of the name, fairy wings, but they were also laughing at her as if she’d been duped. “That’s
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