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The	Drake	

My	name	is	Ada,	Adellaida	Loboda.	

I	live	with	my	family	in	a	rural	town	in	central	Ukraine.	

Old	people	say	many	years	ago	dozens	of	white	and	black	swans	lived	on	the	

lake	 that	 gently	 rolls	 its	 waves	 about	 half	 a	 mile	 east	 from	 our	 big	 house	 with	

whitewashed	walls.	 	

Though,	 by	 the	 time	my	 great-grandfather	 settled	 here	 after	World	War	 II,	

the	 swan	population	was	 represented	by	only	one	graceful	 couple.	 	The	 two	birds	

brought	lots	of	joy	to	the	town	residents	for	a	long	time,	but	one	day,	the	pen	came	

back	from	the	warm	lands	alone.	No	one	knew	what	happened	to	her	mate.	The	pen	

stayed	loyal	to	him	and	kept	coming	back	to	the	lake	without	a	pair	until	one	spring	

no	white	wings	cast	a	shadow	on	the	waters.	Soon	the	lake	thickened	with	slime	and	

grew	 shallow;	 ducks	 and	 wild	 geese	 occupied	 it.	 The	 name	 of	 the	 city,	 however,	

remained	the	same	–	Lebedin,	or	Swan	Town	–	and	the	legend	of	the	bird	loyalty	still	

lives	in	the	people’s	gossip…	

I	often	wish	my	mama	was	 like	the	swan	from	the	 fable	and	never	married	

again.	Yet,	she	did.	She	even	had	another	cygnet.	

***	

It	 is	 only	 2	 p.m.,	 but	 regular	 blackouts	make	 the	wild	 ‘90s	 in	 our	 town	 so	

dark.	
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A	melting	candle	stub	sheds	a	dim	light	on	a	few	rye	bread	crumbs,	an	empty	

sugar-bowl	and	a	cracked	mug	with	stinky	leftovers	of	tea,	brewed	from	plum	tree	

branches.	

He	 looks	at	me	 from	the	kitchen	 table	with	his	beady	 little	eyes.	The	beads	

are	deep	and	shiny	even	in	the	shriveling	light,	at	the	very	bottom	of	them	–	all	the	

despair	of	a	 fading	 life.	 Just	a	 few	hours	ago,	 the	drake	had	pecked	duckweed	and	

dove	 for	 water	 lily	 stalks	 in	 the	 darkening	 lake,	 but	 was	 frightened	 away	 by	 the	

barking	of	 hunting	dogs.	The	bird	had	 rushed	up,	 and	 an	 imprecise	 shot	 from	my	

stepfather’s	gun	hit	his	 tail.	Now	 the	drake’s	 life	 is	measured	only	by	 the	distance	

from	the	kitchen	table	to	the	gas	stove.	I	stand	in	between,	by	the	sink,	and	do	the	

dishes	in	a	large	washbowl.	I	am	only	10	and	I	can	hardly	reach	up	to	it.	Cheap	soap	

doesn’t	dissolve,	and	all	the	dishes	feel	dirty	even	after	they	are	washed.	The	bones	

in	 my	 hands	 ache	 from	 ice-cold	 water.	 Meticulously	 wiping	 cold	 palms	 on	 my	

mama’s	 over-laundered	 apron,	 I	 slowly	 get	 closer	 and	 carefully	 touch	 the	 drake’s	

black	glossy	quills.	He	doesn’t	scream,	doesn’t	try	to	get	away.	

My	 teacher	 says	ducks	have	a	 special	 layer	of	 fat	 that	makes	 their	 feathers	

waterproof,	but	 the	drake’s	 feathers	don’t	 feel	oily.	 I	gently	stroke	him,	 then	untie	

my	long	ponytail	and	run	the	fingers	on	my	hair	–	the	roots	are	greasy	all	the	time	

because	my	parents	cannot	afford	good	shampoo.	We	can’t	afford	many	necessities.	

Girls	 at	 school	 have	 denim	 skirts	 and	 plenty	 of	 pocket	 money	 to	 buy	 that	 sour	

chewing	gum	with	the	little	stickers	inside.	All	I	have	plenty	of	is	dandruff.	Well,	last	
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month,	my	sister	Anastasia	brought	home	lice	from	kindergarten,	so	we	had	plenty	

of	those	too.	

	“Finish	the	dishes	and	go	to	your	room.”	I	jump	and	quickly	snatch	my	hand	

from	the	drake’s	head.	My	stepfather	walks	into	the	kitchen	with	his	mother	gaiting	

behind	him.	They	look	so	alike:	same	wide	shoulders,	same	red	hair,	same	pursed,	

thin	 lips,	 same	 frightening	 look	 in	 the	 sharp	 gray	 eyes.	 His	 words	 –	 not	 evil,	 but	

indifferent	and	harsh	–	hit	me	like	the	shots	 from	his	gun.	Only	with	me,	the	shots	

never	miss.	I	shrink	under	their	looks.	

“I’m	 almost	 done,	 papa.”	 I	 reach	 for	 an	 aluminum	 mug	 from	 the	 pile	 of	

washed	dishes	and	start	rubbing	it	with	a	towel,	as	if	trying	to	make	a	jinn	appear	in	

front	of	us.	I	call	my	stepfather	“papa,”	but	I	am	only	allowed	to	address	his	mother	

by	her	first	name	and	surname	–	Amaliya	Vladimirovna.	“I	am	your	friend	and	your	

older	comrade,	not	your	grandmother!	You	understand?”	she	often	says.		

I	understand.	

I	 think	 she	doesn’t	 like	my	mother	 and	me	much,	 because	 at	 dinner,	when	

Amaliya	 is	 in	 charge	 of	 pouring	 soup,	 she	 always	 puts	meat	 in	 papa’s	 and	Anya’s	

bowls,	 but	 never	 in	mine	 and	 never	 in	mama’s.	 That	 is,	when	we	 have	meat.	 She	

scolds	us	for	everything,	and	I	often	hide	Amaliya’s	glasses	so	she	can	see	fewer	of	

our	 faults.	Mama	 says	 I	 am	a	big	 girl	 already	 and	 should	 stop	 acting	 childish.	 She	

says	 I	have	 to	always	 think	ahead,	and	put	myself	 in	other	people’s	shoes	–	 then	I	

will	not	be	constantly	yelled	at.	Continuing	to	rub	a	shiny	side	of	the	mug,	I	close	my	
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eyes	 and	 imagine	 myself	 in	 Amaliya’s	 trampled	 blue	 slippers	 with	 large	 white	

daisies	printed	on	them.		

I	 shuffle	 into	 the	 library	and	 shout	at	my	daughter-in-law	 for	dusting	 crystal	

vases	and	her	grandfather’s	portrait	in	a	heavy	mourning	frame.	Spit	splatters	around	

as	 I	 ask	 bitterly,	 “Hey,	 intelligentsia!	 Have	 nothing	 better	 to	 do?	 Those	 collectable	

books	 of	 yours	 belong	 at	 the	 scrapyard	 –	 they	 don’t	 cost	 a	 ruble	 now,	 the	 darn	

remnants	of	bourgeoisie,	 the	disgrace	to	an	honest	hardworking	family!”	 I	watch	my	

daughter-in-law	turning	red	with	anger.	I	am	satisfied.	

Then	 I	 leave	 the	 library	and	walk	 through	 the	 forest	 in	papa’s	brown	 shabby	

hunting	boots	with	a	gun	pressed	to	my	right	armpit;	dead	scarlet	leaves	rustle	under	

the	soles	and	a	decoy	rattles	between	my	lips.	I	 look	up	and	pull	the	trigger.	In	a	few	

minutes,	 the	 wounded	 drake	 beats	 its	 short	 wings	 in	my	 hunting	 bag.	 I	 walk	 home	

cheerfully	and	whistle,	 because	now	my	 family	will	 finally	have	meat	 for	dinner,	 the	

first	time	in	five	days.	I	wish	they	ate	meat	every	day,	even	that	awkward	stepdaughter	

of	 mine	 –	 the	 baggage	 I	 got	 along	 with	 my	 wife,	 as	 I	 often	 confess	 to	 Amaliya	

Vladimirovna.	Ah,	that	Ada	girl,	she	is	so	clueless	and	clumsy	and	always	breaks	things.	

Who	would	like	to	kiss	a	girl	like	that?	Who	would	want	to	play	or	ride	a	bike	with	her?	

Not	me.	

I	open	my	eyes	and	look	down.	A	tear	falls	from	my	nose	onto	my	left	wool	

sock	and	disappears	between	the	thick	white	threads.	I	don’t	think	I	am	very	good	at	

this,	at	putting	myself	in	other	people’s	shoes.		

***	
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Nasty	 jangling	sounds	of	a	knife-sharpening	machine	break	into	the	kitchen	

from	the	barn.	I	carefully	wipe	all	the	dishes	and	hang	a	kitchen	towel	and	an	apron	

on	a	nail	above	the	sink,	looking	over	my	shoulder	at	the	drake.	Blood	on	his	tail	has	

already	clotted	and	started	to	dry.	I	stroke	the	drake	for	the	last	time,	pick	up	a	new	

candle,	and	bury	myself	in	books	in	my	room	as	a	distraction.	The	old	volume	that	

smells	 like	 time	and	 tangerines	 swishes	with	 its	yellowed	pages,	 and	opens	at	my	

favorite	scene	 from	Les	Misérables	–	 little	Cosette	carries	a	bucket	 to	 the	woods	 in	

the	dark	–	but	my	eyes	fail	me	as	the	lines	jump	in	some	crazy	dance.	All	I	can	think	

about	 is	Amaliya’s	 callused	hands	with	 swollen	blue	 veins	 and	 red	 spots	 reaching	

out	to	the	dumpy	green	drake’s	neck.	Papa	has	hunted	ducks	before	and	rabbits	too,	

but	they	usually	appeared	in	a	steaming	casserole.	I	have	never	seen	them	dying	on	

the	kitchen	table.	I	don’t	want	this	drake	for	dinner!	

Rubbing	 my	 knees	 that	 still	 remember	 the	 last	 punishment	 for	 hiding	

Amaliya’s	glasses	in	my	school	backpack,	I	open	the	door.	The	raw	buckwheat	grains	

I	had	to	stand	on	for	the	whole	two	hours	yesterday	left	tiny	dark	spots	on	my	skin.	

Furtively	 looking	 around,	 I	 sneak	 into	 the	 kitchen,	 grab	 the	 drake	 from	 the	 table,	

press	 the	 bird	 closer	 to	 my	 chest	 and	 rush	 across	 the	 yard	 into	 the	 neighbor’s	

chicken	coop.	

It	smells	awful	here,	and	chickens	look	wary	and	cluck	in	a	hostile	way	at	us.	

“Shoo,	speckled!”	I	hiss	at	them.	
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They	might	scratch	 the	wounded	drake,	 so	 I	put	him	 in	 the	highest	nesting	

box	 and	 cover	 the	opening	with	 a	plaque.	My	whisper	 sounds	muffled	 and	unreal	

inside	the	crooked	coop,	“You’ll	be	safe	here.”	

***	

Papa	finds	the	drake	in	the	neighbor’s	coop	in	an	hour.	Then	he	finds	me	on	

the	old	apple	tree	in	the	garden	with	Les	Misérables	 in	one	hand	and	an	unwashed	

apple	in	the	other…	

My	 stomach	makes	 a	 couple	 of	 incredible	 somersaults	 as	 I	 fly	 through	 the	

corridor	like	a	rag	and	land	on	my	right	side.	A	dull	pain	pierces	through	my	belly.	

Thousands	 of	 feelings	 overwhelm	me	 at	 once:	 fear,	 anger,	 humiliation,	 so	 I	 don’t	

know	right	away	whether	I	should	retreat,	run	back	at	papa	with	my	fists	clenched	

or	cry.	Fear	becomes	the	winner	in	this	wrestling	match	between	my	feelings.	I	curl	

up	 on	 the	 dusty	 carpet	 like	 a	 May	 beetle	 grub	 we	 find	 during	 potato	 planting	 in	

spring.	I	wait	for	more	smacks,	but	papa	just	steps	over	me	and	walks	away.	

“Get	away	from	her!”	he	growls	at	mama,	who	rushes	into	the	corridor	with	

Anya	in	her	arms.	Mama’s	fingers	convulsively	clench	and	unclench	as	she	puts	my	

little	sister	down	on	the	carpet	and	exits	behind	papa.	Anya	awkwardly	falls	on	her	

butt	next	to	me;	she	combs	my	hair	with	her	tiny	plump	hand	and	sings,	“Ladybug	

fly	to	the	sky…”		

I	cover	my	ears	when	the	cracking	sound	is	finally	heard	from	the	kitchen.	

***	
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“Would	 you	 like	 me	 to	 leave	 him?	 Ada!	 Look	 at	 me!	 Yes	 or	 no?”	 Mama	

examines	the	bruises	on	my	right	arm,	checking	it	for	fractures	with	her	eyes	full	of	

tears.		

I	gaze	back	at	her,	puzzled,	unprepared.	What	should	I	say?	I	can’t	even	put	

myself	in	other	people’s	shoes	yet!	I	am	not	a	big	enough	girl	yet,	mommy!		

Avoiding	her	pleading	look,	I	focus	all	my	attention	on	the	corner	of	the	living	

room,	where	Anya	 swarms	with	 the	 toys	 that	used	 to	be	mine,	 still	making	 funny	

singing	 noises.	 She	 just	 broke	 my	 favorite	 wooden	 mill.	 I	 wish	 Anya	 didn’t	 fart	

around	 our	 houseguests	 and	 break	 my	 things,	 but	 I	 love	 how	 she	 listens	 to	 my	

bedtime	 stories,	 so	 quietly.	 And	 how	 she	 smiles	 in	 her	 sleep.	 And	 how	 she	 cries	

when	I	cry.	

I	stare	at	the	pieces	that	five	minutes	ago	were	my	old	windmill.	I	stare	at	its	

wooden	 body	 and	 wide	 blades	 and	 suddenly	 imagine	 myself	 in	 the	 shoes	 of	 a	

stranger	–	of	some	other	man	who	would	come	after	papa	–	black	shoes,	no	 laces,	

perfectly	polished.	

	I	drag	Anya	through	the	corridor	and	make	her	stand	with	her	knees	on	dried	

peas,	or	worse…	buckwheat	grains…	

Mama	sighs	with	relief	when	I	exhale,	“No,	mommy.”	

***	

“M…	mom…	Maybe	we…	Maybe,	 I	…	Maybe	I	shouldn’t...?”	 I	shake	my	head,	

avoiding	everyone’s	eyes.	
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“I	 said	 eat	 it!”	 Papa	 starts	 to	 rise	 from	 his	 seat,	 and	 I	 know	 this	 gesture	

doesn’t	promise	anything	good	for	me.	The	last	time	he	rose	from	his	seat	at	dinner	

was	when	I	refused	to	eat	nettle	soup	–	 I	 thought	 it	would	bite	my	tongue!	Papa’s	

spoon	 got	 painfully	 stamped	 into	my	 forehead.	 That	 day	 at	 dinner	 I	 learned	 that	

unlike	raw,	boiled	nettle	doesn’t	bite.	

I	quickly	put	 the	greasy	drake’s	 leg	 in	my	mouth	and	chew	on	the	sweetish	

meat	hysterically.	

They	make	me	eat	it.	And	I	eat	it.	I	am	sorry,	so	sorry	for	the	drake,	but	I	am	

also	hungry,	so	hungry!	Boiled	potatoes	with	sunflower	oil,	hard	chunks	of	rye	bread	

and	 chopped	 onions	 that	 I’ve	 had	 over	 the	 past	 few	 days	were	making	me	 sick.	 I	

couldn’t	even	look	at	another	white	tuber	sprinkled	with	oil	this	morning.	Though,	

now	I’d	gladly	prefer	it	to	this	disgusting	feast.		

My	eyes	start	to	itch.	I	get	up	from	the	chair,	and	just	as	papa’s	spoon	plunks	

on	the	tabletop	and	he	 impatiently	rises	 from	his	seat	again,	my	mouth	opens	and	

warm	bitter	vomit	–	with	shreds	of	undigested	light-brownish	flesh	and	some	of	the	

morning	potatoes	–	spills	on	the	floor.	

Forks	and	knives	stop	clanking	on	the	plates	at	once.	Papa	picks	me	up	and	

takes	me	to	my	room.	He	puts	me	on	my	right	side	and	covers	me	with	the	blanket;	

it	 hurts	 a	 lot,	 but	 I	 am	 silent.	 I	 am	 a	 big	 girl	 now;	 I	 should	 endure	 the	 pain,	 right	

mama?		

She	wouldn’t	hear,	she	still	cries	at	the	table	in	the	dining	room.	
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Anya	drags	the	gigantic	bedtime	storybook	into	my	room,	but	Amaliya,	who	

comes	to	wish	me	goodnight	and	even	quickly	pecks	my	forehead,	sends	Anya	away.			

The	next	day,	papa	brings	me	a	butterscotch	candy	from	work.		

Then	everything	goes	back	to	normal.	
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In	memory	of	Natalia	Bolotnaya	(Filatova)	

Katya’s	Garden		

The	train	station	Philipovka	dozed	in	the	swirling	predawn	mist.	

Overgrown	with	dandelions,	rails	disappeared	 into	the	distance.	The	Arrow	

stopped	 here	 only	 once	 every	 two	 days	 at	 4:55	 in	 the	 evening;	 the	 rest	 of	 the	

passenger	and	freight	trains	swept	past	the	godforsaken	village.	

A	 mustachioed	 station	 guard	 Uncle	 Syoma,	 slept	 deeply	 and	 snored	 softly	

inside	his	poky	booth.	A	dim	lantern	swayed	cozily	to	the	beat	of	his	breath	above	

the	door	with	peeling	white	paint	around	the	rusty	doorknob.	

On	 the	 path	 behind	 the	 booth,	 gravel	 crunched	 –	 a	 tall	 woman	 stealthily	

tiptoed	 past	 it,	 heading	 to	 the	 river	 through	 the	 thick	 birch	 grove.	 Barefoot,	 the	

woman	kept	her	back	very	straight	like	a	ballerina	at	the	premiere,	holding	a	bundle	

of	wildflowers	in	her	hands.	She	didn’t	run,	but	was	in	a	hurry.	The	strange	woman	

was	not	watching	her	step	at	all,	tripping	over	random	rocks	and	driftwood	before	

she	finally	made	it	to	the	river	edge.	

	The	waters,	proud	and	stately,	welcomed	her.	

They	had	the	right	to	be	proud	–	Peter	the	Great	of	Russia	named	the	river	

himself.	When	he	once	visited	these	Ukrainian	lands,	he	was	tempted	by	a	whim	of	

taking	a	boat	trip.	Admiring	the	views	of	the	emerald	banks,	he	accidentally	dropped	

his	monocle	into	the	water	–	quickly	it	went	down	to	the	muddy	bottom.	

“Vorskla!”	the	tsar	exclaimed.	“The	glass	stealer!”	

The	 waters	 licked	 the	 young	 woman’s	 bare	 feet	 and	 exposed	 her	 pale	

reflection:	large	eyes	the	color	of	strong	tea,	almost	too	big	for	her	small	face,	and	a	
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long	braid	the	color	of	wheat.	She	threw	buttercups	and	cornflowers	into	the	river	

and	 watched	 them	 sink.	 If	 it	 wasn’t	 August	 already,	 she	 could	 have	 been	 easily	

mistaken	 for	 a	 young	 girl	who	 came	 to	 float	 flower	wreaths	 on	 the	 river	 and	 tell	

fortunes	on	the	eve	of	Kupala	Night.	

The	woman	stared	at	the	reflection	for	a	moment.	Flower	petals	and	weeds	

plastered	 to	 her	 right	 foot;	 the	woman	 hit	 the	water	 surface	with	 it	 to	 break	 the	

distorted	mirror	and	entered	deeper	and	deeper	into	Vorskla.	

When	the	cool	waves	reached	up	to	her	thigh	and	her	long	summer	dress	got	

completely	 wet,	 the	 woman	 stopped.	 Swiftly	 struck	 by	 a	 shrill	 and	 very	 distant	

sound	 that	 provoked	 a	 thought,	 she	 turned	 around	 and	 rushed	 back	 to	 the	 train	

station.	

Now	 she	 ran	 –	 getting	 tangled	 in	 the	wet	 dress	 and	 stepping	 on	 the	 same	

rocks,	not	feeling	pain	from	the	driftwood	that	scratched	her	skin	–	hands	folded	in	a	

silent	 prayer.	 She	 prayed	 to	 the	 sun,	 begging	 it	 not	 to	 come	 out	 so	 soon,	 to	 stay	

overseas	just	a	little	longer…	

Uncle	 Syoma	 yawned	 and	 rubbed	his	 fading	 eyes	with	wild	 bushes	 of	 gray	

hair	over	them	and	listened	to	the	sound	of	an	approaching	train.	Stretching	in	his	

chair,	he	watched	the	first	three	blue	wagons	followed	by	freight	railcars	rush	by	his	

booth,	 and	 didn’t	 realize	 immediately	 what	 exactly	 made	 the	 machine	 brake	 so	

sharply.	

He	jumped	up	from	his	comfortable	seat.	Knocking	down	the	lantern	on	his	

way	out,	the	old	man	violently	pulled	the	door,	and	it	swayed	from	side	to	side	while	

he	hurried	to	the	head	of	the	train	as	fast	as	his	arthritic	legs	allowed	him.	
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Trapped	inside	the	lamp,	a	disgusting	moth	beat	its	enormous	wings	on	the	

thick	 dirty	 walls,	 and	 good	 hundred	 and	 fifty	 meters	 away	 from	 the	 booth,	 the	

freight	train	driver	knelt	before	a	white	bare	foot.	

***	

The	house	rocked	with	all	its	walls,	and	the	walls	fell.		

Moaning	 like	 a	 giant	 black	 mouth,	 the	 doorway,	 crushing	 and	 crumbling,	

slowly	 squinted	 to	 the	 right	 and	 finally	 bowed	 down	 to	 the	 ground.	 Ugly	 ruins	

quickly	grew	on	 the	unswept	 floor;	dust	 from	plaster	pillars	 stood	over	 the	 ruins.	

The	 clay	 oven	 fissured,	 opening	 its	 ashy	 insides.	 Shards	 of	 broken	 window	 glass	

reflected	an	emerging	dawn.		

Anya	anxiously	 shuddered	on	her	bed	and	unstuck	her	eyelids,	heavy	 from	

sleep.	She	gazed	around:	The	walls	stood	firmly	in	place,	and	terracotta	pitchers	and	

cheap	artificial	poppies	in	tasteless	rustic	vases	stayed	put	neatly	on	shelves.	Large	

drops	monotonously	stroked	the	bottom	of	the	washing	basin	in	the	boiler	room.	

It	was	just	a	nightmare,	but	a	nasty	worm	of	unexpected	fear	already	began	

to	gnaw	her	stomach	with	its	dull	saber	teeth.	

Familiar	 countryside	 smells	 of	 boiled	 cabbage	 and	 dried	 tarragon	 –	

protection	against	dark	 forces	–	 that	always	 filled	grandma’s	hut	calmed	the	girl	a	

little.	

She	 sat	 straight	 on	 the	 bed,	 shoving	 a	 homespun	 blanket	 away	 with	 her	

elbow	and	reaching	for	the	glass	of	compote	that	grandma	had	thoughtfully	put	on	

the	 shabby	 old-fashioned	 nightstand	 for	 her	 granddaughter.	 Taking	 a	 few	 sips	 of	

sweet	berry	drink,	she	came	to	the	window.	Vines	in	the	garden	braided	around	the	
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pinewood	veranda	and	drowned	in	the	milky	morning	fog,	reveling	in	the	coolness	

and	moisture	 before	 a	 hot	 summer	 day.	 The	 old	 samovar	 forgotten	 by	 the	 family	

outside	after	a	late-night	dinner	resentfully	puffed	its	shiny	cheeks.	

Anya	 used	 to	 enjoy	 summers	 in	 the	 village.	 Away	 from	 the	 city,	 from	 her	

parents’	 cramped	 apartment,	 she	 admired	 the	 spaciousness	 of	 the	 endless	 golden	

wheat	fields.	She	swam	in	the	clear	river,	played	“Cossacks	and	robbers”	with	local	

grimy	 kids,	 and	 tasted	 liters	 of	 foam	 from	 jam	 that	 boiled	 in	 the	 summer	 kitchen	

until	the	first	cold.	

This	year	was	different.	For	the	first	time	in	her	life,	Anya	languished	in	the	

countryside	and	hid	a	picture	of	the	boy	with	funny	bangs	in	the	scruffy	volume	of	

Ostrovsky’s	plays…	

A	train’s	sudden	shrill	whistle	pierced	through	fresh	air	and	hung	in	it.	

Then	silence	enveloped	the	village,	and	only	the	fading	trills	of	nightingales	

were	heard	somewhere	far.	

The	 dog	 howled	 wretchedly	 in	 the	 backyard,	 interrupting	 the	 girl’s	 sweet	

thoughts,	 and	 she	 heard	 the	 front	 door	 opening.	 Grandma	 probably	 threw	 a	 rain	

boot	at	him	because	the	dog	yelped	and	hushed,	that	poor	mongrel.	

Anya’s	 aunt	 and	 godmother,	 Katya,	 called	 the	 dog	 Bouquet.	 Grandfather	

brought	the	shaggy	puppy	on	the	day	of	Anya’s	birth,	wrapped	in	a	newspaper	sheet,	

just	like	flowers	from	the	market.	Thirteen	years	passed	since,	but	the	dog	still	lived	

and	loyally	guarded	and	howled	at	the	sorrow	that	was	about	to	befall	his	house.	

Tick-tock.	Tick-tock.	The	funny	plastic	cuckoo	clock	on	the	wall	meticulously	

counted	seconds.	Soon	the	roosters	will	wake	the	villagers	and	the	sun	will	shed	its	
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light	on	the	golden	fields.	At	seven,	Katya	will	come	for	her,	and	they	will	go	to	the	

morning	weeding.	

***	

Uncle	Syoma	burst	through	the	gate	like	a	downtrodden	horse.	He	was	never	

good	with	words	and	searched	and	searched	for	 the	right	ones	to	break	the	news.	

He	 thought	he	had	 finally	 found	them,	going	over	dozens	of	proverbs	and	sayings,	

and	even	fished	out	an	ancient	 folk	tale	about	the	Willow	and	Death	inside	his	old	

grey	head	on	his	way	to	the	Zolotov	hut,	but	now	that	he	watched	the	rosy-cheeked	

Anya	smiling	at	her	grandmother	and	putting	thick	sour	cream,	cowberry	 jam	and	

pancakes	on	the	veranda	table	for	breakfast,	all	the	right	words	stuck	in	his	throat.	

So	 he	 just	 stared	 at	 them	with	 dumb	 eyes	 and	 shifted	 from	 one	 foot	 to	 another,	

trying	to	calm	his	short	breath.	

Anya	 threw	a	 snow-white	napkin	on	 the	plate	with	 steaming	pancakes	and	

turned	to	him.	

“Sit,	eat	with	us,	Uncle	Syoma.	We	are	just	waiting	for	Katya,	she’s	late	today.”	

The	 old	man	probably	 decided	 it	was	 the	 suitable	moment,	 so	 he	 growled,	

“She	is	not	coming,”	and	wearily	leaned	on	the	barn	wall	far	away	from	the	veranda.	

The	 anxiety	worm	 inside	 Anya’s	 stomach	 grew	 to	 the	 size	 of	 a	wheel.	 The	

feeling	became	even	stronger	when	Syoma	took	his	cap	off	and	held	it	in	his	hands,	

large	like	melons,	in	front	of	his	round	stomach.	

“What	do	you	mean?	Did	you	meet	her	on	the	way	here?	Did	she	say	she	went	

without	me?”	
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“Ah…	She	 is	dead,	daughter,	 she	 is	dead…	The	 freight	 train…	And	then…	As	

white	as	chalk,	and	small,	so	small!	Dead,	yes,	”	he	mumbled	incoherently.	

Grandmother	dropped	the	basket	of	apples	that	she	just	took	from	the	barn,	

and	they	tumbled	across	the	backyard.	

All	the	colors	around	Anya	became	brighter:	apples	–	redder,	the	doghouse	–	

greener,	the	intricately	carved	veranda	porch	–	bluer.	The	depressed,	whitewashed	

house	in	front	of	Anya	rocked	with	all	its	walls,	and	the	walls	fell.	

***	

The	 old	 woman	 crossed	 herself	 three	 times	 and	 came	 closer	 to	 the	 coffin	

richly	 upholstered	 with	 red	 fabric.	 She	 smoothed	 the	 folds	 and	 wrinkles	 on	 the	

bright	white	wedding	dress.	

“My	 dear,	my	 precious	Katya,”	 Anya’s	 grandmother	 repeated	 into	 the	 void.	

“You	are	a	bride	of	Jesus	now.”	

From	behind	 the	 outdated	 vanity	 table	 covered	with	mourning	 cloth,	 Anya	

listened	 to	 her	 grandmother	 howling	 like	 Bouquet,	 and	 drilled	 the	 coffin	 with	

hostility	 frozen	 in	 her	 bloodshot	 eyes.	 It	 had	 cost	 a	 thousand	 and	 five	 hundred	

American	dollars	–	an	enormous	amount	of	money	for	Ukraine	in	the	beginning	of	

the	21st	century	–	to	put	Katya’s	body	back	together.	Yet,	the	pile	of	skin,	as	black	as	

earth	and	oddly	deformed,	and	twisted	limbs	had	nothing	in	common	with	Katya	–	

the	 family’s	 golden	 child,	who	was	 tall	 and	 slim,	with	 long	 arms	 and	 slender	 legs.	

Alive,	she	had	an	unbelievably	thin	waist	and	pure	milky	skin.	Alive,	she	was	as	fast	

as	a	wasp.	
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Men	from	all	the	village	and	neighboring	farms	came	to	Anya’s	grandfather	to	

woo	 Katya.	 Knowing	 the	 old	 man’s	 passion	 for	 proper	 traditions,	 they	 brought	

matchmakers,	 gave	 rich	 presents	 and	 tried	 to	 impress	 him	 with	 their	 wealth,	

strength	 and	 wit	 –	 to	 the	 delight	 of	 the	 all	 Zolotovs’	 neighbors	 –	 but	 the	 most	

enviable	 and	 fine	 bachelors	 left	 with	 nothing	 but	 a	 pumpkin	 in	 their	 hands:	 the	

shameful	symbol	of	marriage	refusal.	As	much	as	grandfather	respected	traditions,	

he	respected	Katya’s	love	for	Grisha,	an	unsociable	glum	veterinarian,	more.	So	the	

wise	father’s	built	a	nice	house	for	the	future	young	family	to	grow	and	to	prosper.	

The	 new	 hut,	 however,	 didn’t	 become	 loud	 with	 children’s	 hooting	 and	

laughter.	Grisha	didn’t	hurry	to	propose.	In	vain,	grandmother	pestered	the	village	

witches	and	brought	Katya	buckets	of	special	brews	and	bundles	of	herbs…	

Grandmother	seemed	to	temporarily	come	back	from	her	terrible	kingdom	of	

anguish	and	noticed	Anya	in	her	shelter	behind	the	mirror.	

“Come	child,	come	here,	you	have	to	hold	her	foot.”	

Anya	shook	her	head.	“No!	Why?”	

“To	say	your	farewells.	They	will	nail	the	coffin	soon.	We	can’t	let	people	see	

her	like	this.”	The	old	woman	adjusted	an	ugly	wig	on	the	crushed	skull.	

“No.”	

“Anya,	you	have	to	hold	her	foot!”	Grandmother	began	to	 lose	patience;	her	

bony	 hand	 closed	 around	 the	 girl’s	 wrist	 like	 a	 noose.	 “You	 have	 to	 pay	 your	

respects.	Come,	or	her	spirit	will	come	to	you	at	night.”	

Anya’s	lower	lip	suddenly	stuck	out	and	trembled	like	jelly.	
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“Open	your	eyes!	This	 is	not	Katya!	And	 I’m	not	going	 to	 touch	 this…	this…	

scarecrow!”	the	girl	yelled	and	burst	into	tears.	Loud	sobs	stopped	her	from	talking	

for	 a	 few	 minutes.	 “I	 don’t	 mind	 Katya’s	 spirit	 haunting	 me	 at	 night!	 I	 hope	 she	

comes!	I	hope	she	comes	and	takes	me	just	like	she	wanted!	She	wanted	to	take	me,	

you	 hear	 me?	 She	 wanted	 me	 to	 move	 in	 with	 her	 and	 Grisha,	 and	 I	 refused.	 I	

refused	and	now	Katya	is	dead.	She	is	threw	herself	under	a	train	because	of	me!”	

Grandmother’s	 pale	 blue	 eyes	 widened.	 The	 old	 woman	 was	 silent	 for	 a	

while.	Then	without	 saying	a	word,	 she	 took	her	granddaughter’s	hand	and	put	 it	

over	Katya’s	foot	in	a	silver	wedding	shoe.	

Now	 it	was	so	easy	 to	believe	 that	Katya	was	gone.	Because	 if	 she	was	not,	

she	would	be	here	–	she	would	protect	Anya	from	touching	corpses.	She	would	wipe	

her	tears;	she	would	press	Anya	to	her	chest,	and	the	girl	would	inhale	the	smell	of	

flower	soap	and	Vaseline.		

Katya	would	tell	Anya	it	wasn’t	her	fault.	

***	

“Do	not	drag	my	daughter	to	the	cemetery,”	Anya’s	father,	who	came	shortly	

after	the	tragedy,	strictly	said	to	grandmother.		

Anya	was	honestly	thankful	for	that.	

She	 watched	 through	 the	 washed	 clear	 window	 how	 people	 discordantly	

gathered	 behind	 the	 four	 strong	men,	who	 lifted	 up	 the	 coffin	 on	 their	 shoulders	

with	such	ease,	as	if	 it	was	filled	with	feathers	and	not	Katya’s	remains	that	would	

soon	be	put	in	the	dark	pit	and	strewn	with	raw	earth.	

The	crowd	buzzed	at	the	gate.	
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“You	cannot	bury	her	next	to	Christian	people,	you	sinful	beasts!	Her	place	is	

outside	 the	 graveyard	 fence,	 in	 hell,	 you	 blasphemous	 hounds!	 She	 is	 a	 sinner!	 A	

sinner.	Yes!”		

Baba	Efrosenia	grumbled	and	cursed	and	spitted	on	the	Zolotovs’	house.	

Crossed-eyed	 and	 sloppily	 dressed,	 she	 carried	 an	 air	 of	 strong	moonshine	

with	her	everywhere.	A	hopeless	drunkard,	she	brewed	excellent	firewater	and	sold	

it	 to	 the	whole	 village,	 so	 people	 valued	 and	 envied	 her.	 A	 devout	 believer,	 Baba	

confessed	and	took	wine	and	honey	in	a	silver	spoon	from	priest’s	right	hand	every	

Sunday,	so	people	respected	her.	

Zolotovs	 never	 brought	 her	 any	 business,	 so	 she	 hated	 them	 with	 all	 her	

heart,	full	of	bright	faith.	

“Go	 sleep	 it	 off!”	 Grandma	 threw	 the	 broom	at	 Efrosenia	 through	 the	 open	

veranda	door.	 It	was	 time	 to	 accompany	Katya	 on	her	 last	walk,	 but	 grandma	 sat	

down	on	 the	wooden	bench	and	 froze	 like	a	statue,	as	 if	all	her	strength	vanished	

with	that	throw	and	she	would	never	get	up	again.	

”Mark	 my	 word,	 old	 hag,”	 Efrosenia	 squeaked,	 dodging	 deftly	 from	 the	

broom.	“You’ll	all	burn	in	hell!”	

She	tried	to	make	a	hassle	outside,	but	the	neighbors	just	waved	her	away.	

“God’s	Judgment	will	decide,”	the	faithful	said.	

“Perhaps	it	was	not	all	without	evil	forces,”	the	superstitious	responded.	

“Grisha	pushed	her!”	The	young	shepherd,	Vasily,	asserted	to	everyone	out	of	

the	blue,	“He	didn’t	love	her,	so	he	pushed	her!	He	has	a	new	wife,	in	Malinovka...”		
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Vasily	swore	he	saw	Grisha	near	Uncle	Syoma’s	booth	that	morning,	when	he	

led	the	goats	to	graze.	

“My	Parsley,	my	white	one,	is	like	a	working	dog,	I’m	telling	you.	She	sensed	

him	from	the	Matyuk’s	farm	on	the	other	side	of	the	village,”	the	shepherd	narrated	

to	the	onlookers,	basking	in	their	sudden	attention.	“He	pushed	her,	I’m	telling	you.	

God	is	the	witness;	let	heaven’s	thunder	strike	me	if	I’m	lying.	Grisha	pushed	her!”	

Uncle	Syoma	pulled	Vasily’s	sleeve,	making	him	shut	up;	maybe	 to	stop	 the	

nonsense,	or	maybe	because	he	was	ashamed	 to	admit	 that	he	 fell	 asleep	at	work	

that	unfortunate	night.	

No	 one	 really	 believed	 Vasily’s	 tales,	 but	 somehow	 people	 avoided	 Grisha	

during	 the	 funeral	 procession.	 The	mourning	march	 played,	 the	 loud	 dismal	 tune	

was	pulling	all	veins	from	the	villagers’	bodies.	

	Grisha	walked	like	a	leper	among	the	others,	leading	his	old	wizened	mother	

by	arm	and	stooping	so	low	he	looked	hunchbacked…	

Three	summers	later,	in	August,	Grisha	died	from	soft	tissue	sarcoma.	

“Like	a	damn	hound!”	Anya’s	grandmother	suddenly	said.		

***	

The	train	station	Philipovka	dozes	in	the	swirling	predawn	mist.	Overgrown	

with	dandelions,	rails	disappear	in	the	distance.	

Uncle	 Syoma	 mows	 shrubs	 along	 the	 railway.	 He	 leaves	 the	 ill-fated	 spot	

touched	 by	 small	 white	 foot	 uncut.	 Buttercups,	 cornflowers	 and	 weeds	 grow	

exuberantly	 here.	 Katya	 sleeps	 deeply	 and	 never	 visits	 her	 goddaughter,	 Anya,	 in	
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Anya’s	dreams.	Peace	reigns	 in	Katya’s	Garden	 and	only	 trains	violate	 it,	 sweeping	

by.		
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And	the	Anthem	Soared		

The	 beautiful	 Virgin	 Mary,	 in	 clothes	 with	 golden	 embroidery,	 held	 the	

viburnum	branch	in	her	gracious	hands	and	anxiously	watched	the	fifteen	hundred	

and	thirty	two	year-old	city	gone	mad	beneath	her	holy	feet.				

Here	and	there,	fires	were	burning	as	if	hell	had	suddenly	opened	up	and	its	

fiery	 lava	 spurted	 out,	 flooding	 the	 ancient	 pavement.	 A	 stench	 and	 poisonous	

smoke	enveloped	European	Square	and	Mariinsky	Park	and	quickly	 slid	down	 the	

Andiyivskyy	Descent.	Snow	bashfully	covered	fresh	blood	and	corpses,	but	–	unable	

to	keep	up	with	the	police	troops	–	was	dying	on	the	muddy	sidewalks.		

The	Earth	moaned	and	so	did	the	people.		

I	

The	 orange	 tram	 number	 3	 –	 the	 survivor	 from	 the	 Soviet	 times	 –	 was	

making	its	way	through	the	blizzard.		

Ruslan	watched	fat	white	 flies	hit	 the	windows.	The	flies	were	trying	to	get	

inside	the	old	tram	and	steal	warmth	from	him.	The	boy	fidgeted	uncomfortably:	His	

small	hands	 in	worn-out	mittens	were	numb	and	he	couldn’t	 feel	his	 toes,	but	 the	

seat	underneath	him	was	as	hot	as	a	scorching	pan.		

A	stuttering	automatic	voice	 filled	 the	empty	wagon	and	creaked	 like	snow	

under	rare	bystanders’	thick	soles.		

“Please	stand	clear,	the	doors	are	closing.	Next	stop	–	Ringroad.”		

Merciless	wind	met	Ruslan	when	he	awkwardly	jumped	off	the	metal	step	on	

Ringroad;	 it	 flew	 under	 his	 overlarge	 rough	 pants	 and	 cheap	 purple	 jacket	 and	

started	to	travel	all	over	the	boy’s	body,	tickling	his	protruding	ribs	and	covering	his	
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back	 in	 goosebumps.	 Snowflakes	 gracefully	 danced	 in	 the	 illumination	 of	 the	

lanterns	and	 sparkled	on	his	 long	eyelashes.	But	 the	boy	 thought	 little	 about	how	

pretty	and	festive	everything	around	looked.	He	pushed	his	knit	hat	–	with	threads	

sticking	out	of	it	–	lower	on	the	forehead	and	trudged	to	the	liqueur	store,	dragging	

his	 “treasure,”	 full	 of	 empty	 glass	 bottles,	 and	 leaving	 a	 huge	 print	 behind	 on	 a	

sidewalk.		

He	made	it	on	time	–	the	two	men	from	the	recycling	center	were	sitting	on	

the	 overturned	wooden	 crates,	 hiding	 their	 bristly	 chins	 in	 tall	 sweatshirt	 collars	

and	smoking	pensively.		

“Hey,	Little	Gypsy!	What	do	you	got	for	us	today?”	shouted	the	younger	man,	

getting	up.		

People	 called	 Ruslan	 that	 because	 of	 his	 very	 dark,	 smooth	 skin	 with	 a	

smattering	of	moles,	 jet-black	eyes,	and	wavy	 locks	 the	color	of	overripe	chestnut.	

No	soul,	 including	his	mother,	knew	who	Ruslan’s	 father	was.	The	man	could	have	

been	of	any	ethnicity,	so	why	not	a	Gypsy?		

Ruslan	shook	the	recycling	man’s	hand	like	a	grown-up	and	responded	in	his	

usual	manner,	seriously	and	deliberately,	as	though	he	was	being	called	to	the	board	

in	class	to	answer	homework.			

“Thirty	 eight	 beers	 and	 twenty	 vodkas,”	 he	 reported	 and	 tried	 to	 lift	 the	

heavy	sack	above	his	head,	and	put	it	on	the	table,	sticky	with	large	and	small	circles	

from	the	bottles’	bottoms.		

“Ah,	what	a	deft	agile!	How	old	are	you	now?”	

“Eleven.”		
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“An	eligible	bachelor,	I	see!	Here,	eighteen	hryvnias	and	a	quarter.	Tink!”	The	

other	man	patted	the	boy	on	his	shoulder	and	laughed.		

Ruslan	knew	the	men	gave	him	an	extra	single	and	a	quarter,	but	instead	of	

cheering	up,	he	thanked	them	coldly	and	walked	away	through	the	blackened	hole	

of	 the	 connecting	 door	 into	 the	 store.	 Noticing	 Ruslan’s	 haggard	 face	 and	 his	

cheekbones	 often	 blue	 with	 bruises,	 they	 all	 pitied	 him	 –	 these	 pals	 from	 the	

recycling	 center,	 who,	 by	 the	way,	 had	 plenty	 of	 hungry	mouths	 to	 feed	 at	 home	

themselves,	 the	 always-tired	 liqueur	 store	 saleswoman,	 teachers,	 neighbors,	

strangers.	And	the	boy	despised	them	for	their	snotty	countenances.			

II	

The	 staircase	 smelled	 like	 urine	 and	 mold;	 piles	 of	 used	 syringes	 and	 rat	

droppings	scattered	in	the	corners.	Ruslan	bit	on	his	right	mitten	–	taking	it	off	with	

his	 large	 white	 teeth	 –	 and	 balanced	 on	 one	 foot,	 trying	 to	 keep	 one-and-a-half	

loaves	 of	 still-warm	 rye	 bread	 and	 a	 carton	 of	milk	 under	 his	 armpit.	 He	 actually	

bought	two	loaves,	but	ate	half	of	one	on	the	way.	The	key	slipped	from	his	frozen	

fingers.	The	boy	swore	colorfully	and	heard	shuffling	steps	on	the	other	side	of	the	

closed	door,	wrapped	with	cracked	beige	leatherette.		

Even	when	he	was	 freezing	 to	 numbness	 and	 starving	 like	 a	 homeless	 cur,	

Ruslan	 never	 looked	 forward	 to	 coming	 back	 to	 this	 apartment,	 with	 its	 ragged	

wallpaper	 that	 used	 to	 be	 yellow,	 but	 the	 color	 of	 which	 was	 impossible	 to	

determine	now;	with	 cockroaches	as	big	as	mice	–	 they	woke	him	up	every	night,	

running	 over	 his	 face	 and	 neck;	 and	with	 the	 queen	 of	 the	 rotten	 kingdom	 –	 his	
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mother,	most	likely	drunk	out	of	her	mind	and	stained	with	barf,	lolling	on	a	sagging	

stinky	sofa.		

The	worst	though,	always	awaited	him	when	mother	was	sober.			

Ruslan	 cautiously	 peered	 inside	 –	 she	 was	 sitting	 on	 the	 tall	 stool	 in	 the	

kitchen,	parched,	hunched	over	and	shivering.		

“Sonny,	 is	 that	 you?	 What	 did	 you	 bring?	 Did	 you	 bring	 something	 for	

mama?”		

The	woman	couldn’t	even	lift	her	head	up.		

“I	only	had	money	for	bread	and	milk,	we	gotta	eat,	ma…”	Ruslan	turned	to	

his	mother,	putting	milk	in	the	string	bag	and	climbing	on	a	chair.	They	didn’t	have	a	

fridge,	so	the	only	way	to	keep	groceries	fresh	was	to	hang	them	outside	on	a	hook	

attached	to	the	outside	of	their	window	frame.	Well,	in	the	winter,	at	least.		

She	 found	 the	 strength	 to	 get	 up.	 In	 seconds,	 her	 face	 changed	 from	ashen	

and	miserable,	into	a	scary	mask	contorted	with	wrath;	an	unhealthy	blush	lit	up	her	

cheeks.	 	Even	 the	 straw-colored	 disheveled	 hair,	 burnt	with	 perhydrol,	 stirred	 on	

her	head.		

“Get	out	then!	Get	the	fuck	out	of	my	house!”	she	yelled	and	grabbed	the	axe	

that	was	randomly	lying	on	the	windowsill	with	her	weak	shaking	hand	and	swung	

it	at	her	son.	“You	little	bastard!	All	you	want	is	to	eat.	Eat	like	a	fucking	boar!”	

Skipping	three	steps	at	a	time	on	his	way	down,	Ruslan	heard	the	axe	pierce	

heavily	through	the	door.		

He	managed	to	grab	the	rest	of	the	bread	and	pull	on	his	puffy	jacket,	but	the	

cold	 quickly	 reminded	 the	 boy	 about	 the	 hat	 and	 mittens	 that	 were	 left	 on	 the	
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kitchen	 cabinet.	 Bitten	 by	 frost	 many	 times	 before,	 his	 ears	 started	 to	 ache	

immediately.		

The	boy	shook	change	in	his	palm:	two	hryvnias	for	a	tram	and	three-fifty	for	

the	subway	was	all	the	money	he	had	left.	

III	

Ruslan	didn’t	usually	travel	 far,	saving	on	public	transportation,	but	tonight	

terror	and	insult	drove	him	away	from	his	native	Borshchahivka,	where	two	hours	

ago	his	own	mother	almost	cut	him	in	half	like	“Chicken	Kyiv.”		

Just	 as	 the	 central	 underpass	 spat	 the	 boy	 out	 on	 Maidan	 Nezalezhnosti	

station	 along	 with	 a	 bunch	 of	 anxious	 and	 noisy	 teenagers,	 he	 stopped	 in	

astonishment.	Hundreds	of	people	swarmed	in	the	square;	tents	appeared	under	the	

Virgin	Mary	stele	like	mushrooms	after	rain.		

Ruslan	managed	to	ride	a	tram	without	paying,	so	he	asked	for	a	cup	of	very	

sweet	coffee	at	the	nearest	kiosk	and	started	to	slowly	stroll	among	tents,	stumbling	

over	shredded	banners,	empty	boxes	and	containers,	and	trying	to	figure	out	what	

this	was	all	about.		

No	 one	 paid	 attention	 to	 the	 boy	wandering	 around	 the	 city	 at	 such	 a	 late	

hour.	People	were	busy	trundling	old	tires	from	somewhere,	boiling	water	in	cast-

iron	kettles	on	bright	burning	fires	and	pulling	barbed	wire	from	enormous	coils	to	

weave	knotty	mesh.	Something	great,	exciting	and	frightening	was	in	the	air.		

The	boy	walked,	inhaled,	absorbed;	he	was	afraid	of	this	strange	“sabbath”	in	

the	middle	of	Kyiv	that	he	couldn’t	quite	comprehend.	But	 it	was	 intoxicating;	and	

he	soon	figured	anywhere	was	safer	now	than	at	his	mother’s.		



	 31	

An	hour	later,	the	warmth	and	sugar	rush	from	his	cup	of	cheap	three-in-one	

instant	MacCoffee,	vanished.	Fatigue	possessed	him,	so	the	boy	finally	stopped	near	

one	 tent.	 He	 sat	 down	 on	 the	 ground	 and	 leaned	 over	 the	 tool	 made	 of	 wood	

plaques,	 rubber	 and	 metal	 stitches,	 possibly	 by	 a	 mad	 man,	 so	 odd	 it	 looked;	 it	

smelled	like	putrid	vegetables	too.	

The	 tent	 behind	 the	 boy	 was	 huge	 and	 dark	 green	 with	 a	 mosquito	 net	 –	

useless	in	the	December	cold	–	and	two	large	openings	on	the	sides.		

Ruslan	dreamed	about	how	nice	it	would	be	to	live	in	this	tent	by	the	Dnipro	

River	 without	 mother	 and	 her	 countless	 boyfriends	–	 just	 him,	 alone.	 He	 would	

bring	his	 checkered	blanket,	 eat	plenty	of	 fresh	white	bread	chunks	dipped	 in	hot	

milk	and	honey	and	make	a	fire	every	night	before	going	to	sleep.	What	a	life	it’d	be!	

Lost	 in	 his	 imagination,	 Ruslan	 didn’t	 realize	 that	 at	 the	 front	 side	 of	 his	

“dream	 house,”	 someone	 had	 already	 started	 a	 fire,	 and	 the	 smell	 of	 sizzling	

sausages	was	quite	real.	Loud	chewing	and	short	encouraging	chuckles	were	heard	

for	a	while;	then	one	man’s	voice	shouted	over	the	general	commotion.	Everybody	

went	quiet,	and	the	voice,	strong	and	a	bit	hoarse,	began	to	narrate.	

“Once,	God	decided	to	give	his	children	on	Earth	talents,	so	he	called	them	all	

to	 Heaven.	 The	 French	 chose	 elegance	 and	 grace,	 the	 Germans	 –	 discipline	 and	

order,	 the	Poles	–	 salesmanship,	 the	 Italians	got	 skill	 for	music.	When	all	 the	gifts	

were	given,	God	rose	 from	his	glowing	 throne	and	saw	a	girl	 crying	 in	 the	distant	

corner.	She	was	barefoot	and	wore	a	white	shirt	and	a	skirt	embroidered	with	red	

threads;	a	viburnum	wreath	crowned	her	head.		

“	‘Who	are	you?	Why	are	you	crying’	God	asked.’	
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“	‘I	am	Ukraine,	and	I	am	crying	because	my	land	is	moaning	from	bloodshed	

and	 fires.	 My	 brothers	 are	 in	 exile	 and	 bend	 their	 backs	 for	 strangers.	 Enemies	

torture	widows	and	orphans.	There’s	no	truth	or	free	will	in	a	single	hut…’	

“	‘Why	didn’t	you	come	earlier?’	

“	‘I	couldn’t	leave	my	fields	unplowed.’	The	girl	answered	modestly.	

“	‘Child,	I	gave	away	all	the	talents.	What	can	I	do	for	you	now?’	

The	girl	was	ready	to	leave,	but	God	raised	his	right	hand	and	stopped	her.	

‘Wait!	I	have	one	priceless	gift	that	will	bring	your	people	remedy	and	make	

you	famous	for	the	whole	world,’	God	said.	

And	gave	Ukraine	song.”		

The	voice	stopped	for	a	second,	as	if	for	dramatic	pause,	and	continued:	

“The	girl	took	the	gift	and	pressed	it	tightly	against	her	heart.	She	bowed	low	

to	Lord	and	with	a	clear	face	and	unwavering	faith	brought	song	to	her	people…”		

As	 the	 tale	 ended,	 the	 national	 anthem	 soared	 over	 Maidan	 –	 several	 less	

confident	 young	 singers	 joined	 the	 strong	 and	 soft	 leading	 baritone,	 and	 in	 that	

moment,	voices	from	all	the	neighboring	tents	united	and	rang	in	the	night,		

Ukraine	has	not	yet	died,		

Nor	her	glory,	nor	her	freedom,		

Upon	us,	fellow	Ukrainians,		

Fate	shall	smile	once	more	…		

Ruslan	listened	to	this	harmonious	and	powerful	choir,	not	daring	to	move	a	

single	muscle	on	his	body.	All	of	a	sudden,	the	boy	felt	the	urge	to	sing	alone	because	

he	knew	the	words	of	the	anthem	by	heart.	His	reddened	hand	instinctively	reached	
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up	 and	 landed	 on	 the	 left	 breast	 pocket	 of	 his	 jacket.	 He	 tried	 a	 tune,	 carefully,	

hesitantly,	 as	 if	 tasting	 it	 first,	 but	 then	 sang	 louder	 and	 louder,	 with	 growing	

passion.		

Voices	on	 the	other	 side	of	 the	 tent	abruptly	muted.	A	cheerful	and	sly	eye	

peered	from	around	the	corner	and	gazed	suspiciously	at	Ruslan.	The	tall	man	in	the	

sheepskin	coat	had	crept	 to	the	boy	soundlessly	and	now	stood	over	Ruslan	 like	a	

mountain.		

“Hey	guys,	check	out	this	nightingale!	Get	up	little	fellow.	Get	up,	follow	me,”	

he	said,	showing	gold	front	teeth.	

The	boy	obediently	 tramped	behind	 the	 giant,	 not	 knowing	what	 to	 expect	

from	him.		

Six	other	men,	young,	almost	boyish,	were	sitting	in	a	circle	around	the	fire,	

holding	 tin	 mugs	 and	 sipping	 something	 that	 Ruslan	 immediately	 noticed	 didn’t	

smell	 like	 alcohol;	 the	 glow	 from	 the	 flames	 played	 on	 their	 faces.	 The	 giant	who	

found	him	looked	like	an	authentic	Ukrainian	Cossack	–	chupyrna	–	the	lock	of	gray	

hair	 left	 untouched	 on	 the	 top	 front	 of	 his	 bold	 head	 curled	 down	 to	 his	massive	

shoulders.	 	The	man	sat	down,	crossed	his	ankles,	put	 the	 fur	hat	next	 to	his	 large	

backpack,	and	lit	up	a	pipe.		

“What’s	your	name,	nightingale?”		

“Little	Gypsy…	Ruslan.	But	everyone	calls	me	Little	Gypsy.”		

“Do	you	go	to	school?”	the	Cossack	asked.	

“Sometimes,”	Ruslan	replied	guilelessly.	He	felt	a	little	more	confident	among	

these	strangers	now,	but	his	legs	were	ready	to	flee	at	the	first	sign	of	danger.		
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The	bearded	old	Cossack	found	this	confession	amusing.	All	men	laughed	in	a	

friendly	way.		

“Are	you	a	gamin?”	

Ruslan	grew	red	with	embarrassment.	He	realized	the	conclusion	came	from	

his	appearance.	In	his	ugly	oversized	clothes,	the	boy	did	look	like	he	had	robbed	an	

impoverished	circus	clown.		

“I	have	a	home!”	he	said	hotly.		

“Well,	 I’m	 sure	 you	 do!	 Come	 sit	 here.	My	 name	 is	Mykyta	 –	 these	 are	my	

friends,	the	students	from	Polytechnic	University.”		

The	six	students	bowed	in	a	funny	way	to	Ruslan,	as	if	he	was	a	sultan	from	

overseas,	 and	 the	 boy	 tried	 to	 guess	 from	 their	 facial	 expressions	 whether	 the	

students	were	sincere	or	mocking.	

“Are	you	hungry,	Romale?”	Mykyta	observed	 the	half-eaten	 loaf	 in	Ruslan’s	

hands.	 “Have	 some	 tea.	Here	 are	 sausages	 for	 your	 bread.	Help	 yourself,	 don’t	 be	

shy.”		

The	 pork	 sausages	 tasted	 fantastically	 delicious,	 especially	 followed	 by	

strong	tea	with	extra	sugar	that	one	of	the	students	generously	poured	in	a	tin	mug	

for	Ruslan.	The	boy	placed	 the	 rest	 of	 his	bread	on	 the	 inverted	 ice	 cream	 trolley	

that	 the	 men	 used	 as	 a	 dinner	 table,	 but	 no	 one	 touched	 his	 loaf.	 Ruslan	 was	

quiet	 	for	 a	 while,	 but	 soon	 figured	 he	 had	 to	 keep	 the	 conversation	 going	 –	

otherwise,	these	nice	men	would	send	him	away	after	the	feast.	He	gathered	all	his	

courage	and	finally	asked:	

“What	are	you	doing	here?	Fighting?”	
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“Don’t	you	watch	TV,	child?	We	are	the	revolutionaries.”	

“My	 mother	 and	 I	 don’t	 have	 a	 TV…”	 The	 needle	 of	 pride	 pricked	 him	

painfully	again.	

“Oh,	I	see.	It’s	actually	for	the	best,”	Mykyta	said.	“And	yes,	we	are	fighting.”	

The	boy	finished	chewing	his	sausage.	

“But	who	are	you	fighting?	Who	attacked	us,	the	Turks?”		

Ruslan	was	in	the	fifth	grade	and	hadn’t	learned	about	any	other	wars	yet	–	

only	the	Turkish	and	Mongol-Tatar	raids.			

The	men	laughed	genially	and	very	loudly	again.	

“No,	Romale,	we	fight	the	rotten	filthy	bandits	that	govern	our	country.	They	

rob	and	choke	Ukrainian	people,”	the	Cossack	responded.		

Watching	the	boy	rubbing	his	eyes,	he	added,	“I	think	it’s	too	late	for	you	to	

go	home,	the	subway	closed	an	hour	ago.	You	can	sleep	in	our	tent	tonight.”	

Ruslan	quickly	raised	his	large	round	eyes	full	of	gratitude	at	the	Cossack	and	

beamed.	Happy	that	Mykyta	didn’t	send	him	home,	he	curled	up	on	the	sleeping	bag	

in	the	corner	of	the	tent.	The	last	thing	he	remembered	from	that	night	was	a	giant	

hand	 covering	 him	with	 a	 prickly	 camel-wool	 blanket.	 Folded	 in	 two,	 the	 blanket	

made	the	coziest	and	the	warmest	shelter	for	him.		

IV	

The	revolution	was	 in	 full	swing.	People	marched	through	the	streets:	men,	

women;	 young,	 old;	 healthy,	 lame;	 sailors,	 shepherds,	 taxi	 drivers,	 university	

professors;	 people	with	medals	 on	 their	 chests,	 people	with	 infants	 in	 their	 arms,	

people	in	coats	with	beaver	collars,	people	in	split-soled	boots.				
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They	all	chanted,	“U-kraine	is	a	part	of	Europe!	U-kraine	is	a	part	of	Europe!”		

Barricades	 grew	 fast	 on	 Maidan,	 and	 the	 police’s	 impatience	 grew	 with	

them.			

Twelve	days	passed	since	Ruslan	sang	his	way	into	the	camp.	Mykyta	tried	to	

send	him	back	to	Borshchahivka	several	times.		

“It’s	too	dangerous	here!”	Mykyta	shook	his	head	and	frowned.		

“You	 think	 it’s	 any	 safer	where	 I	 live?”	 The	 boy	 looked	 pleadingly	 straight	

into	Mykyta’s	eyes,	but	the	Cossack	remained	relentless.		

And	 Ruslan	 would	 leave	 but	 come	 back	 at	 night,	 knowing	 already	 that	

Mykyta	wouldn’t	 have	 the	 heart	 to	 send	 him	 away	 at	 a	 late	 hour.	 The	 boy	 never	

came	 back	 to	 the	 camp	 “empty-handed”	 though	 –	 he	 always	 brought	 fresh	 news:	

students	 from	 Solomon’s	 University	 organized	 car	 convoys,	 some	 provocateurs	 in	

masks	beat	policemen	with	 tire	 chains,	 peacemakers	opened	a	 first-aid	 station	on	

Bogdana	Khmelnitskogo	street.		

“The	 Gypsy	 boy	 would	 make	 an	 excellent	 partisan,”	 someone	 noted,	 and	

Mykyta	finally	waved	his	hand	and	gave	up.		

“Alright,	stay,”	he	said	and	gave	Ruslan	his	own	tin	mug.		

The	students	appointed	the	boy	to	the	volunteer	center	and	gave	him	a	job:	

to	charge	cellphones	and	laptops,	to	arrange	Skype	calls	 for	the	revolutionaries,	 to	

sort	 out	 medications	 and	 bandages.	 Ruslan	 couldn’t	 hide	 his	 appreciation	 and	

affection	 and	 constantly	 annoyed	 everybody	 at	 the	 center,	 offering	 his	 help	 with	

anything.	He	was	afraid	that	if	there	was	no	work	for	him	there,	the	tall	strict	nurse	
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would	 kick	 him	 out,	 but	 there	 was	 plenty	 to	 do	 every	 day,	 especially	 with	

distributing	medical	supplies.	

Ruslan	had	never	eaten	so	well	in	his	entire	short	and	hungry	life.	The	“field	

porridge,”	made	of	millet,	eggs,	potatoes	and	pieces	of	raw	bacon,	was	tastier	than	

any	 food	 that	 had	 ever	 touched	 his	 lips.	 Ivan,	 the	 ruddy	 cheerful	 student,	 the	

youngest	of	them	all,	said	this	was	how	people	used	to	eat	porridge	during	serfdom,	

when	they	worked	in	the	fields	all	day	and	had	to	invent	a	dish	that	would	nourish	

many	bellies	at	once.		

Ivan	took	Ruslan	home	with	him	to	shower	every	 time	the	student	went	 to	

reassure	his	parents	he	was	alive.	Ruslan	called	his	mother	 from	 the	center	a	 few	

times	too,	reluctantly,	but	Mykyta	insisted,	to	make	sure	she	was	alive.	Not	once	the	

drunk	 woman	 asked	 when	 her	 son	 was	 planning	 on	 coming	 back.	 This,	 though,	

didn’t	seem	to	upset	the	boy	much.	

“I’m	like	the	‘son	of	regiment,’	”	he	once	said	to	Ivan	when	they	were	carefully	

making	their	way	back	to	the	camp	from	Ivan’s	house.	

“You’ve	read	the	story?!”	the	student’s	eyebrows	raised.	

“Grandpa	 left	me	 a	 great	 library,”	Ruslan	 answered,	 imitating	 the	 students’	

intelligent	 tones	when	 they	discussed	 the	college-level	 topics	among	 themselves	–	

the	probability	theory	and	…	something	else.	“But	mother	drank	most	of	it	away…”	

he	added	and	flushed.		

“I’ll	 lend	 you	 some	 good	 books,”	 Ivan	 promised	 and	 patted	 Ruslan	 on	 the	

shoulder	 with	 compassion.	 The	 boy	 looked	 up;	 a	 warm	 gooey	 feeling	 filled	 his	

stomach.		
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Who	knew	that	there,	on	Maidan,	in	the	epicenter	of	this	boiling	hell,	among	

deaths	and	chaos	but	endless	national	belief	in	victory,	Ruslan	would	find	a	family?	

V	

On	the	fourteenth	day,	it	all	fell	apart.	

Fluffy	 snowflakes	 fell	 on	 the	 camp	 and	 the	 bells	 on	 the	 Mikhailovsky	

Cathedral	 rang	 alarmingly	 when	 Titushky	 troops,	 formed	 from	 prematurely	

released	convicts	and	thugs	of	all	stripes,	attacked	the	revolutionaries.	Those	Satan’s	

minions,	as	Mykyta	called	them,	who	picked	up	the	dirtiest	jobs	that	even	police	and	

the	military	refused	to	do	for	the	government,	smashed	Ivan’s	head…		

The	student’s	body,	so	small	and	defenseless	now,	lay	in	the	backyard	of	the	

Cathedral,	 carefully	 covered	 with	 Mykyta’s	 sheepskin	 coat.	 The	 student’s	 chest	

heaved	so	weakly	and	spasmodically.		

Ruslan	 latched	 onto	 the	 Cossack’s	 back	 like	 a	 tail	 when	Mykyta	 heard	 the	

news	about	Ivan	and	ran	to	the	Mikhailivsky.		The	boy	now	stood	facing	the	wall	of	

the	bell	tower	and	cried	so	hard	that	the	Cossack	thought	something	inside	Ruslan	

might	burst	any	minute,	and	then	he	would	have	to	deal	with	two	dying	children.		

“Will	he	live?”	

“It	depends	on	how	soon	the	ambulance	will	get	here…”		

Ruslan	 wept,	 smearing	 tears	 all	 over	 his	 cheeks	 with	 his	 dirty	 palm	 and	

hysterically	hitting	his	forehead	on	the	wall.		

“Mykyta,	why	 are	 they	 doing	 this?	 Aren’t	 they	Ukrainians,	 just	 like	 us,	 just	

like	you	and	me?”		

“Only	by	passport,”	the	man	said	coldly	and	spat	on	the	ground.		
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Even	 for	 him,	 who	 had	 once	 seen	 the	 terrors	 of	 war	 in	 all	 their	

manifestations,	the	gaping	wound	in	the	skull	of	ruddy	affable	Ivan	was	a	real	blow.		

“Give	me	a	gun,	Mykyta.	 I	know	you	have	more	guns!	Please!	 I’ll	go	and	kill	

them	all!”	The	boy	ran	to	the	Cossack	and	started	to	thrash	him	in	the	leg	with	his	

tiny	fists,	releasing	the	feeling	of	awful	helplessness	with	every	strike.	

“Don’t	you	dare	come	close	 to	 those	 jackals,	you	hear	me,	Gypsy?	You	hear	

me?”	Mykyta’s	 repeated;	his	 tone	was	dangerously	persuasive.	The	Cossack	gently	

grabbed	the	boy’s	shoulders,	shook	him	well	and	asked	again,	“You	hear	me?”			

Ruslan	 opened	 his	 swollen	 eyes.	 Surprised	 and	 scared	 a	 little,	 he	 even	

stopped	crying,	and	nodded.	But	 inside	his	small	head,	under	the	helmet	 that	 Ivan	

had	given	him	for	protection,	a	plan	for	revenge	had	already	bloomed	and	ripened.		

Ruslan	 jerked	with	 force	and	 in	a	second	the	Cossack’s	hands	were	holding	

air.	The	boy	disappeared	behind	the	gates	of	the	Mikhailovsky	Cathedral.	

VI	

It	was	near	dusk	when	he	reached	the	Titushky’s	den	in	Mariinsky	Park.	The	

Park	was	empty	and	the	castle	of	the	Academic	Puppet	Theatre	looked	enchanted	in	

the	winter	quietness.		

Ruslan	watched	them	for	two	days	and	knew	exactly	at	what	hour	the	short	

obese	man	 in	 the	military	 jacket	 came	 to	 the	 park	with	 the	 thick	 envelope	 in	 his	

white	manicured	hand.	The	boy	 also	 knew,	 that	Titushky	would	 leave	 the	 cans	 of	

strong	beer	that	they	sucked	all	day	long	and	snacks	on	the	wooden	table	open	and	

unattended	–	 sure	 that	no	one	would	dare	 to	 steal	 from	 them.	They’ll	 rush	 to	 the	

man’s	car	like	beasts	to	the	trough.		
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As	 soon	 as	 the	 last	 venal	 bastard	 took	 a	 sip	 of	 his	 beer	 and	 the	 group	 in	

tracksuits	and	leather	jackets	left	the	table,	Ruslan	crawled	out	of	his	hiding	behind	

the	enormous	old	pine	tree	paw,	and	moved	closer	to	the	Titushky’s	headquarters.		

He	had	all	his	equipment	prepared	for	the	operation	in	advance	–	the	small	

bottles	with	clear	substance	inside	his	pockets	were	opened,	the	caps	buried	under	

the	 roots	of	 the	pine	 tree.	Ruslan	 took	 the	bottles	out	one	by	one,	 and	directing	a	

firm	flow	into	the	open	cans	and	plastic	shot	glasses,	emptied	all	of	the	containers	in	

less	than	a	minute.	“This	is	for	Ivan,”	he	growled	quietly.		

The	boy	was	 almost	done,	when	 the	military	man	pointed	his	 finger	 at	 the	

alcove	and	the	jackals	hurried	back	to	the	table.	

“Hey,	what	was	that	idiot	doing	there?	Hey,	stop!	Stop	you	little	moron,	or	I’ll	

make	a	fricassee	out	of	you!”		

The	nasty	 high-pitched	 voice	 yelled,	 but	Ruslan	was	 already	halfway	down	

the	hill	and	soon	got	lost	among	hundreds	of	the	protesters	on	European	Square.	He	

stopped	and	made	a	victorious	gesture	with	his	right	 fist,	 then	took	out	one	of	the	

empty	bottles	and	turned	it	around.		

Ruslan	read	the	label	written	in	small	print	once	again.		

“	 ‘Kafiol	 Fast.’	Directions:	 Add	 eight	 to	 ten	 drops	 to	 a	 glass	 of	water…	 Side	

effects	may	include:	 severe	stomach	pain	or	cramps,	severe	or	ongoing	diarrhea	or	

vomiting;	rectal	bleeding…”		

The	boy	laughed	so	hard,	he	scared	away	a	pair	of	pigeons	from	the	parapet	

of	the	nearest	building.		
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Pouring	laxatives	that	were	delivered	to	the	volunteer	center	by	accident	into	

the	enemies’	beer	would	make	an	 innocent	and	almost	harmless	prank,	 if	only…	if	

only	there	were	any	public	restrooms	in	the	center	of	Kyiv.		

Pleased	with	his	ingenuity,	Ruslan	hurried	to	find	Mykyta	and	the	others	only	

to	find	Maidan	on	fire…		

VII	

The	 beautiful	 Virgin	 Mary,	 in	 clothes	 with	 golden	 embroidery,	 held	 the	

viburnum	branch	in	her	gracious	hands	and	anxiously	watched	the	fifteen	hundred	

and	thirty	two	year-old	city	gone	mad	beneath	her	holy	feet.				

Here	and	there	fires	were	burning	as	if	hell	had	suddenly	opened	up	and	its	

fiery	lava	was	spurting	out,	flooding	the	ancient	pavement.	A	stench	and	poisonous	

smoke	 enveloped	 European	 Square	 and	 Mariinsky	 Park	 and	 fast	 slid	 down	 the	

Andiyivskyy	Descent.	Snow	bashfully	covered	fresh	blood	and	corpses,	but	–	unable	

to	keep	up	with	the	police	troops	–	was	dying	on	the	muddy	sidewalks.		

The	 wind	 scattered	 the	 charred	 scraps	 of	 the	 tents	 all	 over	 Kyiv,	 but	 the	

people	wouldn’t	 leave.	 The	 little	 boy	 in	 a	 puffy	 jacket	 stayed	 on	 his	 knees	 in	 the	

middle	 of	 the	 blazing	 horror,	 holding	 a	 golden	 tooth	 on	 his	 palm.	 His	 complete	

devastation	stopped	tears	from	coming	to	his	eyes,	while	his	throat	 felt	 like	 it	was	

being	 cut	with	 a	 blunt	 knife	 from	 inside.	When	Ruslan	 found	 the	 tooth	near	 their	

burn	to	ashes	tent,	his	little	brave	heart	dropped.		

	“Did	 they	 beat	Mykyta	 right	 here?	 Did	 they	 beat	 him	 to	 death?	 And	 Ivan?	

Ivan	must	at	least	survive	to	hear	the	story	about	laxatives!	Damn	it!”		
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Ruslan’s	shoulders	finally	shook	with	sobs,	but	soon	a	giant	hand	lay	on	his	

back	and	interrupted	the	boy’s	grieving.	Ruslan	quickly	 jumped	on	his	feet,	 turned	

around	and	started	at	Mykyta’s	mouth.		

The	Cossack	looked	very	tired,	as	if	he	had	aged	twenty	years	in	one	day,	but	

all	his	teeth	seemed	to	be	in	place.	He	took	Ruslan’s	cold	dirty	hand	in	his	and	raised	

his	eyes	towards	Mary	–	charred	scraps	of	tents	slowly	flew	over	the	stele,	and	the	

Ukrainian	anthem	rang	over	Maidan	Nezalezhnosti.		
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