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DUSTY DIPLOMAS AND THE PANGS OF SPRING

As the first light of dawn fell upon the cobblestone streets of Lviv, the city was still half-asleep. The nocturnal chill clung to the stone walls of historic buildings, lingering as if still leaning against them in silence. The sky was so crystalline that its shades of blue felt as though they were peering into one’s very soul, making everything appear sharper, more exposed.

Natali stood before the small kitchen window. As she listened to the silence outside, the steam rising from her porcelain mug brushed softly against her face. A few strands of her golden hair fluttered in the morning breeze while her eyes traced her own reflection.

She was twenty-three. Yet, at times, she felt much older. She knew people found her beautiful. But the woman she saw in the mirror was, to her, merely someone waiting. Waiting... for life to begin, for a door to open, or for a miracle.

The ancient clock on the kitchen wall began to tick after minutes of silence. Natali took a deep breath, a small sip of her coffee, and closed her eyes. The coffee was the same every morning. But every morning, it held a little more silence.

A faint sound rose from the television; a news channel reporting the city's minor events. “Today in Lviv, it is 18 degrees...” the announcer said. Natali only listened intermittently, feeling the warmth of the voice through the vibrations hitting the kitchen walls. Whenever she raised her cup for a sip, this small ritual both soothed her and allowed her to forget the shadows of the past.

After a while, she left her mug on the counter and walked toward the bedroom. She slowly opened the bottom drawer of the small nightstand in the corner. As she did, a faint scent of dust wafted out—the smell of the past and forgotten times. Natali reached inside, her fingers brushing against a yellowed piece of paper.

She knew that paper. She could recognize it even with her eyes closed.

It was her diploma.

It was rolled up, buried under a few old books that hadn't been opened in years. It was as if that paper had been intentionally hidden, left to be forgotten. Natali slowly pulled it out. Dust motes drifted through the morning light like tiny stars. She unfurled the paper.

“Teaching Diploma”

Once, this document had been her gateway to freedom. On the day she graduated from university, she had hugged her mother, her eyes brimming with tears, and said: “Everything is going to change now, Mother.”

But it hadn't. Years had passed. The appointments never came. The applications went unanswered. The waiting lists grew longer. And eventually, hope... had slowly been buried in the darkness of that drawer.

Natali traced her name on the diploma with her finger. Then, she whispered in a barely audible voice: “One day...”

Her words trailed off. Maybe. Maybe one day.

She rolled the diploma back up and returned it to the drawer. Just then, her mother’s voice called out from the kitchen: “Natali! Have you drifted off again?”

Natali started and turned toward the door. Her mother, Elina, stood in the kitchen. She had a weary but warm smile. Fine lines had formed under her eyes, yet her gaze remained strong. Elina was a woman who had learned the harshness of life far too early. For years, she had lived in the same house with a drunken man. And that man... had slammed the door and left one night five years ago. What he left behind wasn't just an emptiness. It was a ruin.

Natali had been the first one trapped under that wreckage. Her perspective on men had changed after her father left. Now, to her, men were one of two things: either a disappointment or a master of escape.

Just then, the sound of small footsteps came racing down the hallway. Anya. Natali’s little sister. She burst through the door, shouting: “Big sister! One of my socks is missing!”

Natali couldn't help but smile. She leaned down and looked under the chair. “Here it is, little lady.”

Anya grumbled as she grabbed the sock and quickly pulled it on: “I’m going to be late for school!”

Natali straightened the girl's hair: “Get your bag. And don’t eat your breakfast on the way.”

Anya smiled as she ran to the door: “Okay, sister-who-sounds-like-a-mother!”

A brief silence settled over the house when the door closed. Three women lived in this small home. But at times, it didn't feel like three women... it felt like a small army. They kept each other standing. The bills, the meals, the laughter, and the tears... all the silent rhythm of life.

Elina put on her coat and headed for the door. Then she turned to Natali: “Don’t be late today, my dear. Don’t push yourselves too hard with Irina.”

Natali nodded: “Don’t worry, Mother.”

But in truth, she knew. Today... would be an ordinary day. Or at least, so it seemed.

Kafe Sahnesi (The Café)

When Natali stepped out of the house, Lviv was slowly waking up. The city's stone buildings were turning golden in the morning light. Delicate spring flowers had emerged from between the cobblestones, swaying gently in the breeze. Spring was coming. But inside Natali, it was still winter.

When she reached the door of the café, the small bell above the door chimed: “Ring!”

Irina looked up from behind the counter: “Finally! The blonde storm has arrived!”

Natali laughed. Irina was the greatest stroke of luck in her life. A true friend, a safe harbor. Natali tied her apron, tied back her hair, and the day began.

The customers began to trickle in. The espresso machines roared. The sound of clinking glasses, laughter, and chatter...

Irina raised her hand and said mockingly: “What would you like today, ‘Coffee Queen’? Or shall we start with the usual?”

Natali smiled: “Let’s start with the usual. But if anything goes wrong, it’s your fault!”

Irina burst into laughter and winked at the other young servers in the kitchen. The two girls were constantly teasing each other, adding energy to the day with small games. A sweet and lighthearted conversation...

As Natali stood by the espresso machine, Irina playfully tried to fix her hair. “Look, if you do it like this, you look as strong as the coffee.”

“And you, try to stay calm, or the customers will spill their coffee from laughing too hard,” Natali said.

The city flowed with laughter and warm conversation. But Natali didn't know... this ordinary day was the last ordinary day before her life changed forever.
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THE NOBILITY OF THE WIND AND SILVER SILENCE
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