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		Praise for KOSTYA



If you are looking for a historical novel flavored with drama, thrills, gritty realism, and suspense, KOSTYA is a must-read. Here, Zimmerman weaves a compelling, visceral tale of survival, resilience, love, sheer luck, fate, and sacrifices. The raw, dynamic prose transported me back to the 1930s-40s Europe, giving me a glimpse of the harsh circumstances Ukrainians faced under Stalin’s rule and World War II. The vivid imagery captured the setting and mood with cinematic precision. As I followed the events from the famine to Mariupol’s invasion, and Kostya’s stints in the German and Russian labor camps, I got a clear image of the suffering that innocent casualties of the war were exposed to. I must applaud Zimmerman for delivering this heart-stopping and incredible story in such an intriguing way. It would make a great historical movie. I will definitely read this story again. I’m eagerly awaiting the next installment.
Keith Mbuya, Readers’ Favorite





 

 

 

 

Dedicated to Lea Tomas.


1. The Genocide

1932. Mariupol, Ukraine.

Ukraine had always been known for its soil and light. The flag symbolized this. Here, the earth had always generously rewarded the farmers who worked it. In summer, the steppe should have rolled in golden wheat, with the strands bowing in the wind whispering like poems without words. The black earth, rich enough to stain a man’s skin, had fed villages and empires for centuries.

But now the fields were bare. Scraped clean. Stubble and dust replaced grain, the stalks cut so short they looked wounded. The horror was man-made. The land itself was blameless. 

Fruit trees were stripped months earlier—not only of fruit but of bark too. There were no longer any pigs, goats, chickens, or horses in the yards.

Even dogs and cats vanished.

Under the collectivization law, the USSR seized farms that families had owned and worked for generations. Then the grain. Even the seed grain. The borders were sealed so that starving families could not slip out across the republic line. The word for it was unknown to the children. They knew hunger. They saw starvation everywhere they looked.

Blacklists finished what quotas began. Villages that failed to meet impossible demands were cut off entirely: no salt, no matches, no kerosene, no cloth. People were starved not only of food but of everything that made life recognizable. It was punishment for the crime of being Ukrainian, for having land the state wanted and an identity Stalin found offensive to the grandeur of the USSR.

People learned a new way of walking—slowly to conserve strength, shoulders hunched as if guarding their last meal. They avoided one another’s eyes out of fear, not because they were being unneighborly. Those who still had strength dug for roots, scraped lichen from stone, boiled weeds until the pot yielded only colored water. Those who did not, lay down and waited, while their own bodies disintegrated. 

In Mariupol, a quaint port city on the Sea of Azov, the famine arrived like a slow tide. It rose so gradually that people did not notice until it was at their throats.

Behind a small white house with blue shutters on a corner lot, three boys had built a tree fort from scrap lumber scavenged off broken fences and abandoned sheds. It was hardly a fort at all, just crooked boards forming a small platform in a gnarled oak tree. No roof. Yet to the boys it was a kingdom—a hiding place from the men in Moscow.

On the top step—really just a board nailed to the trunk—their names were carved with a pocketknife: PETRO, GRISHA, KOSTYA. On the step below: KEEP OUT. The last words had been Kostya’s idea. At eight, he was the youngest, and least entitled to make such proclamations, but his brothers agreed to his idea to stake their claim to this sovereign space. They sometimes grew irritated with his impatience but also praised his tenacity, though none of them could imagine how one day the latter would be tested beyond endurance.

This afternoon, Kostya sat cross-legged, playing fivestones with small rocks he’d polished in the creek. He had sandy brown hair. His shirt, passed down from Grisha, who had received it from Petro, hung loose on his narrow shoulders. His trousers were cinched with rope—there wasn’t a belt small enough.

From their height in the fort they could see the side street.

They could also see the body. And the black shimmer of flies around him.

The old man lay half in the road, clothed, bloated, his cheek turned into the dirt as if he had tried to taste the earth and found nothing there either.

Kostya kept his eyes on the stones. Children learned early what to look at and what to pretend not to see. His fingers were thin, the knuckles too sharp for an eight-year-old, and when he tossed the stones his wrist showed a corded bone.

Petro, twelve and therefore the leader, leaned with his back against the oak trunk that supported the fort. He did not watch his brothers so much as the world beyond them. He watched the bend in the road, where people appeared and disappeared. Hunger had sharpened him. He spoke less now, and when he did, it was with caution. 

Grisha, eleven, lay on his stomach and peered through a gap in the boards at the yard below. He could see Mama’s empty garden where the last potatoes and corn had been dug up a week ago.

Sometimes he still acted like the boy he had been. He was the quiet one. He still asked questions, though fewer now. When he laughed, the sound came thin and brief, as if it lost its way before reaching his eyes.

Kostya rolled a stone across his skin, then tossed it upward and reached for another. His fingers missed. The stone clicked against the plank and skittered away. He gathered the rest and tried again. Missed again. In better times he had been quick as a sparrow. Now his hands shook, his fingers clumsy, as if his body were forgetting how to be a child.

“Your turn,” Kostya said, lifting his chin up toward Petro.

His voice came out hoarse. They had learned to conserve water by not speaking unless necessary, but the silence in the fort had grown heavy, and someone had to break it.

Petro shook his head slowly. “I’m not playing.”

“You have to. It’s your turn.”

“I said no.”

Grisha rolled onto his back and stared up through the leaves, already yellowing despite the season. “We’re not playing because it’s too hot.”

It was not too hot. Heat was the least of their discomforts. None of them wanted to say what they were thinking: that games felt foolish when a dead man lay in the road, when their bellies cramped with emptiness, when Mama was inside trying to invent supper out of nothing, when Papa came home each day with less strength in his shoulders and more silence in his mouth. And Grandpa was so thin he could barely move.

As if summoned by thought, their mother’s voice floated up from the back door. “Boys! Papa will be home soon. Go fetch loboda for supper.”

Supper.

The word hung in the air like a cruel joke. Loboda was a weed, a plant that grew wild along fences and in vacant lots.

Now it was life itself—boiled into a thin green broth that filled the stomach for an hour and gave almost nothing in return.

Kostya gathered his stones and tucked them into his pocket. He climbed down first, bare feet finding familiar knots in the trunk. Petro followed, then Grisha. On the ground they stood blinking in the harsh sunlight, adjusting from their small kingdom back to the world below.

Their clothes were clean—Mama insisted on that. But they couldn’t afford to replace torn clothes. When they turned toward the house, the truth of their bodies could not be ignored: hollow cheeks, shadows beneath eyes too large. In those eyes lived knowledge no child should have—the knowledge of what it meant to starve.

Petro rested a hand on Kostya’s shoulder. The weight of it was almost nothing, but the gesture from the older brother always meant a lot.

“You can start the fire, Grisha,” Petro said. “I’ll go with Kostya.”

Grisha nodded and went inside without argument.

Petro and Kostya moved through the side yard and out the crooked front gate. They turned onto the dirt road that ran beside their property, the road that passed beneath the tree fort.

The road where the old man lay.

Disturbed by their footsteps, the flies rose in a cloud. The buzzing filled the stillness. Kostya tried to hold his breath as they passed, but his lungs were weak and he had to gasp before they had gone ten steps. His throat burned.

“He’s still here,” Kostya said. The boys had first noticed him yesterday.

The words were unnecessary, but Kostya was so bewildered by it all. And he needed to mark the man’s presence, somehow. The man had once been somebody’s child. Somebody’s husband. Somebody’s neighbor.

Petro said nothing. He stared once, then looked away. His eyes had hardened in recent months—the eyes of a boy forced to grow old too quickly. He had stopped asking why. Petro had learned to accept what was. He would always say, “Just focus on what we can do.” 

They walked another block. Houses on either side showed the famine’s handwriting: gardens scraped bare, windows cracked, doors left open because there was nothing worth stealing. Some stood empty—abandoned by those who had fled, died, or been taken when men with clipboards came demanding more grain than was possible to provide.

Across the street, a sound cut through the hush: the high, thin wail of a child.

Kostya looked—and immediately wished he hadn’t.

A toddler crawled across the body of a woman sprawled on the side of the road. The child pawed at her face, tugged her hair, pressed a cheek against skin that no longer held warmth, as if touch alone might coax life back. The cry was not for food or comfort. It was something older than hunger. Something without language.

Kostya turned away. He had nothing to give. The sound followed him anyway, burrowing a deep memory.

Petro watched with hard eyes. In them was not despair, but its opposite—a cold resolve that frightened Kostya more. Petro’s eyes showed a determination to live, even if it meant learning how to keep walking without caring.

They went on.

Near the edge of the village stood a communal pit. It was not a cemetery, only a wide trench dug when individual burials became impossible. Beside it, a wagon pulled by a small emaciated horse, its bed stacked with bodies wrapped in white sheets. Two men—prisoners, judging by their clothes—dragged them out and laid them into the earth. The horror of it seemed routine.

The pit smelled of soil and something beneath soil. Kostya’s stomach clenched for reasons that had nothing to do with hunger.

Each day the pit grew wider and deeper. No names were spoken. Lives disappeared as if they had never been.

Kostya counted seven.

Seven more.

He wondered who did know their names. For the first time, he wondered if anyone would remember his.

“Come on,” Petro said, tugging his sleeve. “We must find the loboda before dark.”

They turned into a vacant lot where a house had once stood. Only the foundation and a chimney jutting upward like a broken finger remained. Everything else had been pulled apart for firewood.

Beyond the lot, the woods began—a dense thicket of birch, oak, and wild shrubs left untended. In better years, children came here to pick berries. Now the berries were gone.

Two gaunt men knelt near the entrance, plucking weeds and stuffing them into sacks. Neither looked up. Everyone knew the etiquette of hunger: you do not acknowledge another scavenger.

Petro led the way deeper along a narrow trail. The ground softened underfoot, damp in places where the sun couldn’t reach. After a minute he stopped.

“There,” he pointed. “This looks decent.”

A patch of loboda spread across the ground—pale green leaves on thin stalks, unremarkable in any other time. But to the starving, they were life.

They knelt and began pulling.

The work was steady and quiet, and for some reason Kostya remembered an evening last winter when Papa brought home small scraps of wood and metal and shaped them into toys just to hear his sons laugh.

He thought of Papa at the mechanic shop, working all day and returning each evening apparently tired, yet still with a shining light inside him when he greeted his family. Papa always kissed Mama’s cheek.

He remembered Grandpa pushing his bowl away yesterday. “You boys need it,” Grandpa always said, his voice stern, as if refusing food were a kind of duty.

He recalled how Mama always put less in her own bowl and gave more to the boys.

Soon each boy had a bundle. The leaves wilted quickly in the heat.

“This is enough,” Petro said. “Let’s go.”

They were weak but they were still boys. Somewhere beneath fear and exhaustion remained a spark of what they had been. So they jogged along the trail, not far and not fast, but together. A reminder that their bodies still belonged to them. They still had memories of sprinting. 

The sun was low when they reached home. The western sky burned orange and pink, and long shadows stretched across the yard. Smoke rose from the chimney. Through the open door came Mama’s humming, thin but steady, as if sound itself were holding the walls upright.

Grisha knelt by the black iron stove, feeding sticks into the flames. Mama stood at the counter cleaning the dishes. The kettle stood by like a promise they couldn’t trust.

Petro and Kostya handed her the loboda. She accepted it with a tired smile. She had aged a decade in a year. Her dark hair was threaded gray, but her hands remained gentle.

“We got a lot,” Kostya said, trying to sound hopeful. “Mostly green.”

“That is good, my love,” Mama said. “That is very good.”

As she did each night, she pulled one ear of corn from a pile in the cabinet and peeled it. She poured some water hauled from the well that morning into the kettle and put the corn in. Then she put the kettle on the stove.

She rinsed the weeds and the leftover corn husk. She ripped the husk into small pieces and tossed it and the loboda into the kettle.

Soon the room filled with the thin, grassy smell of boiling corn and loboda—a smell Kostya would always associate with survival and with shame.

They could all see the last of the corn from the garden resting in the cabinet. The pile was down to five ears.

Papa entered. He was a tall man. His clothes hung loose on his frame. But his eyes, when they found his sons, still held light. He tried to smile, and the effort itself was a kind of courage.

“Good evening,” Papa said. “How are we doing, boys?”

“Papa!” Kostya ran to him and wrapped his arms around his waist. “Good. We are good.”

“Fine,” Petro said.

Papa drew Petro and Grisha into the embrace as well. For a moment they stood together, taking strength from touch since food could not provide it. Papa’s shirt smelled of oil and metal—the honest smell of work. Kostya pressed his face into it and inhaled. Papa had come back. These days, that couldn’t be assumed.

On the wall hung a faded photograph from the Great War. Young men in uniform, rifles on their shoulders. Among them, barely recognizable, was Papa—looking proud and strong.

Grandpa sat by the window, watching the last light fade. He had grown so thin his bones showed beneath the skin. His hands trembled. His breath came shallow. His eyes remained sharp.

He reached into his pocket and set two medals on the table. The metal caught the light.

“Boys,” Grandpa said. “I have saved these a long time. They will stay in this room now. Do not ever take them out.”

Petro was sitting on the bench beside the table. He turned one over carefully. To Kostya, it looked heavy and precious—real metal.

Kostya leaned impatiently into Petro’s shoulder. “Let me see. Is this yours, Grandpa?”

Petro scolded, “Calm down. We can all see it.”

“That one is mine,” Grandpa said. “The other is your papa’s. For bravery.” He paused. “His brigade was captured in Odessa. Hard labor in Austria-Hungary.”

The boys listened with admiration. But war stories were not entertainment here. They were scars.

“He escaped,” Grandpa said. “Walked home. Over a thousand kilometers through enemy territory. With nothing but the clothes on his back.” His eyes shone. “If he had not been so strong, you boys would not exist.”

He tried to laugh, but could only cough instead. “Remember that. Strength runs in this family. The strength to do work that seems impossible.” His gaze held each boy in turn.

Darkness fell. Papa took a thin pine splinter, a luchyna, and lit it from the stove. Resin caught and flared, and the small flame licked up the wood with a bright impatience. They could not afford kerosene anymore. The luchyna hissed and smoked, and Papa left the door open so the smoke could drift out instead of choking the room. The light it gave was poor, but it was light.

The family gathered at the table. Mama ladled soup into mismatched bowls—Papa first, then Grandpa, then Petro, Grisha, Kostya, and finally herself. The order had not changed.

“Remember, boys...” Papa said, pausing until they looked up and met his eyes. “I want you to eat very slowly… We survive if we stick together.”

They ate in silence, savoring each sip, chewing the softened loboda as if it were meat. The soup was thin enough to see the bottom of the bowl, and still it was treated with care.

Kostya scraped the last drops from his bowl with his finger.

The luchyna burned down. Papa lit another.

The family remained seated together in the flickering light, waiting for sleep to carry them away from hunger for a few hours.


2. The Inspection

The next day, Saturday, the gray light of morning filtered through the windows. It was another quiet day. In Mariupol, even the seagulls seemed to have stopped screaming, as if the salt air itself had grown too thin to carry the sound.

Papa stood by the door, wrapping his feet in strips of coarse linen before pulling on his heavy work boots. The skin around his jaw was tight, his eyes recessed into bruised hollows. He didn’t look like the man in the Great War photograph anymore; he looked like a man made of dry kindling.

He turned to Petro, who was already standing, his small frame rigid with a premature gravity.

“You’re coming with me to the Red Tiller farm,” Papa said. His voice was a low rasp, a sound he used when he didn’t want the words to travel beyond the four walls. “You are to wait on the road outside. If I don’t come out in two hours, you’ll be the man of the house. You walk home and you take care of your mother. Clear?”

“Yes, Papa,” Petro said. His voice didn’t waver, but his fingers twitched against his thighs.

“And if the guards come,” Papa added, gripping Petro’s shoulder, “do not call my name. If they take me, I am a stranger to you. You understand? You have never seen me before in your life.”

The words shocked Kostya. He watched from the corner, his heart drumming a frantic, uneven rhythm against his ribs. He wanted to reach out, to catch the hem of Papa’s coat, but the air in the room felt heavy, as if any sudden movement might shatter the peace.

They left without a goodbye. In 1932, goodbyes felt too much like a finality no one was ready to accept.

The hours that followed were a slow torture of counting heartbeats. Mama moved through the house with a frantic, silent energy, cleaning surfaces that were already bare, mending rags that had no more thread to give. Grisha sat on the front step, watching the road, his eyes glazed and distant.

Kostya spent the time in the tree fort. Every figure that appeared in the distance was a ghost of his father. A man in a tattered coat. A stooped figure with a sack. Each time, the figure resolved into someone else—a stranger with a hollow face.

It was late afternoon when they finally approached. Walking with the steady pace of two men who had been on a long journey.

When they stepped through the gate, the house seemed to exhale. Papa’s face was a mask of gray exhaustion, but as he closed the door and slid the bolt home, he looked at Mama and gave a single, sharp nod.

He sat heavily on the bench and began to unlace his boots. His hands shook. When the boots came off, he turned them over.

Small, yellow kernels of corn tumbled onto the floorboards—perhaps two dozen in total. They looked like gold against the dark wood.

“The floor of the granary,” Papa whispered. “I found a gap in the boards. I pretended to fix a belt on the thresher while I fished these out with a wire.”

Mama dropped to her knees, gathering them with trembling fingers. She put them in a scrap of oilcloth.

“Half for the garden,” Papa said. “The rest for the stash.”

Mama went immediately to the backyard. The sun was still high, and the risk was great, but the soil was the only bank they trusted. Kostya followed her to the backyard and watched.

Kneeling in the garden, she dug small, shallow holes by the back fence, placing each seed with reverence.

“Mama, how long will it take to grow?” 

“About sixty days,” she said without looking up. 

Sixty days for those seeds to become barely large enough to eat. Sixty days of water and sun. Sixty days of not being caught.

“But if it takes sixty days, what do we do when our five are gone?” 

Mama looked up at him, slowly. She paused, almost like she couldn’t speak. “Don’t worry, dear... We will find something else.” She went back to work. 

He looked at his own thin wrists and wondered if he had sixty days of life left in him.

He walked back inside. Papa was bending down behind the heavy iron stove. With a blunt knife, he had pried loose a blackened brick near the base—a brick that looked like every other. He slid the cloth into the hollow and tapped the brick back into place, but it sat just a fraction of a millimeter loose. 

“Boys,” Papa said, his gaze sweeping over them, landing hardest on Kostya. “You are not to touch this brick. Not for a game. Not for curiosity. If this brick is found, we could all go to the pits. Clear?”

“Yes, Papa,” they whispered in unison.

The next morning, the hunger was a physical weight, a dull ache that made even the act of breathing feel like labor. The loboda soup from the night before had vanished from their systems, leaving behind nothing but a lingering, metallic taste.

Papa gathered the boys by the front door. “The harbor,” Papa said. “I heard there is a shipment of coal being moved. Sometimes the workers are careless. Sometimes a bucket tips.”

He looked at Grisha and Kostya. Petro was too old now; his presence would look like a threat to the guards. But two small, ragged boys might be ignored.

“Go to the administrative district,” Papa instructed. “Don’t beg. Don’t speak to the guards. Just watch the tracks. If a piece falls, you pick it up and put it in your pocket. Coal can be traded for salt.”

Kostya and Grisha walked toward the center of Mariupol. The grand stone buildings of the district—the offices of the Party, the local grain administration—stood in stark contrast to the crumbling houses of the workers. Here, the windows were intact. Here, the chimneys were allowed to breathe dark smoke.

As they neared the regional administration building, a black car—a rare and terrifying sight—pulled up to the curb. A man stepped out. He was dressed in a tailored wool coat that looked heavy enough to crush a boy like Kostya. His boots were polished to a mirror shine, and his face was full.

He was Commissar Hyrtsenko, a man whose name was spoken in the markets like a curse.

Hyrtsenko paused, adjusting his spectacles as he looked at a ledger held by a subordinate. He looked up and caught sight of the two boys standing near a pile of rubble.

Kostya and Grisha froze. They didn’t want any attention.

Hyrtsenko reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver tin. He opened it and took out a single, white cigarette. He lit it with a silver lighter, the flame bright and steady in the daylight.

He turned to the subordinate. “Commence the supplemental inspection of this district. I suspect the lost grain from Red Tiller has found a home nearby.”

He turned and walked back to his car without another word. The engine roared to life, and the black car pulled away, leaving behind a cloud of exhaust that tasted of oil and privilege.

Kostya stared at the cigarette stub in the dirt. It was still smoldering. He reached down, his fingers shaking, and picked it up. He didn’t know why. It was a piece of him—a piece of the man who had the power to kill them with a stroke of a pen.

“We have to go,” Grisha hissed, grabbing Kostya’s arm. “Now. We have to tell Papa.”

They ran as much as they could, their lungs burning, their vision swimming with black spots. When they reached the house, Papa was in the yard, sharpening an old saw with a file. He looked up at their faces and his hands went still.

“Hyrtsenko,” Grisha gasped. “He’s sending an inspection. A supplemental one.”

The color drained from Papa’s face. He didn’t ask for details. He didn’t waste time with blame.

“Inside,” he ordered.

The house became a hive of silent, terrified movement. Mama began to scrub the table. Petro checked the windows. Papa stood by the stove, his eyes fixed on the loose brick.

“We can’t move it,” Papa whispered to himself. “If they catch us, we’re dead. If they find a fresh hole in the garden, we’re dead.”

He looked at the small wooden bowl on the table. A few grains of wheat—scavenged from his pockets earlier—lay waiting to be ground.

“Grind them,” Papa told Mama. “Use the rock. We are preparing the state’s mandated ration.”

Mama began to grind, the scritch-scritch of the stone against the wood sounding like a drumbeat.

Two hours later, a knock.

It wasn’t a neighbor’s knock—light and hesitant. It was a heavy thud that rattled the door.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Everyone froze. Kostya felt the pause ripple through the room like a held breath. Papa didn’t look at the door; he looked at his sons. In that moment, Kostya saw something he had never seen in his father before: a raw, naked fear that had been stripped of all pride.

“The stash,” Mama whispered to Petro.

Petro was sitting on the bench beside the oilcloth. He had been separating a few grains from the chaff. He wrapped it back up and handed it to Papa.

Papa crossed the room in two long strides.

Another knock. Louder. The door groaned against its hinges.

Papa slid the stash into the hollow behind the stove bricks. His fingers fumbled, the brick scraping against the mortar. He forced it in, his knuckles scraped where he hit the iron. He replaced the brick and stood up, wiping his hands on his trousers just as the door was kicked open.

Three men stood in the doorway. They weren’t like Hyrtsenko. They were “touslers”—local men who had traded their souls for a red armband and a slightly larger ration. They carried long, thin metal rods sharpened to a point.

“Inspection,” the lead tousler announced. He had a squint in one eye and a smell of sour beer. He didn’t wait for an invitation. He stepped inside, followed by the others.

He didn’t look at Papa. He looked at the room with the clinical detachment of a butcher. He walked to the center of the kitchen and began to tap his rod against the floorboards.

“Household?” he asked, pulling a crumpled ledger from his pocket.

“Six,” Papa said. His voice was steady now, the fear pushed deep beneath the surface.

The man counted them—Grandpa by the window, the three boys on the bench, Mama by the counter.

“Lysenko quota is two thousand kilos,” the man said, his eyes scanning the shelves. “You have only delivered nineteen hundred fifty at the farm. You are short, Comrade. You know the Law of Five Ears of Corn. Theft from the state is a crime against the people.”

“We have no grain to steal,” Papa said. “We are hungry, as you can see. But I have these.”

He reached for the sack by the door and dragged it forward. He had anticipated this very moment.

“My saw,” Papa said, his voice tight. “My wood plane. And this last bit of sweepings from the mill.”

He loosened the tie on the sack. Inside lay his tools—the tools that had provided for the family for a generation—and a small, pathetic amount of dusty grain mixed with chaff.

The tousler peered into the sack. He picked up the wood plane, turning it over in his calloused hands. It was a beautiful tool, the wood polished by years of Papa’s grip. The man grunted and tossed it back into the bag.

“Tools don’t fill a quota,” the man said. But he made a mark in his ledger anyway. The greed for the tools was evident in his eyes. He would obviously take them for himself.

Then, he turned toward the stove.

Kostya felt his heart stop. The man walked to the iron range, the metal rod in his hand trailing along the bricks with a rhythmic click-click-click.

“The stove is warm,” the man remarked. He looked at Mama. “You aren’t cooking anything forbidden?”

“Water,” Mama said. “For the loboda.”

The man reached out with his rod and began to poke at the bricks around the base of the stove. He hit the brick next to the loose one.

Thud.

He hit the loose one.

Clack.

The sound was different. It was the sound of a brick that wasn’t seated in mortar.

The tousler paused. He leaned down, his face inches from the secret hollow. He tapped it again.

Clack.

Papa took a step forward, his hands opening and closing.

The man reached out, touching the edge of the brick.

“What is this, then?” he muttered.

“A draft,” Papa said quickly. “The mortar crumbled last winter. If I don’t keep the brick in, the heat escapes and the room stays cold.”

The man looked up at Papa. He looked at the boys. For a second, his gaze met Kostya’s.

In that moment, Kostya saw that the man’s humanity might come forward. The man seemed to know that behind that brick lay the difference between life and death for three children who looked exactly like someone in his family must have looked.

The man’s fingers hesitated on the edge of the brick. He could pull it. He would find the corn. Maybe he would become a hero of the Party and get a bonus of a loaf of real bread.

He looked at the wood plane in the sack. He looked at Papa’s bleeding knuckles.

“Fix your masonry, Comrade,” the man said, standing up abruptly. He didn’t pull the brick. “A cold house is a sign of a lazy mind.”

He turned to his companions. “Nothing here. Just junk and weeds. Let’s move next door. I hear they have a cow hidden in the cellar.”

The men shuffled out, dragging the sack of tools with them.

When the door shut, the room didn’t exhale. It collapsed.

Mama sank into a chair, her face buried in her apron. Papa stood by the stove, his forehead pressed against the cold iron. He didn’t move for a long time.

Finally, the sound of the boots faded past the gate. Papa knelt and pulled the brick free. He brought out the oilcloth and set it on the table. He didn’t smile. He didn’t look relieved. He looked like a man who had just sold his soul to keep his body.

“My tools,” he whispered. “I have nothing left to work with.”

“You have us, Papa,” Kostya said, moving to his side.

That evening, the light of the luchyna was particularly dim. The small pine splinter hissed and spat, casting wavering shadows that made the corners of the room look like open mouths.

The bread—what little they had made from the ground sweepings—was divided into six tiny portions. It was gray and gritty, tasting more like stone than grain.

Papa sat at the head of the table, his empty hands resting on the wood. He looked at his sons.

“What we did today,” he said, his voice heavy with a new kind of weight, “was not theft.”

Papa leaned forward, the flickering light catching the hard lines of his face.

Grisha looked at the stove, then at his father. “But we hid the grain, Papa. We lied to—”

Papa raised a hand. “Listen. Integrity isn’t obedience. We can keep our integrity by acting morally to the way the world should be. What we gave hurt us.” He pointed toward the stash behind the stove. “What we hid keeps us alive.”

Kostya swallowed. “Is it wrong?”

Papa met his eyes. “It is wrong to take so that another man starves. It is wrong to profit from suffering. But survival is not a crime.”


3. The Shadow of War

The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics was called a country, but in practice it functioned as an empire, wrapping control in the rhetoric of “liberation.”

The revolution in 1917 promised the people would break free to a new world; but the state delivered a new kind of chain. People were told there would be no more tsars and landlords. They were also told to keep their mouths shut.

Ukraine was one of over a dozen republics—and closely watched. Its citizens were Soviet first. National identities were tolerated only until they conflicted with Moscow’s demands.

When people in Mariupol spoke of “our country,” sometimes it meant the Soviet Union, because that was the safest answer. Sometimes it meant Ukraine, because blood and earth did not care what flags hung in government offices. This double life shaped how people understood themselves: Ukrainian by blood, Soviet by paperwork, Russian by political circumstance.

Nine years had passed since the famine, and the land had healed. Wheat grew tall again in the fields around Mariupol, and the collective farms met their quotas often enough to avoid the worst reprisals. The mass graves at the edge of the village had been covered and planted with grass. Children played on those green mounds without knowing what lay beneath their feet.

The Nazis and the Soviets had spent years denouncing each other as mortal enemies. Hitler hated Bolshevism and promised to destroy the communist menace. Stalin spoke of an inevitable conflict between fascism and socialism. But in August 1939, in a single stroke of cynical diplomacy, they became allies.

On the surface. Actually, the pact had a public face and a secret one.

Publicly, it was a non-aggression treaty. Secretly, it divided Eastern Europe into spheres of influence, granting Germany a free hand in the west while the Soviet Union could claim other territory for itself.

The spiral of events was earth-shattering. 

In September, Germany and the Soviet Union raced into Poland from opposite sides. 

Stalin then invaded Finland, the Baltic States, and Romania. Hitler invaded Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, France, Yugoslavia, and Greece.

***

Despite the state having starved Grandpa, and nearly killed the whole family, Petro and Grisha were eager to join the Red Army. In every generation and every nation—and this time was no different—boys have been as naive about war as they are excited by it. It was also the case that good-paying work around Mariupol was hard to come by. Petro had been considering joining one of the Greek shipping companies that frequented the port, but the Red Army promised more adventure and steady pay with meals. Then there was the deep pride the boys held for Papa and Grandpa having fought for their country. Now the state was ordering boys eighteen and over to report, giving them a chance to match the courage of their elders. 

Some Ukrainians lived in Poland, outside the USSR. The USSR told its Ukrainian soldiers they would be “liberating” their brothers from Polish enslavers. In truth—they would be killing them.

This December day, Mariupol Station was packed as a hundred new draftees were going to Lviv in the west for basic training.

The Sea of Azov could turn cold enough to burn in your throat, and this morning it carried a mix of salt and coal smoke. A freight engine idled beyond the platform, coughing low and steady. Boys moved in clumps, the factory smell of dye and oil still clinging to their newly-creased greatcoats.

Numbers were chalked on crates. Someone shouted a name and got no answer back. A band tried to find a patriotic tune and kept losing it under the racket of steam and boots.

Petro stood with his kit bag at his feet, hands tucked under his belt. Grisha, taller and newly grown into his shoulders, kept turning his cap in his hands. He looked proud, but also like a man standing at a door he wasn’t sure he should open.

Kostya stayed a half-step behind Papa and Mama, where he could see everything and still pretend he was only there to carry the extra bundle. Fifteen and full of anger that had nowhere to go. He watched the line of soldiers funneling toward the cars—wooden coaches with flaking paint and barred windows on some compartments. He felt envy. With a sour taste. They were allowed to go. They got a uniform, a place, a name on a list. He was still a boy in other men’s eyes, still meant for errands and waiting.

Mama clutched Grisha’s sleeve as if the cloth were the last solid thing in the world. “Grisha,” she said, and her voice broke on the first syllable like dry wood. She swallowed it down, tried again. “Grisha, you write. You hear me? If they give you paper, you write. If they don’t, you find it.”

Grisha nodded too quickly, like a man agreeing with a superior officer. His eyes were fixed somewhere above her head, where the station clock hung, black hands cutting time into pieces. “Yes, Mama.”

Petro tried to smile. He had always been the one who could make a joke out of a thin stew, out of a torn boot, out of a day with no bread. But now the smile came crooked, like his mouth didn’t remember the motion. “We’ll be back before you can fix the roof,” he said.

Mama’s face tightened. She made a sound—half laugh, half sob—and then the tears came. She wiped them with the heel of her hand and made it worse, leaving gray streaks across her cheeks from the station grime.

Papa did not reach for her right away. He stood behind Petro and put his hands on his shoulders. He looked at the back of his eldest like he was trying to memorize the exact weight and shape of him. Papa’s hair had gone thin at the temples since the famine years.

Behind them, a loudspeaker crackled and a woman’s voice—flat, official—called out destinations and orders. Posters on the wall showed smiling workers and soldiers with bright teeth that no one on this platform had. A phrase about duty. A phrase about the Motherland.

Papa leaned over to Kostya’s ear and whispered, “Don’t look and don’t point, son. That man in the leather coat standing at the end of the platform is NKVD. The secret police. It’s funny how he watches everyone while pretending he isn’t.”

Kostya glanced at the man from behind Petro’s shoulder so he wouldn’t be noticed. Then he smiled at Papa for sharing the educational joke with him.

Kostya’s mind drifted away, as it always did when he stood near trains, to Grandpa.

Grandpa had been a big man once, the kind who could lift a sack of grain onto his shoulder without grunting. He had sat in their chair by the stove and told stories in a tired voice. As promised, the boys still had never removed the medals, and looked at them every day.

In ’32, when the men with clipboards came, Grandpa had still believed in reason. He had argued with them. He had stood in the yard with Papa and watched their wheat go into other men’s sacks.

That winter, when he had been too thin to work, he supervised the boys to pull the blue shutters off the house for firewood. Slowly, his hands grew too large for his wrists, swollen with the wrong kind of fullness. His face sank while his ankles puffed, the body saving water when it could not save flesh. He stopped getting up from the chair. He stopped talking. He tried to eat like a man doing his duty, taking spoonfuls slowly, but he could not keep it down. One night he asked for water. Papa gave him a cup and Grandpa held it for a long time without drinking, as if he couldn’t remember what it was for.

In the morning he was quiet in a way that had no return to it.

They did not have the strength for a proper burial. Kostya remembered the sound of the shovel striking frozen earth, dull and hopeless, and the way Papa’s breath steamed through his teeth. Grandpa finally went into the ground without ceremony, and the village went on dying around them, one house at a time.

“Kostya!” 

Kostya was jolted out of his memory when another mother called to her son with the same name, already boarding the train.

Mama reached for Petro and pulled him in, pressing her forehead against his collar. “Petro,” she whispered. “Don’t be brave for strangers. Be careful for us.”

Petro’s hands hovered for a second, then settled on her back. “I will,” he said, and this time his voice was steady.

Kostya looked at Grisha—his brother, but also suddenly a man—and hated him for a moment for getting to step into that line. It was a childish hate, quick and shameful.

Kostya wanted to say Take me. What came out was smaller. “Bring me a German helmet,” he said, trying to make it sound like a joke.

Grisha’s mouth twitched. “If I see one.”

The whistle blew—sharp, dominating. Men surged, then stopped, then surged again. Boots clattered up the wooden steps into the car. Someone shoved a bundle through a window.

Papa squared off in front of Petro and Grisha, and pulled Mama close by the elbow, not to stop her crying but to keep her from falling apart. “Whatever they throw at you out there, don’t let it break what’s between us,” he said.

Petro lifted his bag. Grisha put his cap on again, straightening it with both hands as if he could straighten his whole fate. They climbed the steps without looking back at first, like men afraid the sight of home would weaken their legs. Then, from the doorway, Petro turned and raised two fingers in a quick salute. It wasn’t swagger. It was more like pleading.

Kostya lifted his hand. The envy in him burned clean and bright. The fear under it stayed as quiet as a mouse behind a wall.

The train began to move with a groan, slow at first, then gathering itself, pulling the boys into history.

Kostya stood and watched until the smoke vanished beyond the rail lines merging at the horizon. 

***

During the late thirties, Stalin had been paranoid that the Red Army might stage a coup. He ordered the NKVD to purge tens of thousands of officers he believed to be “modern-thinking.” 

Now he believed the pact with Germany would give him time to rebuild the army he himself had shrunk in the Holodomor and the purges. He calculated that Hitler would not risk a two-front war, that Germany would first defeat Britain before turning east.

Intelligence reports piled up throughout the spring of 1941—warnings from spies, diplomats, even German defectors—yet Stalin punished subordinates who pressed too insistently, accusing them of provocation.

Actually, Hitler had been planning to attack the USSR for more than a year.

The hatred driving Hitler’s vision was ideological. Racial theories were at the core of Nazi belief. Slavic peoples were cast as subhumans—fit only for servitude. The conquest of the East would not be a conventional war only intended to seize territory. Rather, it would also erase whole categories of people.

The Nazis drew up plans to starve tens of millions of Soviet citizens to free food for Germany and future colonists. They wanted an eastern empire built for Germans alone. They would enslave and exterminate Slavic populations to make space.

Villages would be “cleansed” of inferior races. Children sorted by “racial value.”

Mobile killing units were organized to follow advancing armies, murdering Jews, communist officials, intellectuals, priests, teachers—anyone who might seed resistance or simply obstruct the new order.

Even though they were always eager to show their loyalty to Hitler, the orders to invade USSR thrust his generals into arguments about objectives. Many were professional soldiers more concerned with logistics than fantasy. They believed the Red Army suffered from poor leadership after Stalin’s purges, and saw an opportunity to destroy it. But they also understood the risks of invading a country so vast.

Hitler set no single objective. Instead, he ordered his forces to advance on three fronts—toward Leningrad, Moscow, and Ukraine—stretching them across nearly 3,000 kilometers. He wanted everything: cities, oil, the breadbasket, the symbolic heart of Moscow. He tolerated no objections. Those who questioned the plan learned to speak less.

*** 

Kostya was seventeen now. A young man of average build, still growing, with strength shaped by work. His face had filled out, yet his eyes retained something famine had carved into them: a seriousness that arrived too early and never fully left. He attended school, wrestled with mathematics, and read the front page of the newspaper almost every day.

He liked to climb up in the tree fort to read. He missed his brothers. Now alone, this became his sanctuary. The oak held steady beneath him, its bark rough against his calves, its branches creaking softly.

An introductory calculus book lay open on his knees. It was not a schoolbook. It had come wrapped in newspaper from a cousin who once studied in the city before the universities closed for ordinary people.

Kostya did not understand all of it, but enough of it made sense that he was driven to learn the rest. The book spoke of limits: how a function could move closer and closer to a value without ever arriving, but the approach itself could be measured even when the destination remained out of reach.

You had to understand the behavior, the pattern, not the moment of arrival.

Below him, a man’s voice in the street broke the quiet. “Hey. You.” 

Kostya froze. It was spoken the way men did when they expected answers. 

Kostya peered over the edge. A man and a boy faced each other in the street. They didn’t appear to notice him watching. 

He recognized the man as Mr. Davopolov, from a few houses up the street. The boy, Misha, was the thin boy who lived next door, the house with the leaning gate and the broken hinge no one ever fixed. He was a year younger than Kostya.

“I’m asking you again,” the man said. “Give me back the tin can.”

Misha shook his head. “I don’t know what you mean.” 

“You were seen near my shed,” the man said. “I had a tin can of nails and screws.” 

“I didn’t take anything,” Misha said. His hands were shoved deep into his sleeves, as if he could disappear into his coat. 

Kostya leaned forward slightly, careful not to move the branches. 

“A tin can,” the man repeated. “Old. Rusted.” 

Misha swallowed. “I didn’t hide it.” 

That was practically an admission. Mr. Davopolov clicked his tongue. “If you return it to me, I promise there won’t be trouble.” 

The man studied Misha’s face for a long moment. Then he clicked his tongue again, turned, and walked away.

Misha watched him walk away, then ran home.

Everyone knew Mr. Davopolov. He fixed roofs and gates. For him, some nails could be worth a loaf of bread. A handful of screws could keep a roof from coming apart in winter.

The words echoed in Kostya’s mind: “I didn’t hide it.” Kostya looked at the fence line below the tree fort, where weeds grew thick. Somewhere beneath that earth, he imagined a tin can. Nails and screws sleeping underground, waiting.

He chuckled to himself for having a wild imagination. He picked up the book again and continued studying.

*** 

The mechanic shop where Papa worked had become a second home. It stood on a busy street near the center of town, its wide doors thrown open in summer to catch whatever breeze came from the sea. Tools lined the walls, metal shining where it had been cleaned, dark where grease clung. The smell of oil and iron was as familiar to Kostya as the smell of Mama’s cooking. He usually stopped by after school to watch his father work and absorb the quiet discipline Papa carried in his hands. Papa did not waste motion. He did not waste words. Kostya had always wanted to work here when he got older. 

This afternoon, the shop was quieter than usual. Papa stood at the bench with a bicycle mounted upside down before him, wheels turning slowly as he tested the chain. Outside, the street carried its ordinary sounds: trolley clatter, footsteps, an automobile horn. Mariupol had grown since the famine into something that almost resembled normal life—if you didn’t look too closely at the scars. 

“Hi, son,” Papa said without looking up. “How was school today?” 

“Good,” Kostya replied, the answer he always gave. Then, after a moment: “Calculus class is much harder than Complex Algebra was. But I like it. I have a good teacher.” 

Papa smiled, still focused on the bicycle. “Math is always hard. That is why it is worth learning.” 

Kostya stepped to the workbench where Papa laid the newspaper each day. Reading the front page had become a habit, a way to look beyond the streets he knew and into the larger world.

Kostya held up the paper and stared. Papa looked up and met his eyes with an expression difficult to read—like weather gathering in a man’s face. 

“There are dark clouds on the horizon,” Papa said.

The bold headline struck Kostya like a hard punch: 

GERMAN TROOPS AT POLISH-UKRAINE BORDER 

He read it again, as if repetition might soften the words.

“Does it mean the Nazis will enter Ukraine?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.

Papa set down his tools and came to stand beside him. The lines in his face had deepened over the years. His eyes, however, remained sharp. He had survived one war already. He knew the smell of an approaching catastrophe.

“I’m afraid so,” Papa said. “But let us hope not.”

Mariupol was 1300 kilometers from the Polish border, and communication lines were cut. So no one there knew the Nazis had already launched Operation Barbarossa at 3:15 that morning, June 22, 1941. 


4. War in Mariupol

More than three million German soldiers crossed the Soviet border, accompanied by another million troops from Romania, Finland, and other countries, thousands of tanks and aircraft, and a million motor vehicles and horses.

The military surprise was complete. Luftwaffe bombers destroyed nearly two thousand Soviet aircraft on the first day. Entire formations were surrounded and annihilated before they could organize resistance. The Red Army had gone to sleep in peacetime and woken to a sky filled with fire.

For farmers near the Ukraine border, the invasion swept in as a shock. The war had been going on for the last two years—far away, only in newspapers and radio broadcasts, and in propaganda films shown at cultural centers. Nobody imagined it would reach into their village and begin dictating their lives.

Some harbored secret hopes that the Germans might be liberators. They had no love for the Soviet system that had stolen land, starved families, and imprisoned or killed those who resisted. Perhaps, they dreamed, the invaders would restore private farms. Perhaps the men with rifles would be less hungry than the men with clipboards. These hopes were understandable—and tragically naive.

Most Ukrainians did not yet know what it meant to be “useful” as slave labor or “unnecessary” as a mouth to be starved.

***

That evening, after dinner, Kostya, Mama, and Papa gathered around the radio as they always did. It was a prized possession, one of the few luxuries they had managed to acquire in the years after the famine.

After a year and a half, they still had no word from Petro or Grisha.

Mama mended a shirt in her chair. Papa stood by the window, watching the light fade. Kostya pulled his chair by the radio, turning the dial in search of the best signal.

On the wall still hung the faded photograph of his squad from the Great War. Beside it now hung Grandpa’s memorial picture. Below both, on a narrow shelf, the two medals gleamed. Symbols of endurance.

Ukrainian music played, a folk song about harvest and love and homeland. Mama hummed along. For a moment, it was possible to pretend that the dark cloud the newspaper warned about would pass.

Then the music stopped—cut off mid-phrase—and a voice broke through, crackling with static and urgency.

“Now we have a special broadcast from People’s Commissar for Foreign Affairs, Comrade Molotov.”

The room stilled. Mama’s needle paused mid-stitch. Papa turned from the window.

Molotov was not just another voice. When he spoke, citizens understood they were hearing the official will of the state: measured words chosen to stand in for Stalin’s silence.

Static. A tap on the microphone. Then Molotov’s voice, grave and controlled, filled the room.

“Good evening, citizens. The Nazis have invaded our fatherland. The Soviet Union government knows that all workers, peasants, and intellectuals will perform their duties. The Red Army and you, the people, will repel these bloodthirsty Fascist rulers. The government calls upon all citizens to rally more closely around our great leader and comrade, Stalin. Do not panic and do not spread propaganda in the neighborhoods. Our cause is just. The enemy shall be defeated. Victory will be ours.”

The broadcast ended abruptly. The folk music returned, but it sounded hollow now, like a song from a world that no longer existed.

The family sat in stunned silence. Mama’s hand trembled as she reached for Papa’s. He took it and held tight—two people who had already survived one catastrophe bracing themselves for another.
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