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Who are we? Of what fathers born?


TARAS SHEVCHENKO


It’s so clear, you see, that if we’re to begin living in the present, we must first of all redeem our past and then be done with it forever.


ANTON CHEKHOV,
The Cherry Orchard












Prologue
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I made the final revisions to The Rooster House in August 2022, and when re-reading the manuscript against the backdrop of recent news from Ukraine, I was struck anew by the urgency I felt in writing this book. My portrait of Ukraine is personal, tracing my own story against the tidal wave of Ukrainian history. At the same time the book reveals the complicated nature of Ukrainian identity and the country’s difficult relationship with its Soviet past. As such, The Rooster House explains the context in which the current war takes place.


The year 2014 was a life-changing one for me, and its events made me realise the intensity of my connection to the place where I was born, even though I hadn’t lived there for years. The annexation of Crimea showed how easily the world order could be reversed and how fragile were the agreements made by nation-states. It also revealed to me the complexity of Ukraine’s history, influenced by its geography as a ‘Borderland’. Situated between Russia and the European Union, Ukraine cannot help but be pulled either in one or the other direction. Sometimes this oscillation means a vibrant exchange of ideas. Sometimes it turns into a catastrophe, as happened in 2014.


That year I returned to the country where I had lived for the first fifteen years of my life to spend time with my grandmother Valentina and to rediscover Ukraine. The trips I made between then and 2019 provided the inspiration for The Rooster House.


Reading The Rooster House at this time, I find an echo between old wars and the one still ongoing, one that I hope, despite its sad note, will resound even more powerfully for readers who wish to understand the country I call home. While the future remains uncertain, Ukraine’s resilience makes me hopeful that it will emerge out of this war victorious.


I chose to write The Rooster House under my great-grandmother Asya’s last name, Belim, using the spelling she preferred, to honour one of the most influential women in my life and the one who inspired me to write down our stories. While the names of my family members are real, the first names of some people in the book have been changed for privacy reasons, in light of the current situation in Ukraine.









PART 1


To the
Ukrainian
Shore









One
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Uncle Vladimir and I fell out a month after his namesake annexed Crimea. At three a.m. Tel Aviv time, he sent me his last message saying that our family should be grateful to the Soviet Union. When I read my uncle’s email at eight a.m. in Brussels, I hardly noticed that his Skype avatar had turned lifelessly grey and that his Viber profile no longer displayed a photo of him in the lotus pose.


My attention was riveted by Vladimir’s message. He wrote many outrageous things: America had brainwashed me; American capitalism had killed my father; but what struck a nerve was that we, meaning our family, owed the Soviet Union a debt of gratitude. The thought that anyone should long for a regime whose name was synonymous with totalitarianism struck me as obscene. I couldn’t believe that my uncle, an avid practitioner of yoga and a keen photographer, had turned apologist for the atrocities of the Soviet Union. The USSR had hacked so ruthlessly at my family tree, decimating us in wars, famines and purges, that we had paid dearly for the seven decades of Soviet socialism. The more I sifted through the memories from my Soviet childhood in Ukraine and recalled the squalor of our lives in the eighties, the more my throat clenched and my temples throbbed. I closed my laptop, stepped over to the window and pressed my forehead against the cold glass.


The gabled buildings of Brussels glistened after recent rain and heavy clouds still hung over a dark line of trees in the distance that marked the outer limits of the city. I exhaled slowly onto the glass, watching the red roofs fade to pale orange. A few seconds later, however, the mist from my breath cleared and everything sprung back to life, more vivid than before. But my thoughts remained in disarray.


Vladimir was my father’s older brother. I had lost my father three years before, and Vladimir remained the only link to that side of my family. We were born in the same country, Ukraine. We spoke the same language, Russian. We each now lived in places where nobody knew us as children, as Vladimir liked to say. Yet, when we argued, we might as well have been from two different planets. I emigrated from Ukraine at the age of fifteen to Chicago and Vladimir at the age of fifty-five to Tel Aviv, but he remained in his own Soviet galaxy. His Soviet Union bore no resemblance to the one I knew. For me, the Soviet Union was deprivation and empty store shelves. His was nuclear might and a strong army. My Soviet Union was the collapse of the eighties and the disaster of Chernobyl. His was the boom of the fifties and the flight of Yuri Gagarin, the first man in space. That Vladimir expected me to feel grateful to any of those Soviet Unions astonished me.


We had had several card-carrying Communists in the family and my maternal great-grandfather had proudly called himself a Bolshevik. However, those same Communists had voted for Ukraine’s independence in 1991, as had my Bolshevik great-grandfather. Nobody had longed for the Soviet Union. I always thought of nostalgia as an illness and of Soviet nostalgia as a special pathology, and Vladimir’s case disturbed me. Normal people shouldn’t miss the lines for food, the blackouts and constant shortages. Sane people shouldn’t long for a regime that overthrew all humanistic values and killed and jailed millions of its subjects. Vladimir himself was imprisoned for making copies of Beatles tapes, so if anyone was brainwashed, it was him.


Had my conversation with Vladimir happened at another time, I would have ignored his comments. He was in his late seventies and many people from my grandparents’ generation had opinions and ideas that I couldn’t fathom. I resented his anti-American diatribes, but Russian television made him look at the world in terms of fifth columns and devious conspiracies. Usually I deflected the conversations from politics to yoga, an interest we shared. Or I would ask him to play the silent films he had recorded as a young man and was gradually digitising. His latest restoration featured me, existing but not yet born. Vladimir had shot the film during a family camping vacation: my pregnant mother with her hand on her belly, dipping her toes in the river and glancing coyly at the camera; my father pulling a large, glistening fish out of the water. The camera panning from my father to my mother as he handed her the fish to be cleaned. The camera zooming in on my mother’s pale face framed by a black bob and showing us her grimace. Vladimir was working on the second part of the footage that tracked my childhood until 1986, the year Chernobyl exploded and my parents divorced.


However, while Vladimir was propagating his brand of Soviet nostalgia, Ukraine was being torn apart in the name of rebuilding the Iron Curtain. Another thing Vladimir had in common with Putin was his conviction that the demise of the Soviet Union was ‘the greatest catastrophe of the century’.


If my uncle weren’t so fixated on the United States as the source of all evil, he could have blamed my new home, Brussels, because everything had started with a document concocted at the EU headquarters down the street from my apartment. He could have traced the tragedy to an agreement that set out the terms of collaboration and trade between the EU and Ukraine. The agreement detailed an economic and political association, with the EU promising to provide financial support, preferential access to markets, and eventual convergence of legal standards and defence policy. Ukraine’s rich agricultural resources and its strategic position on the EU’s eastern frontier made it an attractive partner. However, for Russia, its neighbour’s turn towards the West looked menacing and provocative, as it meant the loss of influence and control over Ukraine, an important territory in Russian politics since the days of the tsars. Had the association agreement been signed, perhaps not much would have changed, least of all for Ukraine, as only the most optimistic could hope that this piece of paper would unlock the doors of EU membership to a dysfunctional post-Soviet country.


However, the agreement wasn’t signed. The then Ukrainian president Viktor Yanukovych simpered at the meetings with EU officials and made noncommittal noises about freedom and democracy. Then in November 2013 he latched on to a Russian loan bailout and handed the EU an unsigned agreement. When the news broke out, many Ukrainians were outraged. Despite the insignificance of the agreement, it represented a turn towards the West and a dream of life without rampant corruption and Russia’s constant pressure. ‘Now nothing will ever change,’ my mother said on the telephone from Chicago, swallowing hard and sniffling. We watched TV reports showing students gathering on Maidan Nezalezhnosti, Kyiv’s central square, to protest Yanukovych’s sudden volte-face. ‘Nothing ever changes in Ukraine,’ my mother repeated whenever we talked, the despair making her voice brittle. Christmas came, and students continued their vigil in Maidan during the coldest days of the Ukrainian winter. ‘Where will this lead?’ my mother asked me, but I didn’t know.


The start of the Maidan protests reminded me of the Orange Revolution of 2004, which contested the election fraud committed by Yanukovych. That revolution petered out amid the same allegations of corruption that plagued all Ukrainian presidencies. I couldn’t invest myself in another revolution that was likely to end the same way, and Vladimir and I agreed that making sense of Ukrainian politics was a thankless affair. I had studied political science and had even written a thesis on the patterns of corruption in the post-Communist world, but Ukraine still puzzled me. The place where I was born remained a distant, unknown land.


But whether or not I could figure out Ukraine, the Maidan events ended up absorbing me. When government forces attacked the protesters, the gathering grew, drawing people of all classes and backgrounds. The government response became brutal and culminated with the shooting of protesters by snipers.


I watched the news footage in a state of shock. The surreally graphic images of red puddles on the pavement, bullet holes and burning car tyres didn’t register in my mind as Maidan. My Maidan was a different place.


‘Let’s meet on Maidan.’ Though my schoolfriend Alyona and I lived within a short walking distance of each other, we crossed the city to go to Khreshchatyk, a mile-long street in the centre of Kyiv, where Maidan stood. We sat on the warm stone steps of the square and watched the colourful crowd of students, families and tourists rush past us. We imagined ourselves part of that energy, gaiety and glamour. The day before I left for the United States in 1994 – three years after Ukraine became independent – Alyona and I went to Maidan, bought chocolate ice cream from a street kiosk, and ate it strolling around the square. Alyona was wearing a cobalt-blue dress with a velvet collar that made her look like the femme fatale she wished she were. I was wearing cranberry lipstick that bled into the corners of my mouth and made me look like the awkward teenager I wished I weren’t. The chestnut trees bloomed darkly pink, the way they did only on Khreshchatyk, and it seemed as if spring would never end.


In 2014, it seemed that spring never came. The figures on screen lurched and hurtled into each other. The camera ran after them, slicing through black smoke, and then grabbed the shadows of the shooters. The sound of gunfire ricocheted and echoed in my room in Brussels. My heartbeat deafened me. When something of ours, something we took for granted as being ours, is destroyed before our eyes, we are destroyed along with it. Witnessing the shooting on Maidan, I latched onto my memories of Ukraine in an attempt to restore what was mine and part of me.


Was Alyona protesting on Maidan, I wondered? We had kept in touch for a few years after I left Ukraine, but then our letters became shorter and finally stopped. I remembered where Alyona lived in Kyiv but I didn’t know what had become of her.


As relations grew tense between Ukraine and Russia, I nevertheless assumed that the conflict would never affect my family. Even after the shooting on Maidan, I didn’t imagine that war would be instigated by Russia. And even if I allowed for the improbable event of war, I was sure that a conflict between Russia and Ukraine couldn’t splinter my family’s intertwined roots. The Ukrainian branch of my family had Roma and possibly Jewish origins, and the Russian one took the Communist slogan ‘the friendship of the peoples’ to heart, because through various marriages a good half of the Union’s republics appeared in the human mosaic of my family.


We spoke Russian at home, except for my maternal great-grandparents Asya and Sergiy, who spoke Ukrainian. I didn’t take it as a sign of ethnic difference, because Asya and Sergiy lived in a village and the rest of us in Kyiv; in the Soviet Union, the cities spoke Russian and the villages the local languages of the republics. Both my ethnically Russian father and Vladimir knew Ukrainian and could recite the verses of the national bard Taras Shevchenko better than my ethnically Ukrainian mother. Some of our relatives spoke Azeri, Armenian, Yiddish, Polish and Belarusian. New customs and traditions appeared as new marriages and friendships brought even more colours and cultures to our variegated household. I was so confused as to what I should put in the nationality column on the mandatory forms we filled out at school that I left it blank, much to my teacher’s consternation. I wasn’t taught to think of people in terms of their ethnicity, language or race and I wasn’t raised to identify myself with any particular group. It took me years to learn that it wasn’t the norm, but I never lost my belief that it should be.


When we moved to Chicago, my self-identity remained as vague as ever. I missed my friends and my grandparents in Ukraine. I missed Kyiv and the juxtaposition of its Soviet rawness with medieval, gold-domed splendour. I grew depressed and wrote poems about death and the futility of life. My mother and stepfather were busy adjusting to their new life, and I was left to my own devices to survive this period of transition from one country to another, from childhood to adulthood. But before long I found much to love about my new country. Growing up in the suburbs of Chicago in the nineties, I absorbed the American

idea of a melting pot and multifaceted identity. I didn’t feel the need to define myself. When people asked where I was from, I replied, ‘Russia’. Most Americans I had encountered could patch together the rudiments of a Soviet story, but Ukraine was a blank. My mother was Ukrainian, my father Russian, and since in the USSR ethnicity was passed down from the father’s side, I might well have been Russian.


None of it mattered within our family. Neither the collapse of the Soviet Union nor emigration altered my family’s open-minded, tolerant approach to diversity, and I wasn’t expecting that yet another political crisis in Ukraine would.


But when the Russian army appeared in Crimea, tensions flared between Vladimir and me. The more I read the news – and I read it hourly – the less my body felt like it belonged to me. I couldn’t stop myself from watching the grim footage, searching for hope of something, anything, that would stop events from spiralling out of control. But the tanks rolled in, men in unmarked green uniforms held their positions, and panic filled me.


‘Don’t take it so hard. The peninsula was gifted to Ukraine by Khrushchev,’ Vladimir said. It was his attempt to comfort me. When Vladimir and I connected on Skype, Crimea was very much on our minds, and he referred to the act of 1954 when the General Secretary made the peninsula part of the Ukrainian Soviet Republic. ‘The Crimeans are Russian, like us.’


I wanted to add that I was half-Ukrainian, but I didn’t, because the war wasn’t about ethnicity, despite attempts to make it otherwise, and I still resisted the labels.


‘You’re forgetting about the original residents, the Tatars,’ I said.


‘The original residents were the Greeks,’ Vladimir replied.


‘Well, Stalin deported both the Greeks and Tatars after the Second World War,’ I said, impatiently.


‘And when Ukraine broke off from the Soviet Union, it took Crimea with it and didn’t ask the people what they wanted. Did you think of that?’ Vladimir raised his voice and no longer cared about consoling me. I again disagreed with my uncle’s reading of history, because in 1991, Ukraine held a referendum on independence, and all regions, including Crimea, voted to leave the USSR. To be fair, in Crimea the proportion was smaller than anywhere else, but I didn’t mention that to Vladimir since he wasn’t listening to me anyway.


‘Do you blame the Crimeans for supporting Putin?’ he continued.


‘Why are you supporting Putin?’ I asked. ‘In Tel Aviv, of all places!’


‘I’m Russian.’


‘You became more Russian once you left Ukraine, it seems. But where were you born? Where did you spend most of your life? In Ukraine!’


Vladimir was looking down into the left corner of his screen. He was all sharp joints, bald head, and sunken cheeks. Ascetically thin, he looked like a stylite monk, but when I said something that flustered him, like now, he twisted his mouth into a crooked smile that made him resemble a bad-tempered elf.


‘When I listen to the speeches of American and European politicians, I’m amazed by their ignorance of Ukraine’s history,’ Vladimir said at last. ‘Their talk is nothing more than childish babbling.’


‘Even Ukrainians hardly know their history, so what can you expect of others?’ I said. Vladimir nodded, and relieved that we could still agree on something, we switched to talking about film and how the camera saw more than the eye.


The extent to which the war became a personal tragedy dawned on me that day. The conflict in Ukraine was about control, not ethnicity or language. However, labels like pro-Russian, pro-Ukrainian, Russian-speaking, Ukrainian-speaking or pro-European became shorthand for a political position. For the first time in my life, I was expected to take sides and define myself with a tag, and yet I couldn’t pull the Ukrainian or Russian threads out of the tapestry of my identity. I also wasn’t sure about my political position, except that I categorically didn’t want a return to the USSR.


Yet I wasn’t sure then if I wanted to return to Ukraine. My mother had visited every year since we moved to the US, spending the summer with Valentina, her mother and my grandmother, but we couldn’t always afford a transatlantic airfare for the two of us. On the rare occasions when I joined her I felt more foreign in Kyiv than I ever did in Chicago. The Soviet Union where I lived for the first thirteen years of my life had vanished and the Ukraine that took its place struck me as unfamiliar. After twenty years in the US, I moved with my husband to Belgium and retraced my steps to the old world that my family had left with few regrets. I thought that I would travel to Ukraine more often. I didn’t. ‘Leaving is hard, and so is returning,’ Valentina said. I didn’t understand what she meant. All I knew was that it was complicated enough to arrive, much less to reckon with what had been left behind.


In the end, I had no choice in the matter, because Ukraine returned to me. Time reset itself, rewinding past the years spent in Belgium and America as if they had never happened. The Ukraine I never claimed took hold of me and filled my thoughts and voids with its memories. The familiar landmarks from my childhood – our old apartment in Kyiv, the chestnuts of Khreshchatyk, and my great-grandparents’ peach-coloured house in Bereh – appeared more lucid to me than the buildings outside my window in Brussels. These bright memories flickering against the news of carnage in Ukraine were excruciating, but I sought them, conjuring up the minutest of details, the way one pressed a throbbing bruise to see how much pain one could bear. The Maidan shooting dispelled my illusion that Ukraine was distant. Then Putin’s decision to use military power in Ukraine, sanctioned by the Russian parliament on 1 March 2014, shattered my misconceptions about the war. The war was coming.


Like most Soviet children, I grew up with my grandparents’ memories of the Second World War. ‘If only there was no war,’ was a mantra they repeated. Every other catastrophe could be overcome, they said, but living through war was worse than death.


The Soviet–Afghan war gave me the first intimation of what my grandparents meant. Distant though the battles were, the veterans returning from the mountains of Afghanistan brought the war back with them. Sometimes we saw them, scowling, limbs missing, playing an accordion in the street or talking loudly on the bus, saying garbled phrases that frightened me. The most terrifying, however, were people like my father’s friend Danil. He was drafted in 1984 and discharged a year later. Tall, dark-haired and strikingly handsome, he sat at our dining table with his wife Masha and cracked jokes, rushing through the punchlines and laughing so hard that he didn’t notice our silence. Then he cut himself off mid-sentence and clutched the side of the table, the knuckles of his fingers turning white. Masha’s hands and eyes couldn’t find a place to rest. My mother glanced at my father, who stared imploringly at Danil. After a few seconds that lasted an eternity, Danil recomposed his face and laughed, baring his teeth, but his wife still replied in non-sequiturs and my mother told me to go and play outside. We didn’t say words like depression, anxiety or post-traumatic stress disorder. We just said one word, war, and it explained everything.


One day Danil and Masha invited us to have dinner with them. When we reached their house, we were blocked by a large crowd and an ambulance. ‘Such a handsome man,’ said someone next to us.


‘Former soldiers always have guns.’


‘Many of them return troubled.’


‘No, it was his hunting rifle.’


‘He did it in the bathtub.’


‘War … ’


My father pushed the people aside and hastened towards the house. My mother covered my ears and pressed my face into her skirt. Her hands were shaking so violently that her little pearl ring painfully yanked my hair. I freed myself from her grip. Two doctors were carrying a stretcher covered with a white sheet. A ragdoll’s arm swayed to the rhythm of their steps. Masha stood rigid at the entrance of the house, but when she saw my father, she crumpled to the ground and howled. My mother grabbed my hand and ran out of the courtyard, dragging me behind her. Masha’s harrowing animal cry followed us for the rest of our way home.


I must have been only seven when Danil died by suicide, but in 2014, reading about the war in Ukraine, I still shivered from the memory. Masha’s howl lived in me, and the more real the war became, the more I felt it in my throat. The war became real even before any shots were fired, but soon that happened too and people died. After Russia annexed Crimea, several cities in eastern Ukraine declared independence from Kyiv’s government and sought Russian support. New republics appeared overnight, as did new battlefields. The front pages of newspapers were splashed with the names of towns where people stormed government buildings and battered each other – Kharkiv, Donetsk, Odesa, Mariupol.


Seeing the landmarks of my personal geography plunged into tumult, I lost my sense of time. My mother was born in Kharkiv, the easternmost metropolis in Ukraine, where my grandmother Valentina studied geography. My father once brought a lump of raw coal from Donetsk where he worked briefly after an unsuccessful gold-mining stint in Siberia. He said that it was a meteorite; my mother said that it was an ordinary rock, but the rough, shimmering form captivated me anyway. In Odesa, I lost my favourite teddy bear running down the famous Potemkin Stairs and was inconsolable until later at the beach my father showed me how hermit crabs changed their shells. In Mariupol, a town famous for its fruit, my mother and I bought a slender cherry seedling for my great-grandmother Asya’s garden. Current events in Ukraine muted all sensations in me apart from fear and panic. The place where I was born, where I grew up, and where my grandmother lived, suffered and I suffered too. Each new bout of violence convulsing Ukraine reverberated in me, releasing a flood of images and memories.


Vladimir also struggled with his own anxieties. On good days, he emailed me photos from his youth accompanied by stories about travelling across Ukraine on the back of his friend’s motorbike or building sound-recording devices with his brothers. More often, however, he bombarded me with links from Russian websites that described the events in Ukraine as the work of neo-Nazis and nationalists. When separatists in Donetsk and Lugansk established their breakaway republics, Russian propaganda went into overdrive and kept its viewers feverish with a litany of conspiracy theories, great power posturing and paranoia. Once Vladimir grabbed onto the theory that events in Ukraine were the work of the CIA in collaboration with Ukrainian nationalists, our conversations became haunted by their spectres. Another target of his ire was the US. ‘Why did America have to meddle? Why do they always meddle?’ Vladimir pointed his bony finger into the camera.


I may have left the US, but it was the place that had nurtured me, and I felt a strong affection for it. Moreover, I saw the US support of Ukraine as crucial to stop Russia from encroaching on its territory. I was losing my patience and I grew more defensive with each conversation.


‘When your father decided to move to America, I told him what I thought,’ Vladimir continued. ‘I told him that he was making a big mistake. If only your father had listened to me … ’


My jaw twitched. ‘Leave my dad out of it, OK?’ I said, and invented a postman at the door as an excuse to cut our conversation short.


As time went on, Ukraine and politics dominated our discussions. Despite our increasingly tense exchanges, Vladimir was the only link to my father’s family. I thought that he needed my company because he was in his seventies and lived with his daughter who was busy working two jobs. His frail health meant that most of his social life was online, and for my part, I longed for family ties in a place where I had none. Yet, as Vladimir’s opinions became more radical, I could neither predict nor control my reactions to them.


‘Europe should be grateful to Stalin,’ Vladimir said. ‘If it weren’t for him, we would all have been destroyed by Hitler.’


I had already heard Vladimir praising Putin and decrying democracy as a permission to accumulate wealth, but his veneration of Stalin came as a surprise.


‘Stalin was like Hitler,’ I said, raising my voice higher than I intended.


‘But he won the war,’ Vladimir parried. The war explained everything, as it always did.


‘At what cost! The Soviet Union lost nine million lives because of its disregard for people. Out of Grandmother Daria’s twelve siblings, your uncles and aunts, only two survived the war! And how many people did Stalin’s regime kill? Twenty million, if not more!’ A cold spring breeze blew through an open window and made the papers on my desk quiver, but the air around me felt hot and electric.


‘I survived the war,’ Vladimir said gloomily. I didn’t say anything and we shuffled in front of our screens, fidgeting with camera angles.


‘But as I said, Stalin had a war to fight and he had to be tough. There are always consequences.’ Vladimir was calm and collected again.


‘What war did he fight in the 1930s when he starved millions of peasants in Ukraine?’


‘Are you talking about the so-called Holodomor?’ Vladimir said, putting a sarcastic inflection on the word the Ukrainians used to refer to the Great Famine. ‘The harvest failed. People starved in many other places, not just Ukraine.’


‘But Stalin forced the disastrous collectivisation and the Communist Party withheld aid to the famine-stricken areas. There are documents to prove that the famine was created deliberately to break the Ukrainian peasantry that was resisting Soviet policies.’


‘Is that what they teach you in American schools?’


I had laid out evidence and facts in my mind, but now my arguments unravelled into agitation.


‘I grew up with people who remembered it. Asya and Sergiy lived through it and told me stories about it,’ I said, my voice cracking.


‘We all tell stories, but they don’t always mean what you think they do.’


Later, Vladimir emailed me an article from a Russian nationalist website titled ‘The Real History of the Ukrainian Famine’. I shouldn’t have opened it, but I couldn’t resist inflicting more pain upon myself. The article claimed that the famine of the 1930s was invented by Ukrainian nationalists in Canada and that Ukrainians latched onto the idea to exploit their victimhood. I scanned the text with dry eyes, feeling every muscle in my body tightening.


The famine affected other regions in the Soviet Union, but Ukraine suffered the worst of all. Four million Ukrainians starved to death in the Holodomor of 1932 and 1933. It left deep scars in the memories of my maternal great-grandparents who lived through it. My great-grandmother Asya, on my mother’s side – whom Vladimir had met at my parents’ wedding – worked as a teacher at a small village school near Poltava and watched her students die one by one. Her daily lessons started after she dug graves for the dead children who had nobody else left to bury them. Crops were confiscated and sent to other regions of the USSR or for export, and borders were closed to prevent people from leaving their villages. Asya was only eighteen then and the fear of hunger obsessed her for the rest of her life. Once I threw away a jar of mouldy jam, and when my great-grandmother discovered it, she was livid. She screamed that I was a spoiled brat who wasted food, that I didn’t know what hunger was like. She crouched by the garbage can and scraped the jam out of it into a little tin. She then ate it.


I closed the computer. My ears were ringing and my cheeks burned. Vladimir’s denial of my family’s experience was like a slap in the face.


I didn’t answer the next time he called, but I sent him a message saying that I didn’t understand how he could praise a Soviet Union that destroyed so many lives in our family.


Vladimir replied, arguing at length that the USSR defended the world from fascism. The USSR sent the first man into space. The USSR was a great power. Of course, there were problems too. Any system had flaws. US capitalism was far worse, for example.


‘The rotten ideology of democracy is filling Ukraine with its stink,’ he said, when he called the next time. ‘Putin is standing up to America. It’s about time someone did.’


‘If you like Putin so much, why are you living in Israel?’ I replied.


‘And you, the Ukrainian patriot, why are you in Brussels and not in “your country” with “your people”?’


It was then that I brought up Vladimir’s imprisonment over something as trivial as The Beatles. He was the one who had suffered from Soviet repressions by being condemned for selling music records. Did the judges take such offence to ‘I’m back in the U.S.S.R. You don’t know how lucky you are’ that they put Vladimir behind bars for three years?


Vladimir hung up. I felt guilty and berated myself, but I was still angry with his comments about the Holodomor. For the next few days, I saw his Skype profile light up occasionally, but he neither called nor emailed me. He responded at the end of the week and his message was brief.


He wrote that he had been imprisoned in the Soviet Union, but that he had no regrets. ‘We must be grateful to the Soviet Union for all the opportunities it gave us,’ he added at the end of his message. ‘Nothing else I can tell you will sink in, because America brainwashed you as surely as American capitalism killed your father.’


A whistling sound pierced my ears as if I were falling from a great height. I breathed in, trying to fill my lungs despite the tightness in my throat. Once my initial anger receded, I spent the whole day thinking of a reply. I wrote that my experience of the Soviet Union left me unable to feel grateful to it. If our family achieved anything, it was in spite of the system, not because of it. I re-read the message and deleted it. I wrote reminding Vladimir that however long I had been away from Ukraine, it was still the place where I was born and grew up. I deleted that too. I then wrote asking him not to engage in ridiculous theorising on the role of American capitalism in my father’s death. I thought for a moment and moved the message to the trash.


The email I sent Vladimir in the end consisted of one line, ‘Did you forget about the pact we made three years ago?’


As I wrote, I could see my father’s face clearly – his bushy moustaches touched with grey, his gold-rimmed glasses and curly chestnut hair. The last time I saw him was in San Francisco. He and my stepmother Karina had already been living in the Bay Area for more than ten years, and I made a surprise visit after a work-related trip to California. My father picked me up at the train station, loaded my small suitcase into the trunk of his car and looked at me with unexpected tenderness. Our relationship was often strained, and I didn’t know how to react. I gave him a hug and caught a familiar whiff of cigarette smoke and cologne that made me feel comforted.


‘You’re an adult now,’ he said. I wanted to tell him that at thirty-two I certainly was, but a note of sadness in my father’s voice made my heart lurch. Did he regret being absent from my life for years at a time? Did he want to make amends?


We had a good time together during the visit, watching singing contests and cooking crab with my stepmother. My father seemed to be in good spirits, talking about a new business venture and even showing me a few houses he wanted to buy. We discussed my work as a freelance writer focusing on olfaction and how I described scents and the memories they evoked. It was only a long weekend, but I still recalled it vividly, down to the batik pattern of my father’s yellow shirt and the sweet taste of boiled crab.


After his death Vladimir and I made a pact. Vladimir offered it himself; that we would talk about my father and whatever happened when I was ready. As my father’s older brother, he was the closest person in my life to know my dad so well. Vladimir shared many memories of them growing up together, but I wasn’t ready to examine the causes behind his death. It was too raw and too painful. Now, in all our arguments about the Soviet Union, Vladimir had broken his promise. Denying the history of Ukraine was upsetting to me; raising the ghost of my father was painful. If Vladimir thought that capitalism had truly killed him, I could not bear to know why.


Vladimir never received my message. My note bounced back with a curt comment that the user wasn’t found. Being robbed of a chance to reply so infuriated me that I blocked Vladimir’s inanimate Skype avatar and marked his email address as spam.









Two
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Mourning a place is even more difficult than mourning a person. Losing a loved one is a tragic but inevitable part of human experience, but war is not. Seeing our familiar landmarks sink into violence, we grieve for ourselves as we once were and we question what we have become. Grief squeezed me to the point that I could no longer articulate any thought coherently. Sometimes, sharing a glass of wine with friends, I thought, what if the Russian army invades beyond Crimea? Grey images borrowed from the Second World War films of my childhood sped through my mind: tanks rolling through my great-grandparents’ village, men in fatigues chopping down our cherry orchard, bombs falling onto our old apartment in Kyiv. Someone would then ask me if I was OK, and I would take a sip of my wine and nod. I didn’t know how to explain to my sympathetic friends for whom war existed in faraway places and on the pages of newspapers, that every day of that undeclared war something shattered inside of me. Asking for compassion in such circumstances forced people to make moral judgments and pick sides, and I struggled to make sense of the events myself.


On many nights I lay in bed and the only way I could relieve my pain was to imagine a sharp knife cutting through my diaphragm, breaking through my bones and tearing my flesh. Imagining a pain worse than I felt soothed me momentarily before revealing the true depth of my agony. Then I suffered even more. Or I stayed awake and sat on the windowsill in the living room, pressing my face to the cold glass and letting my tears stream over Brussels shivering in the silvery halo of lights.


My family mourned and panicked, each in their own way. My mother imagined worst-case scenarios and drew on examples from the Balkan Wars to explain the situation in Ukraine. My aunt shared her arguments with people whose views were similar to Vladimir. She complained about a former classmate’s captivation with the president of Russia. ‘He even bought a jacket similar to Putin’s. You know, all black and with a small hard collar,’ she said. ‘Every year he travels to Russia “to breathe the air of freedom”. That’s what he writes in his Facebook status updates. He lives in Canada.’ After these conversations, I wanted to either weep or punch the walls.


The person I spoke to the most was my grandmother Valentina, because she didn’t want to talk about the war. She said that every TV channel and every conversation was filled with it and she was tired. She talked mostly about the orchard and spring planting. When I asked her if she had a travel passport in case we had to evacuate her out of Ukraine, she told me that she didn’t need one. When I insisted, she repeated, enunciating every word, that she didn’t want to go anywhere, come what may. And so with Valentina, I didn’t have to worry about stumbling into a topic that left us upset with each other.


Talking to my grandmother about pruning cherry trees and planting tomatoes distracted me, but when I hung up, I reverted to my anxious, despondent state. I also obsessed over my conflict with Vladimir. I ran various arguments through my mind to convince him that the greatest catastrophe was not the collapse of the Soviet Union but its existence. I imagined telling him that Ukraine, with its key position between Russia and Western Europe, was always going to be a battleground for Russian imperial ambitions and that Russia would do anything to keep this strip of land under its control, but that Ukrainians had a right to choose who governed them and how they lived. Then I recalled his unfair accusations and my anger returned redoubled.


I nevertheless found one thing I could do. It was to buy a ticket and go to Ukraine. Vladimir taunted me with the idea, and I decided to take him up on the challenge. And just like that, one morning I vowed to return to Bereh.


[image: image]


Bereh, or more properly Krutyy Bereh, was our name for a village near the city of Poltava in Central Ukraine. Once, Krutyy Bereh determined the strategy of the Battle of Poltava, a watershed moment in European history, and thrived on silk weaving, but those glorious events were long past it. Krutyy Bereh means ‘steep shore’, denoting its location on the Vorskla River, but unadorned with adjectives, Bereh signifies ‘our shore’ to the maternal side of my family.


None of my mother’s family was born here, not even the patriarchs, my great-grandparents Asya and Sergiy. Their roots were in the Poltava region, but Bereh was the closest thing to an ancestral home that they had. They had no jewels passed down from illustrious forebears and no books of family trees. They knew of their distant ancestors only by virtue of their own existence. They left few traces. It was hard to accumulate belongings and uninterrupted history when one lived in a place referred to as ‘the bloodlands’, ‘the borderland’, or ‘the frontier’. Asya and Sergiy lived through many upheavals in the twentieth century and their way of life was swept away by one tsunami of events after another. In the end, anything that survived was valued simply because it had emerged out of the chaos. My mother and aunt disputed ownership of Asya’s chipped cups from the 1930s with the passion of Greeks talking about the repatriation of the Parthenon marbles. A translucent bit of porcelain was the opposite of a memento mori, a reminder of mortality. It became a vivere memento, a precious testament to life and resilience. As the place where my mother’s family landed after the tumult of the war and survived, Bereh became our most important vivere memento.


I was born in Kyiv, but the first fifteen summers of my life unfolded in this hamlet on the Vorskla River. Bereh was my second home, and Asya and Sergiy were my second set of parents. I keep their wedding photograph on my bookshelf in Brussels – two young people with serious expressions on their faces. They look ready for battle, rather than marriage, but theirs was an ideal partnership in our family. They also gave all of us a sense of home. When I was eight, my parents divorced, and Bereh became my haven.


Sergiy was the head teacher of a middle school in Bereh and a war veteran who had lost his leg during the infamous Battle of Kursk in 1943. In his retirement, he tended to the garden and his great-grandchildren. He assumed the responsibilities of a father when mine was absent after the divorce. A soft-spoken and mild-mannered man, he rarely raised his voice or lost his patience, and yet he projected strength and resolve. The only time I remember him becoming angry with me was when after reading voraciously through his library, I swallowed a tome of Lenin’s writings and decided that the best insult for my six-year-old cousin would be a ‘bourgeois’. ‘Nobody in our family is a bourgeois! That’s not a good word!’ Sergiy thundered when he overheard me. He embraced the Communist movement while still a teenager and never wavered in his loyalties. The offensive nature of being called a ‘bourgeois’ was the whole point, of course, but I held my tongue, while Sergiy pondered whether a twelve-year-old’s reading list should receive more supervision. Asya laughed heartily when she heard the story.


Asya once worked at the same school as Sergiy, but by the time I was born, she had long retired from teaching and poured her passion into her orchard, collecting different varieties of flowers and fruit trees. Ever the entrepreneur, she took a chance and as soon as the government allowed small-scale private commerce, she started a business selling flowers and fruit at Poltava’s central market. Called ‘the city’ in Bereh, Poltava was a quiet provincial place of white neoclassical buildings, mint-green churches and monuments to Nikolai Gogol, a local boy. It took a fifteen-minute bus ride to reach it from Bereh, a trip Asya made every day, save for Monday when the Poltava market was closed. Asya invested her earnings into gold and when the Soviet Union collapsed along with its economy, she and her savings emerged unscathed. Her cherry orchard fed and clothed us and helped us survive the chaos of the early nineties. Asya saw nothing wrong with being called a bourgeois.


Unlike my strait-laced great-grandfather, Asya had a sharp tongue and a bawdy sense of humour. She could be counted on to say unexpected and bewildering things. One day, when I was old enough to have crushes on boys at school, I wondered how Asya and Sergiy had met. The afternoon sun slipped into the room through the narrow, mullioned window and draped its amber rays over the heavy oak furniture and a table set for tea. Asya was resting after a day at the market, for which she woke up at four a.m.


‘Grandmother, why did you marry Grandpa?’ I addressed Asya in Russian, while she replied in Ukrainian, a typical pattern in mixed Soviet families like ours.


‘Why? I was a fool,’ she said, unaware that her reply confused me. I had expected guitar serenades and other courtship rituals that I had glimpsed in films and books.


‘I was beautiful,’ she added, gesticulating with both hands to conjure up her erstwhile hourglass figure. This I could believe, because even in her late seventies Asya was a striking woman, tall, majestic, with Rubenesque curves.


‘Your great-grandpa was in love with me.’ This too I could believe, because Sergiy was still putty in her hands. He served in a tank division in the Second World War, but at home it was Asya who called the shots. We were so silent that we could hear doves fluttering their wings under the eaves of the house.


‘He had a ration card,’ she said. Sergiy walked in at that moment, carrying a basket of cherries. ‘Asya, what on earth are you talking about!’ he said, and his face flushed as red as the fruit in his hands. Asya looked up with a mischievous glint in her blue eyes and broke into a melodious laugh that no doubt still made Sergiy swoon. He shook his head and walked out of the room.


At the time I didn’t understand what Asya’s story meant. It seemed impossible that her marriage was based on cold, mercantile calculations. When Sergiy looked at her, the deep frown between his eyebrows softened and his face lit up. ‘May you find someone who loves you as much as Sergiy loves Asya,’ my mother would say, not quite believing that it was possible. My great-grandparents’ marriage had lasted sixty years, my mother’s only eight. Yet my great-grandparents met while working as village teachers and in 1932 the famine started. During those years, ration cards were the main means of survival, and as a senior teacher, Sergiy had one. He was infatuated with Asya, and when he proposed, she accepted. She didn’t pretend that she married him for love.


Asya’s stories were like the tales of the Arabian Nights – intricate narratives containing other parables that only the initiated could follow. I was too young and too steeped in Soviet propaganda to grasp Asya’s hints. At school in the eighties and nineties we were taught that peasants and workers were the foundation of society, the main beneficiaries of Communist rule. The Soviet government wouldn’t have starved people to death, the same people they had ‘freed from the yoke of evil landowners’. Stalinism was discredited by Khrushchev in the sixties, but Lenin was still a good guy, and on my school uniform I wore a Young Pioneer star emblazoned with the profile of the leader of the Bolshevik Revolution and looked forward to the day when I could sport a red scarf. Lenin himself said, ‘The intellectual forces of the workers and peasants are growing and getting stronger in their fight to overthrow the bourgeoisie.’ I read it in one of Sergiy’s books. I only began to put the puzzle together much later, as I grew older.


Asya was the centre of our household, and I liked it when my aunt and her family came to stay in Bereh, because I had to give up my bedroom to them and could sleep next to Asya. My great-grandparents occupied separate beds – he in a narrow Spartan cot and she in an enormous spring-frame confection covered with embroidered pillows and colourful quilts. I curled up next to her, between her soft belly and the scratchy Turkmen carpet on the wall. Sergiy woke up often during the night – his amputated leg bothered him, sending spasms of dull pain through his whole body, and in the morning, he had an elaborate ritual of putting on his prosthetic leg. I watched him wrapping the pale pink stump in layers of flannel with the same fascination as when I observed Asya’s false teeth floating in a glass of water. The Second World War cut through the family with a scythe, leaving scars, but to me they were part of ordinary life.


‘Tell me a story from your past,’ I whispered to Asya, once I heard Sergiy’s breathing become even and slow. She rarely told her stories in front of him. These riddle-like tales baffled me, lingering in my memory, and I prompted Asya to tell me more.


‘An old woman’s talk, that’s what my stories are. Don’t fill your head with such nonsense. The past is behind us,’ Asya retorted, closing her book and rubbing a pungent-smelling ointment into hands scratched by rose thorns. Sometimes, however, she obliged me and talked.


When I was fifteen, my mother, stepfather, brother and I moved to Chicago, and Asya and Sergiy passed away a few years later. In my twenty years in the US, I visited Bereh only twice, and both times the reminders of their absence were so stark that the place depressed me. I saw overgrown flower beds and cobwebs on Asya’s gardening tools. Sergiy’s prosthesis, unnaturally shiny among the dust-shrouded furniture in the house, stood next to his empty bed. Since my grandmother Valentina still lived in Kyiv at that point and returned to Bereh only in the summer, the house and orchard bore signs of neglect. My mother and her sister returned without fail every year, unable to give up the vivere memento of Bereh. But for me it lost its meaning without Asya and Sergiy. I sealed it in the amber of memories and set it aside, following the counsel ingrained into me by Asya to think of the past as behind me. I became an expert at forgetting, shuffling anything uncomfortable or painful to the folder called ‘the past’.


Now, though, I had to return there, because my grandmother Valentina had sold her Kyiv apartment and lived permanently in Bereh.


As apprehensive as I was about Bereh, I was thrilled to see Valentina again. I was never as close to her as I was to Asya, but I admired and emulated my grandmother. During my childhood, Valentina was a busy career woman, a geography teacher and later a director of a human resources department. Once, when I was eleven, she arrived in Bereh for the weekend, and even the elegant way she stepped out of my grandfather Boris’s white Volga made her seem intimidatingly glamorous. Gaping at her lacquered, flipped bob, pistachio-green suit and white pumps, I noticed a grass stain on my overalls and dirt on my bony knees. After Valentina changed into a house dress and slippers, she still exuded sophistication. She gave me one look and launched into action, scrubbing the house from top to bottom, marching me off to change my clothes, and cooking a multi-course feast. She told me stories about famous artists and painters and left me with lists of books to read, films to watch, and museums to visit. After I moved to the US, we talked weekly over the phone, discussing Tolstoy’s belief in redemption or Picasso’s treatment of women.


‘Good, you’ll help me in the cherry orchard,’ Valentina said, when I told her that I wanted to come to Ukraine for Orthodox Easter. ‘Did you know that I plan to expand it this year?’ She didn’t say that she would be happy to see me after so long or that she had been waiting for me to come. She only talked about the orchard, but since gardening filled all our recent conversations, it didn’t strike me as odd. We compared airfares, discussed dates and made lists of gifts for different neighbours in Bereh. I had a few projects in Brussels, but since most of my work consisted of freelance writing, I could be away from home for long stretches at a time. I decided to stay for three weeks. My husband was worried about me travelling to Ukraine, but he recognised the importance of this journey and supported my choice. The preparations so distracted me that I ruminated less and less on Vladimir’s hurtful missive and no longer checked to see if he logged into Skype.
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