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CHAPTER ONE

The shock brigade

February 1930, in Felivka, a village near Kharkiv, Soviet Ukraine

Tato and I had just entered the village after inspecting our wheat
field. There we stood, father and son, in front of Saint Sophia Church
in silence and watched as hundreds of uniformed young people armed
with leaflets marched past us.

A lot of them looked to be in their early twenties, and they wore
the distinctive uniform of the Komsomol—the Young Communist
League—beneath their unbuttoned winter coats: brownish—gr.ay short
pants gathered at the knee and a military tunic topped oft with a red
neck scarf and a belt across the chest. Their tall black boots made an
intimidating thump as their feet hit our muddy road in unison.

There were also Young Pioneers, with their red ties visible above
their coats. Young Pioneers could be as young as nine and as old as
fifteen, but most in this group looked to be about my age, twelve. T was
a Pioneer on paper because you got into trouble if you didn’t join, but
around here people called the red tie “the devil's noose.”

There were also some adult marchers in city clothes, as well as others
in the uniforms of youth leaders.

It took a while for them all to pass by. We waited another minute or
50, then Tato and I stepped onto the road and followed them.

The Saturday market was in progress in the square, and as the
strangers marched past them, our friends and neighbors stopyped
mid-haggle and gawked at the parade just like we had done. The
marchers continued north up the street, and we continued to follow.
Tato and I didn’t have much choice, because our house was as far north
as you could go and still be within the village.
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CAPITOLUL UNU

Brigada de soc

Februarie 1930, in Felivka, un sat in apropiere de Harkov, Ucraina Sovieticd

Tata §i cu mine tocmai intraserdm in sat dupi ce ne verificaseram campul
de grau. Stdteam in ticere, tata si fiu, in fata Bisericii Sfanta Sofia, si ne uitam
la sutele de tineri in uniforma care treceau pe langd noi inarmati cu brosuri.

Multi dintre ei pareau sa aibid douizeci de ani abia impliniti si purtau
uniforma specifici a Comsomolului — Uniunea Tineretului Comunist — pe
sub paltoanele de iarnd descheiate la nasturi: pantaloni scurti gri-maronii,
stramti la genunchi, si o tunica militara cu o esarfa rosie la gat si o curea
trecuta peste piept. Ghetele inalte si negre scoteau un zgomot intimidant cand
picioarele lor calcau, in acelasi ritm, drumul nostru noroios.

Erau si Tineri Pionieri, cu cravate rosii peste paltoane. Tinerii Pionieri
aveau intre noua si cincisprezece ani, dar majoritatea din grupul ista pareau
de varsta mea - doisprezece ani. Eram Pionier doar pe hartie, pentru cd aveai
necazuri dacd nu te inscriai, dar oamenii de pe aici numeau cravata rosie
»latul diavolului®

Erau si cativa adulti care marsaluiau in haine de orag, precum si altii
imbricati in uniformele liderilor tineretului.

A durat ceva timp sa treaca toti. Am mai asteptat vreun minut, apoi eu si
tata am iesit pe drum si i-am urmat.

In piatd era targul de sambita $i, In timp ce strdinii treceau pe langa ei,
prietenii gi vecinii nostri s-au oprit in toiul tocmelii si s-au holbat la paradi,
cum fdcuserdm si noi. Tinerii au continuat si mearga spre nord, iar noi i-am
urmat. Oricum, eu si tata nu aveam de ales, pentru ci locuinta noastra era in
cea mai nordici parte a satului.



Once'theparade got past thévillage-square, the marchers dispersed.
I noticed a couple of them approaching Pani Pich’s cottage, while three
stood at Comrade Olinyk’s door.

By the time we got to our own house, the parade had dissolved.
I pushed open our door, grateful to be away from all the drama.

“Son, husband,” said Mama, her face frozen in an artificial grin.
She was seated at the table with my nine-year-old brother, Slavko, and
eleven-year-old sister, Yulia. My chair and Tato’s were occupied by two
strangers. “We have company, all the way from Canada.”

A Young Pioneer girl wearing her red devil’s noose around her neck
sat at my spot beside Yulia as if it were hers. She had been scribbling
something on a form when we walked in. The other visitor was a man
sitting beside Slavko, in Tato’s spot. He wore the kind of collared shirt
with buttons that Roman, the priest’s son, sometimes wore when he got
a package from relatives in America.

The sight of them occupying not just our house but our places at the
table sent a wave of fury through me. It was bad enough that Stalin had
become the dictator of all the republics in the Soviet Union, but now he
was starting up his “five-year-plan.” It was supposed to modernize the
Soviet Union but actually hurt people like us. He was taking away our
farms and making them into one big collective farm—the kolkhoz. He
had already sent in city people ignorant of farming to force the change
on us, but now he was sending in foreigners. They couldn’t possibly
know the challenges we had. Every single day since Stalin’s push had
begun last year, friends and neighbors had been bullied and forced into
giving up their property and joining the kolkhoz. But why Canadians?

“Slavko, go to Auntie and Uncle’s barn and feed the animals,”
said Mama.

I was extremely jealous as my brother excused himself and ran out
the door.

“Sit,” said Mama, giving Tato and me each a look that said,
Don't argue.

I had a barn to repair and chores to do, not to mention homework,
but I was supposed to sit and be nice to these Canadians as they told me
how to live. I pasted a smile onto my face. I'd be polite until we could
get them to leave.

Cénd parada a trecut de piata din sat, tinerii s-au imprastiat. I-am observat
pe cativa apropiindu-se de casuta lui Pani Pich, in vreme ce alti trei stateau la
nsa tovarasului Olinyk.

Cénd am ajuns la casa noastrd, parada se incheiase. Am deschis usa,
recunoscdtor ca md indepdrtasem de toatd agitatia.

— Fiule, sotule, a zis mama, cu fata incremenita intr-un zambet prefacut.

Stdtea la masd cu fratele meu de noud ani, Slavko, si sora mea de unsprezece
i, Yulia. Scaunul meu si al tatei erau ocupate de doi striini.

— Avem companie, tocmai din Canada.

O tanard pionierd care purta la gat latul rosu al diavolului stitea pe locul
meu, langa Yulia, de parci ar fi fost al ei. Mazgilea ceva pe un formular cand
am intrat. Celalalt vizitator era un barbat care stdtea langa Slavko, pe locul
tatei. Purta un fel de camasa cu guler, cu nasturi, ca aceea pe care o purta
uncori Roman, fiul preotului, cand primea un pachet de la rudele din America.

Cand i-am vidzut ocupandu-ne nu doar casa, ci si locurile la masd, m-a
cuprins un val de furie, Era destul de rau ci Stalin devenise dictatorul tuturor
republicilor din Uniunea Sovieticd, dar acum isi incepea ,planul cincinal®
l'rebuia sd modernizeze Uniunea Sovietica, dar, de fapt, le ficea rau oamenilor
ca noi. Ne lua fermele si le transforma intr-o mare ferma colectivd - colhozul.
Deja trimisese oameni de la oras, nepriceputi la agricultura, sa ne impuna
schimbarea, dar acum trimitea si strdini. Ei n-aveau cum sa stie incercirile
prin care trecuseram. In fiecare zi de cand incepuse lovitura lui Stalin, din
trma cu un an, prietenii si vecinii nostri fuseserd hartuiti si fortati s renunte
la proprietitile lor si sd se alature colhozului. Dar de ce canadieni?

— Slavko, du-te in grajdul matusii si unchiului si di de méancare la animale,
A 718 mama.

Am fost tare invidios pe fratele meu care s-a scuzat si a fugit pe usa.

— Luatiloc, a zis mama, aruncidndu-ne mie si tatei o privire care ne spunea
.Nu faceti scandal®

Aveam un hambar de reparat si treburi de facut, ca s& nu mai zic de teme,
dar trebuia sd stau cuminte si sa fiu politicos in timp ce canadienii dstia imi
spuneau cum sd trdiesc. Am afisat un zambet. Aveam sa fiu politicos pana

cand ii fdceam sd plece.



The man smiled. “Comrade, Chorny, Comrade Nyl.” He spoke
perfect Ukrainian but with an odd accent. “I'm Comrade White. I go by
George White, although my Ukrainian name was Yury Bialek. Let me
introduce you to my daughter.”

The girl looked up and smiled. “I'm Comrade Alice.”

Tato sat in Slavko’s spot. I pulled up an extra chair and sat down
across from Alice and Yulia. “You came all the way from Canada to
assist with Stalin’s five-year plan?” I asked.

“Wedid,” said Alice. “A new tractor factory is being built in Kharkiv,
and once it’s finished, my father will work there. In the meantime, we're
helping with the drive to get people signed up for the kolkhozes.”

Her Ukrainian was almost as smooth as her father’s, but the accent
was more pronounced. With her light brown hair and hazel eyes, she
could have been a local, but the blouse and skirt had that fine weave and
careful stitching that you only saw in clothing that came in packages
trom North America. It made no sense that they had come here. Living
in America was the ultimate dream, yet they left it to come back here
to help Stalin?

“What’s that written on your pin?” asked Yulia, staring at the
ornament on the Canadian girl’s lapel.

Alice unclipped her pin and handed it to Yulia. “It’s in English
script, but the words are the same as on the Young Pioneer pins here. It
says Always Ready.”

“I have one too,” Yulia said.

She scrambled from her seat and came back with her pin in her
hand and her red tie draped loosely around her neck. She set her pin on
the table so we could see the Russian beside the English. They had the
identical image: Lenin with a Soviet star and flame in the background. I
smiled and pretended to be interested in the whole show. I had a pin as
well, but I never wore it or my devil’s noose.

“Was there a Communist revolution in Canada?” I asked.

Comrade White cleared his throat. Mama gave me a look.

Yulia gazed longingly at the Lenin pin from Canada.

“Do you know what we should do?” Alice asked Yulia.

10

Barbatul a zZambit.

— Tovarase Chorny, tovardse Nyl

Vorbea la perfectie ucraineana, dar cu un accent ciudat.

- Eu sunt tovardsul White. Mi se spune George White, desi numele meu
ucrainean era Yury Bialek. Dati-mi voie sd v-o prezint pe fiica mea.

Fata a ridicat privirea si a zambit.

— Sunt tovardsa Alice.

"Tata s-a agezat pe locul lui Slavko. Am tras incd un scaun i m-am asezat in
fata lui Alice si a Yuliei.

— Ati venit pana aici tocmai din Canada ca sd sprijiniti planul cincinal al
fui Stalin? am intrebat.

— Da, a zis Alice. O noud fabrici de tractoare se construieste la Harkov si,
cand e gata, tata o si lucreze acolo. Intre timp, ajutdm oamenii sd se inscrie
i colhozuri.

Ucraineana ei era aproape la fel de buna ca a tatalui sdu, dar accentul era
mai pronuntat. Cu parul saten-deschis si ochii caprui, ar fi putut trece drept o
localnica, dar bluza si fusta pe care le purta aveau acea tesdtura find si cusatura
perfectd pe care le vedeai doar la hainele trimise in pachete din America de
Nord. Nu avea niciun sens ca venisera aici. Viata in America era visul suprem
1, totusi, o lasasera in urma ca sa se intoarca aici si sa-1 ajute pe Stalin?

— Ce scrie pe insigna ta? a intrebat Yulia, uitindu-se la ornamentul de pe
reverul fetei din Canada.

Alice si-a desprins insigna si i-a dat-o Yuliei.

— Scrie in engleza, dar cuvintele sunt aceleasi ca cele de pe insignele
tmerilor pionieri de aici. Scrie Mereu pregatit.

— Si eu am una, a zis Yulia.

S-a ridicat de pe scaun si s-a intors cu insigna in mana si cravata rosie
legata lejer in jurul gatului. Si-a pus insigna pe masd, ca sa vedem rusa langa
cnglezd. Aveau o fotografie identicd: pe Lenin cu o stea sovietica si o flacard pe
fundal. Am zambit si m-am prefacut interesat de tot spectacolul. Si eu aveam
o insignd, dar nu o purtam niciodata, si nici latul diavolului.

— A fost o revolutie comunista in Canada? am intrebat.

Tovarasul White si-a dres glasul. Mama s-a incruntat la mine.

Yulia a privit cu jind insigna cu Lenin din Canada.

— Stii ce ar trebui sd facem? a intrebat-o Alice pe Yulia.
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“ What?>asked Yulia.

Alicesslid her pinin front of Yulia’s spotat the table. “Let’s trade pins.”

Yulia’s eyes went wide. “Oh my,” she said. “Do you mean it?”

“I do,” said Alice. “Here.”

I watched as Alice expertly tied the devil’'s noose around my sister’s
neck, then fastened the pin to the left side of her blouse. Yulia looked
like she was about to burst with pride, and [ had a sick feeling in the
pit of my stomach. My sister seemed far too impressed with this girl
from Canada.

“Don’t you look smart,” said Alice as she straightened my sister’s tie.
“Now promise me you’ll take good care of your new pin.”

“Of course I will,” said Yulia. “And I hope you’ll enjoy wearing your
Russian one.”

“Iwill,” said Alice.

While this whole exchange was going on, I looked across the table at
the paper Alice had been filling out. Even reading it upside down I could
see that it was a checklist of houschold items written in Russian. The
sections listing our pots and pans and dishes and clothing were already
filled out. She’d made a special note of our hand mill for grinding hard
grain and our loaf pans too. This was alarming.

Tato had sat down beside me in Slavko’s chair. Mama served mugs
of mint tea even though it was time for lunch and my stomach was
grumbling. I think she was hoping the visitors would leave; two extra
mouths would use up a lot of our food. Unfortunately, both father and
daughter looked settled in and comfortable. Comrade White launched
into a speech to Tato about the advantages of living on a kolkhoz while
the rest of us stayed politely silent.

As her father talked, the Canadian girl looked around at the icons on
our walls and frowned. Her attitude was typical of all the pushy shock
workers—those Russians sent from Moscow, like Comrades Tupolev
and Chort—and the locals who had bought into their lies, like Fedir’s
father, Comrade Berkovich; my old teacher, Comrade Holodnaya;
and that stupid Comrade Smert. Alice also glanced at the glass bowl
of decades-old pysanky—colorful hand-decorated eggs—that graced
our table and at Mama’s delicate embroideries covering the windows,
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Ce? a intrebat Yulia.
Alice si-a impins insigna pe masa, in fata Yuliei.
Si facem schimb de insigne.
Yulia a facut ochii mari.
O, vai, a zis ea. Vorbesti serios?
Da, a zis Alice. Uite.
Am privit-o pe Alice legand cu pricepere latul diavolului la gatul surorii
mele, apol prinzandu-i insigna de bluza, in partea stingi. Yulia arita gata sa
plodeze de mandrie, iar mie mi se ficuse riu la stomac. Sora mea parea
mult prea impresionatd de fata asta din Canada.
- Ce dichisitd esti, a zis Alice cAnd a indreptat cravata surorii mele. Acum
promite-mi sd ai mare grija de noua ta insigna.
- Sigur cd da, a zis Yulia. Si sper ci si tu te vei bucura s-o porti pe
1 ruseasca.
- Asa voi face, a zis Alice.
In timp ce se fdcea acest schimb, m-am uitat pe masi, la hirtia pe care o
~ompleta Alice. Chiar si citind-o cu susul in jos, am vazut o listd de articole de
‘spodarie, scrisd in rusd. Sectiunile in care erau ingirate oalele, tigaile, vesela
' hainele noastre fuseserd deja completate. Ficuse o nota speciali cu moara
noastra de mand pentru macinarea cerealelor tari si cu tavile pentru paine.
\sta era ingrijorator.
lata stitea lingd mine, pe scaunul lui Slavko. Mama ne-a pus in fata cesti
-1 ceal de mentd, chiar daca era ora pranzului si imi chioriia stomacul. Cred
“ibspera ca vizitatorii sa plece; doud guri in plus de hranit ne-ar fi lisat fara
o yramadd de mancare. Din pacate, atdt tatdl, cat si fiica, pireau relaxati si in

r lirgul lor. Tovardsul White a inceput un discurs adresat tatei, despre avantajele

deatraiin colhoz, in timp ce noi, ceilalti, am rimas politicosi in ticere.

[n timp ce tatal ei vorbea, fata din Canada s-a uitat in jur, la icoanele de
pe peretli nostri si s-a incruntat. Atitudinea ei era specifica tuturor acelor
hrigadieri agresivi ~ rusii trimisi de la Moscova, precum tovarasii Tupolev
it Chort — si localnicilor care le crezuserd minciunile, precum tatil lui
tedir, tovardsul Berkovich; fosta mea profesoard, tovardsa Holodnaya si
tovardsul Smert, un idiot. Alice se uitase si la bolurile de sticld cu pysanky
vechi de decenii — oud colorate incondeiate de mana — care ne decorau
masa, si la broderiile delicate ale mamei, care ne acopereau ferestrele,
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but she seemed to be blindjte, their beauty. She just counted each
item on her fingers, then noted the quantity on her form. She kept
on glancing over to the corner of the room where Mama prayed.
It was simple but functional, just a small table covered with a white
embroidered cloth. There were beeswax candles on either side of an
intricately carved crucifix.

Alice leaned over the table and said, “That’s going to get your family
into a lot of trouble.” She pointed at the prayer corner. “You really
should get rid of it.”

“My great-grandfather carved that crucifix,” I told her. “It means
alot to Mama.”

“Then hide it,” said Alice.

“We made atheist’s corners at school last week,” said Yulia.

“You should replace it. 'm serious,” Alice said.

Mama held her finger to her lips. Alice sighed and continued with
her inventory. Comrade White sounded like Tupolev, the head shock
worker, in his arguments about why we should join the kolkhoz. “You'll
get tractors and modern equipment for farming. We’'ll work together,

and everyone’s quality of life will be better. We'll grow more grain than |

ever before.”

“Have you ever been a farmer?” asked Tato.

“No. I'm a tractor machinist,” said Comrade White.

“That’s impressive,” said Tato. “I would never dream to

advise you on making tractors, so why are you advising me on the
best way to farm?”

“There’s no reason to be rude,” said Comrade White. “Don’t you
understand that I'm trying to help you?”

“Don’t you understand what the revolution was all about?” asked
Tato. “We got rid of the landlords and became our own bosses. Now
Stalin wants to give us new landlords and take away our land.”

“You realize that your words are treason, don’t you?” said Comrade
White. “The only farmers who insist on owning land are the kulaks, and
they’re the enemies of the revolution.”

I felt like T had a stone in my stomach. Being labeled a kulak
was serious. The term used to simply mean a rich farmer, but now
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dar pdrea oarba la frumusetea lor. Nu ficea decat sa le numere pe fiecare pe
degele, apoi sd noteze cantitatea in formularul ei. Se tot uita in coltul camerei
inde se ruga mama. Era un loc simplu, dar practic, doar o misuti acoperita
‘10 panza albd brodatd. De fiecare parte a unei cruci sculptate migilos erau
limanari de ceara.

Alice s-a aplecat peste masd si a zis:

— Asta o sd aducd multe probleme in familia voastra.
A aratat spre coltul de rugaciune.
- Ar trebui sa scapati de ea.
— Strdbunicul meu a sculptat crucea, i-am zis. Inseamna mult pentru mama.
— Atunci s-o ascundeti, a zis Alice.
- Am facut colturi de ateisti la scoala saptdmana trecuts, a zis Yulia.

— Ar trebui s-o inlocuiti. Vorbesc serios, a zis Alice.

Mama si-a dus degetul la buze. Alice a oftat si a continuat cu inventarul.
lovarasul White vorbea ca Tupolev, seful brigadierilor, cand isi enumera
npumentele pentru care sd ne inscriem in colhoz.

— O sd primiti tractoare si echipament modern pentru agriculturi. O sa
muncim impreuna si calitatea vietii tuturor va fi mai buna. O sa avem mai
mulie recolte ca niciodata.

— Ai fost vreodatd agricultor? a intrebat tata.

— Nu. Sunt mecanic de tractoare, a zis tovardsul White.

— Eimpresionant, a zis tata. N-as indrazni niciodat sa te sfatuiesc cum si
laci tractoare, asa ca tu de ce md sfatuiesti cum e cel mai bine sa fac agricultura?

— N-ai niciun motiv s fii nepoliticos, a zis tovarasul White. Nu intelegi
il Incerc s te ajut?

— Nu intelegi despre ce a fost revolutia? a intrebat tata. Am scapat de
mosieri si am devenit proprii sefi. Acum, Stalin vrea si ne aduca noi mosieri
1 80 ne ia pdmanturile.

— 1Iti dai seama ca vorbele tale inseamni tradare, nu-i asa? a zis tovarasul
White. Singurii agricultori care insista sa detina pamant sunt chiaburii i ei
aint dusmanii revolutiei.

Simteam cd aveam un pietroi in stomac. Era grav sa fii numit

chiabur. Termenul obisnuia si desemneze un fermier bogat, dar acum

5



