Nora Medvedev
A Biography and Memoir of the Woman who I was lucky enough to call “Бабушка.”
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By: Vicka Medvedev
I’ve never really understood the way life works. The people you love the most are the ones you seem to lose faster. They pass away...move on…disappear… all you’re left with are memories. And it seems like you knew that person for just a tiny bit of your life. All those years seem like just a few minutes. You start to wonder why you didn’t spend more time with that person, why you didn’t create more memories. Now that they’re gone, you start to realize how many things you never said to them.  Maybe you never told them how much they really mean to you, or how much you look up to them. Now you never will. But you shouldn’t think that way. You have to believe that one day you’ll get the chance to tell them everything you want to. 
Another thing I’ve noticed about life is that the bad things always happen to the most amazing people. Something always happens that changes their life forever, or maybe even ends it. Those kind and caring people never did anything to deserve what happened to them. But maybe it just seems that way. Maybe you never notice the bad things they did. But, to me, it seems like the good people are the ones that are punished. I don’t get it. Why do they have to suffer? I don’t understand the way life works.
I didn’t really think about all this until I was told something horrible. My grandma had lung cancer and she was going to die. 
I lay in my bed and cried my eyes out. My heart felt like a rock inside my chest, weighing me down. I didn’t think about anything. I refused to think about my grandma. I just let the tears come pouring out. I felt like my life was over, like there was no point in living anymore. 

I was mad at the world. I was angry with life. Why was my grandma going to die so early, in such a scary, terrible, painful way? She’s so kind, so caring, so generous. She always thinks of everyone but herself. She’s an amazing person. I’ve always looked up to her.
And why so early? I only get to spend thirteen years with her. That sounds like a lot, but it’s not. I wish I had more things to remember about her. But she lives three hours away, so I don’t see her very often. 
And what about my brother? He’s only nine years old. Nine years with our grandma… When he grows up, he probably won’t even remember her. Why do we both have to lose her so early?

My grandpa died when I was five. I only have one memory of him...

My grandpa and I are sitting on the couch in their apartment. I’m reading him the book Little Red Riding Hood. My parents and grandma are sitting at the dining table, eating.

The memory is starting to become blurry. It’s like I’m losing him once again. But I will always know what he looked like from the pictures we have, and I know what he was like from the stories my dad tells me about him. 
I know that when I get older I’ll lose this memory…the only piece that I still have of him in my mind. I don’t want it to be the same way with my grandma. I don’t want to grow up and forget everything about her.
I thought about this after finding out about my grandma. What could I possibly do to remember everything I can about her? What can I do to save all the memories I have? I couldn’t come up with any ideas, and I knew time was running out.

I was talking to my grandma on the phone, when she asked me if I still write stories in my free time. I said of course. That’s when it hit me. I could write it all down… everything about her; every memory, every moment, every fact. 

The next time I came over to her apartment, I brought a notebook and started asking her all about her childhood. I wrote everything down.

Now I’m going to write a biography about one of the most amazing people in my life.
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But don’t assume it’s going to be boring, made up of facts about her. These are stories. And I added my thoughts to them.

So, here it goes.
Nora Danovich was born on October 8, 1930. She had jet black hair, gentle, brown eyes, and a kind smile. 
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Her dad’s name was Moses and her mom’s name was Khaya.

She was born in Gomel, Belarus. They lived in a big house with two bedrooms and huge orchards and gardens surrounding it. They had apples, pears, and cherries growing in their backyard. 

My grandma, grandpa, uncle, and dad all went to the big house, that grandma grew up in, every summer, because her parents still lived there. My dad still remembers how everything looked and how the fruit tasted. I can only imagine.  

I hope the house is still there. It would be great to go and visit it. I’ll sit underneath one of the apple trees, in the shade, and imagine my grandma talking to one of her friends, underneath that very tree. Maybe I’ll even get to walk inside the house. Then, I’ll imagine my grandma walking up the stairs with me, when she was my age. I’ll imagine her standing at the window in her room, seeing all the same trees and houses as I see, so many years later.

But I’ll never know what it was really like to live there. I’ll never know all the things that happened in that house. I’ll never know the smells my grandma woke up to in the morning… the sounds she fell asleep to. But I think I want it to stay that way. Those unknown details… they make the house more mysterious and more special to me.

When my grandma was seven and a half years old her parents took in my grandma’s cousin. Her name was Larissa and she was a year older then my grandma. Her parents had been shot and killed, so my great-grandparents took her into their home. She stayed with their family from the time she was nine until she was seventeen. 
I met Larissa at my cousins wedding in 2010. She seemed very different than my grandma, looks and personality, but when she and my grandma were together, you couldn’t miss that glow in my grandma’s eyes. She was so happy to be talking to Larissa. She seemed instantly happier and healthier, like her world was perfect. I sat and watched them at the wedding and I couldn’t keep a smile off my face. It made me so unbelievably happy, seeing my grandma with a big grin on her face and a glow in her eyes. I hadn’t seen that in such a long time. I loved seeing my grandma so happy. 
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One day, when my grandma was eight years old, her younger sister Ludmila was born.

I’ve never seen her but I’ve always wondered if she’s anything like my grandma. I don’t think anybody could be as amazing as her, but maybe Ludmila comes close.
I asked Grandma if she ever fought with her sisters, and she said “No, never.” I wasn’t very surprised. I could never imagine Grandma fighting with anyone. She almost always agrees with what people say, and if she doesn’t, she never argues about it. 
The World War  Two didn’t really affect my grandma’s life for a while. They had a great house, food, money, clothes, and an amazing family. Then, one day in August, that all changed.

My grandma was around ten years old. Her dad came home from work, looking very anxious. He sent the girls to their rooms and led their mom into the living room. There, the girls’ parents talked quietly.

Finally, Khaya, their mom, came and told the girls what was going on.

She told them that they were going away for a couple of weeks, and that they needed to quickly pack blankets, towels, and a few sets of clothes.

I wonder if my grandma understood what was happening. Did she realize they were being evacuated? Or did she think they were just randomly going on vacation?
Grandma asked why their dad wasn’t packing, and her mom explained that he had to stay behind, that only women, children, and old people were allowed to go.
I would be so upset to find out that my dad wasn’t coming with me! I asked Grandma if she was sad that her dad wasn’t going away with them, and she said that she was old enough to understand that it had to be that way.
That night, they drove to the station and boarded a train. My grandma was shocked to find that they were expected to ride on a cargo train. Khaya assured her that the ride was only a couple of hours.
Unfortunately, the town they were supposed to stop at was going to be handed over to the Nazis in just a few days. But every town they stopped at had the same problem. It was going to be overtaken by the Nazis in a couple of days.
Finally, after a whole month of traveling in a cargo train, they stopped in a big city in Siberia, called Tomsk. 
A few days after they were evacuated Nazis overtook their town. If my grandma and her family hadn’t left they would have been killed.


I am so thankful, that they were evacuated. Their lives were saved.  It was a pure miracle.
Khaya, Larissa, my grandma, and Ludmila got off the train and searched for a place to stay. They finally found an old lady with a huge house that was willing to give them one bedroom to live in, for a very small price.

The days turned to weeks, and the weeks melted into months. Everybody slowly realized that they were not gonna be in Tomsk for just a few months. They might be there for years.

Khaya started cleaning and cooking to earn the money they needed. Larissa, who was only eleven at the time, also worked and tried to help their family out. 

My grandma had to stay home the first year, to look after Ludmila. She was sad that she had to miss a whole year of school.
After about a year of living in Tomsk, their dad arrived. He had come to help build a new electric power station there.

Grandma told me how excited she was to finally see her dad. They hadn’t talked in a whole year. She couldn’t send letters to him, because Nazis were in Gomel (the town they had lived in before their evacuation) and they forbade it. 


As soon as the power station was done, he had to go back home.


Grandma went to school the very next fall. She finished four grades in Tomsk. 

When my grandma was fourteen years old, Gomel, the town she had come from, four long years ago, was finally declared safe.


They packed up their few belongings and went home.


I asked Grandma how she felt when they arrived at their house. She thought about it for a while, and then with a smile she said, “I was very happy that we were finally home.” 


Just a while after getting back from Tomsk, Grandma got a great present from her Uncle David Marshoff. He gave her a beautiful German shepherd puppy. It was a girl, and they named her Dinka.


Dinka turned out to a very intelligent and protective dog. She guarded my grandma and her family as best she could.


But soon, my grandma started getting notes from people around the neighborhood. They complained that Dinka was too protective and that she started barking at random people and tried to attack anyone that came close to her family. 


People my grandma talked to told her that they wanted to be friends but they were scared of Dinka.


Through all this, my grandma still loved her dog. She told everyone that Dinka was very kind and wouldn’t hurt anybody.


One morning, Grandma and her sisters were suddenly woken up by their mom.


Khaya sadly told them that one of their neighbors had poisoned Dinka during the night. That morning Khaya had gone outside to feed her, but she was already dead.


Khaya told her daughters not to cry, and to be strong, but nobody could stop the tears.


When my grandma was telling me about this, she got tears in her eyes. I could tell that even now her love for Dinka was as strong as ever. 

My dad had told me this story many times since I was little, but the way my grandma told it, made me want to cry. Hearing all the details, and hearing it from the person that was actually there...made it seem more real than ever. 
Even when I was little I wondered what kind of person would kill a puppy. It’s so horrible and sad. And now, I still see how much it affected my grandma. Every time we walk by a dog, she smiles sadly and I know she’s thinking of Dinka... her poisoned puppy.
My grandma’s friends all came and helped dig a grave in the back of the garden. Grandma told me that everyone cried. They wrapped Dinka in a sheet, put hay in the bottom of the grave, and buried her. The poor puppy had only been about a year old.
Every morning my grandma and her sisters went to the grave. They brought Dinka flowers and talked to her quietly. They remembered all the good times and memories.

Then it was autumn and school started again. There was no more time to visit the grave. They had to put their education first.

In Russia all the schools have numbers not names. My Grandma went to the #10 School. She started there in the first autumn after returning from Tomsk. She finished 5th grade all the way up to 10th grade at that school.
Grandma told me she really liked going to school. She told me they had great teachers and that her favorite was the literature teacher.


They were assigned fun assignments like watching a movie at the theater and then writing an essay on what you liked about it.

Instead of backpacks they had what looked like a briefcase. They were very plain. Grandma told me hers was always heavy with textbooks.

She loved to read, and still does. She has tons of books in her apartment and always has at least two on her nightstand.

That’s one of the things me and my grandma have in common. We both love to read. When I was younger my dad would catch me reading, smile, and say that I’m just like my grandma. That made me feel so happy. I love being compared to my grandma and always have. She’s so amazing that being told you’re just a little bit like her is a huge compliment.
Whenever I pick up a book I feel like I’m doing something with my grandma, like I’m sharing a part of my time with her. 

Books are one of the things that connect me to her. It’s hard to explain but I guess I like to read so much partly because my grandma has always loved it. 

During the summer my grandma, her friends, and some boys would all hang out at the river near her house. 
Everybody brought books to read on the beach. 

When my grandma told me about reading on the beach I got a picture of her, my age, sitting by a beautiful river with a book in her hand.

I wish I could go back in time and spend at least one afternoon with my grandma on the river. That would be amazing.
The girls tanned and the boys would bring canoes, and invite some of the girls to ride with them on the river.
In her free time my grandma would help with the gardens or listen to music on the radio. 


Grandma told me that she loved to dance, so she went to all the dances in her school. She said that her friends always told her she was a great dancer. 


Well one day, at a school dance, when my grandma was about sixteen years old, a guy came over to her and asked her to dance with him.


My grandma had seen the guy around school before, but he was seventeen and a half years old, almost two years older than my grandma, so they never really talked.
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They danced together to one song, and then he asked her to dance with him again. They spun and twirled to a few songs, and then the dance was over, and everyone went home.

I wonder what my grandma was thinking when she went home that night. Did she like dancing with that guy? Did she want to be his girlfriend? Would they ever date?

Did the thought ever pop into her mind, that she would marry him one day?

Joseph Medvedev was the guy’s name. He and my grandma started dating soon after the dance.

They dated all through school, and then went their separate ways for college. 
My grandma went to a college where she learned how to grow plants and how to cure the sick ones. Her dad had suggested she go there because he loved to garden.

She was in college for four years. Grandma told me that she liked it there because all around her were beautiful plants and trees.

One day during the summer, when my grandma was twenty four, Joseph showed up on my grandma’s porch, kneeled down, and asked her to marry him.
My grandma said she would think about it.

When my grandma told me, she told him she had to think about it, I guess I looked kind of surprised, because she looked at me and laughed. She said, “Vicka, never show or tell a guy that you really like him. Don’t seem too eager.”

I thought about that for a few minutes, and then wondered about what my grandpa had thought when my grandma told him she had to think about it. Did he get mad? Did he think she didn’t love him?
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Well, my grandma thought about it for a whole year. Finally, right after she finished college, they got married.

On January 27, 1955, my grandma became Nora Medvedev, the proud and happy wife of Joseph Medvedev. 
They had a tiny wedding, with just a few guests, but it was still one of the happiest moments of my grandma’s life.

This is probably the moment I want to go back to the most. Her wedding. I want to see her and my grandpa together again, one of their best moments together. 
I want to see my grandma happy again, with the man she loves. The man she hasn’t hugged or seen in eight years.

I want to go back in time and see my grandma and grandpa together, with sparkles in their eyes and big smiles on their faces. 

They didn’t have kids for one year, because of their poor living conditions. But finally Khaya convinced them to, because she wanted a grandson. 
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Khaya got her wish. On July 22, 1957, my grandma and grandpa’s first child was born: Alexander. He was born in Gomel, the same town my grandma was born in. 
My grandpa had finished college in 1949 and moved to Minsk, where he found a good job. So when my grandparents got married they lived there. But, my grandma wanted to give birth with her parents by her side, so they drove to Gomel.

Grandma told me that Uncle Alex was quiet and he never got punished. He got great grades in school and he loved to read and learn.
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On November 15, 1965, their second child was born: my dad; Eugene. 
I knew my grandma was disappointed because she kept wishing for a girl. Plus, my dad turned out to be a huge troublemaker. 

When my dad was born, nobody knew what to name him. It was Uncle Alex that stepped forward and said “Mom, can we call him Eugene?” 

My grandma said “Okay, if that’s what you want.” 

So Eugene it was. I asked my grandma to tell me some funny memories about him.
When he was 6 years old he would tell grandma “Mom, I know that kids aren’t brought by the stork. You don’t need to tell me where they come from. I already know.”

He would also say, “Mommy I’m going to marry you when I grow up.”

My grandpa would say, “How can you marry her if I already did?”

And my dad would say: “You’re too clever dad. If you marry mom then who do I get?”

When my grandma told me about dad wanting to marry her I laughed really hard. I thought that was so cute. My grandma started laughing too. 
I can tell how much she likes remembering all the good and funny times they had together. While I’m writing everything down, she sits next to me with a big smile on her face, and her eyes sparkle. 

Now, of course I had to ask her how hard it was to raise my dad. I mean, raising me and my brother has got to be pretty hard, but over the years I’ve heard so many stories about things my dad broke or set on fire, that I’m starting to wonder who was harder to raise: my dad or my brother!
Her answer to my question was: “Your dad could be punished every five minutes, and he never listened. It was horrible.”

That made me laugh too. Now I know where my brother gets it from.
Even though she had finished college, my grandma didn’t work for a while because she had to raise Uncle Alex.


But after a couple of years Khaya watched Uncle and my grandma could go to work.

The first place where she found a job was a factory that made jam and jelly. But grandma didn’t like it there because it was really far away from their house. Grandpa started getting mad that she came home so late. So after a while she quit.

But soon she found a job as a draft person in an electrical motor company. Grandma said she liked it there because people were nice and kind. She did all the math work for many projects. She worked there for twenty years.

Then, she found a job as a design engineer. She said she really liked that job.

The years flew by, and when grandma was 51 years old, in 1981, Uncle Alex got married to my Aunt Natalie.

I asked my grandma how she felt about Uncle Alex getting married. She listed off so many of her worries that I couldn’t even write them all down. But her main point was, “I worried about what this new wife would be like. Would she cook, clean, and take care of him? Would he have a good life with her?”


Aww, was my response to that. How sweet! Typical mom worries. 

The same year they were married, their first child was born: Sergei Medvedev. My grandma was now officially a grandma.


I asked her how she felt when he was born and she said she was really happy but kind of sad because she wanted a girl.


Then she told me when Sergei was three years old, he was obsessed with helping my grandma clean. He would pick up any random thing and ask: “Eто мне вибисить?”

My grandma started laughing really hard when she told me that, and I laughed too.


Sergei is almost 30 now, and it’s fun to imagine him as a little kid in diapers running around the house, trying to help my grandma clean.


Grandma described him as smart and talented. He learned things easily, and was fun to be around.
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Now he’s a captain in the U.S. Air Force, living with his girlfriend in Florida. 
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A couple of years later, grandma’s second grandchild was born. He was named Eugene. Just like my dad!


Apparently Uncle Alex really liked the name Eugene; he named his brother and his son that! I think that’s cute.
He’s smart, really nice and fun to be around.

At 24 years old, he’s in medical school training to be a doctor. On June 25, 2010 he married Jeselt Ortiz. 
In the summer of 1990, grandma’s dad Moses died. 


I wish I had been there with my grandma when he died. I would have given her a big hug and told her that I love her. [image: image11.jpg]




When he died his favorite gold watch was melted down and made into two rings. One was for my dad, and the other was for my uncle. 
My grandma had a great life in Russia; she was surrounded by family and love. The thought of moving never crossed her mind.

But on April 26, 1986, the Chernobyl Nuclear Power Station exploded.  Radiation filled the air, and poisoned almost everyone in the town nearby; Pripyat.


After 24 hours the people in Pripyat were evacuated, but it was already way too late, everyone had breathed in the deadly air and most would later develop cancer and many different diseases.


My family lived six hours away from the power station. Everyone was worried that the radiation would come to them in Minsk and poison them too.


It didn’t, they stayed safe and healthy. I’m sure my grandma breathed a sigh of relief when she realized the explosion didn’t hurt them.


But that was only the beginning.


In Russia, Jewish people were treated very badly. A lot of Russians blamed Jews for everything bad that had ever happened. 

A few people even went as far as thinking that Jews should be killed.


Since my whole family is Jewish, everyone worried about the danger they were in.

Some of my grandpa’s friends would come up to him and warn him that bandits were getting ready to break into the apartments of all the Jews in their building.


My grandma told me that she started worrying a lot because of that. 


I would be worried too! I imagined myself living in that kind of situation. I would be scared to sleep at night! It must have been so stressful!


My aunt and uncle started worrying for their two kids. What if they were killed by one of the Jew- haters?


In 1990 my grandpa’s older sister Anna, who had moved to America ten years earlier, invited them all to come live in the U.S. with her.

Of course, my grandma decided they definitely needed to move, so that their families could be safe.


I asked grandma how she felt about moving to America and she thought quietly for a while, sighed, and then said, “I knew it would be hard at first, and I worried about leaning a new language but I knew that I would have a better life there.”


So, on April 13, 1991 my grandma, grandpa, and dad all flew to America, their brand-new home.


My uncle and his family moved there a year later. 

Meanwhile, my grandma’s younger sister, Ludmila, moved to Israel with her two sons, husband, and mom.


My grandparents and dad lived in Anna’s house for the first two weeks, and then moved into an apartment.

I asked my grandma what the first few weeks were like, living in the U.S. “They were hard. I didn’t know the language. I didn’t know how to act. Everyone acted and thought differently than they did in Russia. But I felt free and that was the most important thing.”

I imagined what it must have been like to come here, not knowing anything. I would have felt so stupid! But my grandma was right, they came here to be free, not to fit in and feel normal.

In December 1994 my dad met Marianna Gnetova through a mutual friend. On August 31, 1995 they got married. 


I asked my grandma, how did you feel when my mom and dad got married? She said, “I felt good because he found his second half. And now I see they are happy together and you’re a great family.”
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Now here’s my favorite part. On October 8, 1996, I, Victoria Medvedev, was born. 

This day means everything to me. I love it. October 8, my favorite day of the year. Why? Because it’s my birthday, but also my grandmas. 

Yes, I and the most amazing person in the world have the same birthday. How lucky am I?


Every year, we celebrate our birthday together. We exchange cards and presents. We spend the whole day together. It’s my favorite day of the year and always has been.


I’m her little present. Every birthday she hugs me, and tells me that I’m the best present she will ever get. That always puts a big smile on my face.


Ever since I can remember my dad tells me the story of how grandma didn’t even believe I was really a girl.  My dad called her as soon as I was born and told her that he had a great birthday present for her; a beautiful granddaughter. 
But my grandma didn’t believe him because there were no other girls in the family. Larissa and Ludmila both gave birth to all boys and grandma herself gave birth to two sons. In the end she believed him of course, and it made me even more special. The first girl in the family!

Grandma and Grandpa first saw me when I was a few weeks old. They fed me and changed my diapers. I was their third grandchild, but first granddaughter.


On March 30, 2001 my little brother Ben was born. [image: image13.jpg]




He was cute at first. Just like all babies. My grandma loves remembering how he had a mini-baby wave. When you said bye to him, he would tap his thumb and pointer finger together, trying to imitate a real wave.

I asked my grandma what she likes about being a grandma and she said: “It’s so interesting watching you grow up. It’s like having a second childhood.” 

Those words stuck in my head for a while. They’re beautiful and true. Being a grandparent is all about watching your grandkids slowly grow up and experience everything that you experienced, years before them.
Ever since I was little I loved going to my grandmas. At first, maybe it was because of all the yummy chocolate and food she gave me. But when I got older, I realized I just loved being with her.

I always spend the night at my grandmas. My parents and brother leave, and sleep at my aunt and uncle’s house. But I stay at my grandmas.
I love having time alone with her. Usually we don’t even talk. We just sit next to each other and read, or watch TV. That’s enough for me. Just knowing she’s close makes me feel so comfortable and happy.
The years have flown by, and each year I love her more and more.

Every year we come to see her more and more often. I count down the days until I see her again.

I look up to her, and always ask myself what she would do if she was in my place. How would she respond? How would she act?

I love visiting her, and talking to her on the phone. I love knowing she’s there for me.

I guess I never realized that one day, she would leave me. I expected her to always be here. 
In late October 2009, I found out she was dying. Now every moment I spend with her, is even more special to me. 

Every time I see her she looks worse and worse. Every time I leave her once again, I cry. 

I always wonder if it’s the last time I’ll see her alive. It’s hard. I feel like my hearts being torn apart.

But it’s a part of life. And I know she will always be watching over me.
Sometimes I lay awake at night, imagining what it will be like when she’s gone. All I can imagine is tears, sadness, and darkness.

I dread that day. I don’t know when it will happen. All I know is that I want to be there. I’m going to be there.

I will be there when she leaves me. She’s going to have my hand to hold onto, my voice to listen to. 

Nora Medvedev, my grandma, is the most amazing person I have ever met. She will always be with me in my heart. 

Бабушка, я тебя люблю,
Твоя Витуся
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Epilogue
About a year after I finished her biography the end began… The following is exactly what I wrote, word for word, as I experienced the nightmare I had been preparing for.
Also, you may notice that I switch back and forth between “you” and “her.” I realized this after I finished writing everything so I decided to just keep it as it was. I apologize for any confusion.

So I guess this is the end. We got the call from my dad. She has a hole in her intestine. If she doesn’t get the surgery she will die within a week. If she does get the surgery, will she be strong enough to survive it? I think it’s a terrible choice to have to make. At this point, I don’t even know what I would choose for her.
It’s ironic. Today is my grandpa’s birthday. He would have been 82. That’s why my family and I are here. We were coming to celebrate and remember. But halfway there my grandma’s assistant called. She told us my grandma was having really bad stomach pains. My uncle drove to her apartment, got a quick look at her, and took her to the hospital.
At first, the doctors thought it might be just a little thing…food poisoning… an allergic reaction… After the tests they realized it was much worse. As my dad explained to my mom what was happening, tears began to fall from my eyes. Two years ago, when she was diagnosed, I imagined this day many times. I imagined it just yesterday… now I’m living it.

She might not be alive tomorrow. I’m now faced with that reality. Today could be her last day, and I’m not even with her. I always thought I would be holding her hand until the end, but now, I don’t know if I want to. That’ll just make it a million times harder to let go…

I grabbed this paper and a pen to write with. That’s how I feel better. That’s how I let it all out. The paper soaks up my emotions, thoughts, and tears.

Just yesterday at this time I was all excited about hanging out with Landon in a couple hours. Not a thought in my mind about my grandma. 

It’s crazy how things change so fast. One moment a person is there and in another second, they’re not. They’re gone. Gone where? Where is my grandma going to go? Is there a legit heaven out there? Does it have palm trees, sunshine, and anything else a person could ever want? Or is it not a person anymore? Is it just a soul?
Or is it just emptiness? Is it darkness…nothing… your soul disappears… you become a part of the air…the world…the universe?

Or does your soul enter a baby that’s in a pregnant woman’s womb? Will my grandma live a whole other life? Will she…years from now…grow up to become another grandma? She’ll have a different granddaughter…she’ll forget her first life… she’ll forget me…but she will live again. That’s all that really matters.

All I can say right now is we have to believe, hope, and most of all, be STRONG.
***

My dad hasn’t called in a while. When my mom calls he says he can’t talk and hangs up the phone. I hate sitting here…not knowing… waiting for more bad news.

My mom, brother, and I are at my aunt and uncle’s house. Everyone else is at the hospital. I wish someone would call. I want to know what’s going on. It’s scary not knowing.

It’s as if I’m standing in front of a locked door. There’s no light coming from the crack underneath it. I don’t know what’s on the other side. As my hand gets closer and closer to the doorknob, I hope more and more that what lays on the other side of the door is better than the side I am about to leave. 

Will the next hour be brighter than the last? Will the future be better than the past?

***

My mom just finished talking to my dad. They’re not going to do the surgery. It’s too hard and complicated and she doesn’t have a strong enough immune system, the chemotherapy killed it. The doctors say the holes sometimes heal by themselves, so they’re going to give her medicine and hope for the best.
My dad doesn’t want us to come see her, but my mom disagrees. What if it only gets worse from here? We might as well see her before it’s too late…


But I can’t imagine walking into the hospital room, to see her laying there all fragile and weak…just this morning I was imagining and hoping that maybe my grandma would be waiting outside of her apartment building for us, while we pulled into the parking lot. She would be smiling and waving to us…just like she had done before she got sick. Ha. That’s a naive teenager’s dream. Now I have to see the real nightmare unfold.

***


It’s 10 now. This day turned out nothing like I had expected it to. No laughter…no smiles… I didn’t even get to see you today. At this time, I should have been sitting at your kitchen table with a big smile on my face, my heart full of love for you, as you brushed my hair and braided it.

For some reason, that’s always been my favorite part of my visits…your gentle fingers gliding through my hair. It was always silent but in those few, quiet moments we truly connected. 


But that’s never going to happen again and that just brings more tears to my eyes. Today is the first night that I sleep at my aunt and uncle’s house, since I can remember. I always sleep at your apartment. That makes this even harder. I should be with you right now. 


Grandma, I cannot explain to you in words, how I feel right now. So many emotions are taking over me. Terror…sadness…regret…missing you…wishing you had more time. 

I can’t lose you. I don’t want to lose you. But the hard, horrible truth is that I AM going to lose you. Soon, you’ll be just memories. That scares me. You’re so much more to me than just a memory. You’re my grandma…my other half…the amazing person I share my birthday with every year…the person I love with all my heart. A memory? No…you can’t turn into that…


You will stay alive inside me. You are a part of me. You will live on through me. I understand that… but I can’t bring myself to accept it yet.


I can’t accept any of this. It’s all wrong. The world is just plain messed up. Everything changes so fast. The end comes so quick. You don’t even see it coming. Then it hits you, and poof, you’re gone. 


Nothing but a memory…

***


How am I going to sleep tonight? Memories are flooding my brain. I’m remembering things I haven’t thought about in years. The playground we used to walk to together…the way you would watch me as I slid down the slide…the love in your eyes…the fire alarm I pulled...the chocolate eggs you used to give me with the little prizes inside…


I can’t stop remembering. I can’t stop thinking. I can’t stop crying.


I hope I see you tomorrow. Твоя Витуся <3
Витуся… will I ever hear you call me that again?

Just another memory…

***

Last night Sam made me realize something very important. My grandma was diagnosed a year and a half ago. I’ve packed every bit of love and care that I could into that time. I’ve made every moment count. I made memories that will last forever. Most important of all, I showed her how much I love her…how much she means to me.
Now that it’s all ending, I’ve realized I’ve done all I could. Everything is in life’s hands now.

***

I’m sitting next to her hospital bed. Every couple of seconds I glance up at her, still hoping, that by some miracle, she will sit up, totally healthy, smile at me, grab my hand and say “Hey! What are those tears in your eyes for? I’m fine! Let’s go home!” Ha. I wish.

Even this morning it was hard to imagine my grandma dying…she’s so alive in my memories. But looking at her right now, I can picture it happening.

I try to remember this moment; I try to memorize exactly what she looks like. I don’t want to forget…

Her hair has finally grown back after the chemo. It’s still not as long as she likes her hair to be, but it’s that beautiful silvery color that I’ve always loved. Her eyes are closed so you can see her new eyelashes.

It feels like just yesterday I noticed the eyelashes and pointed them out to her. After 40 years, she had them again! Her grin was big and pretty as she looked at herself in the mirror. She was so happy…

Happy? Is that still a word? Happy…somewhere there’s people that are feeling that simple emotion. When will I ever feel that again? When will I ever be happy again?

When she’s gone? How can I be happy when my grandma is gone? My other half? My world?

Happy…I’m pretty sure I can forget about that for now…

***

She’s so sleepy from the morphine. She’s trying to stay awake but it’s not working.

I kind of wish she was awake, so I could talk to her. But I said just a few words to her when we got here and my voice broke…I got tears in my eyes. This is even harder than I thought it would be…


The pain in my heart won’t go away. I’ve felt it before but it usually fades away quickly. But for the past two days, it’s been a constant, heavy rock in my chest.


I wish I could smile and laugh to make it go away, but all I can manage is a shaky, fake smile when she looks at me.

***


I tried so hard not to cry as we gathered our stuff to leave. I fought back the tears as I held your hand and said good-bye. It took every bit of my strength in my body to not let a single tear fall from my eye. As we walked out of your room, I looked back at you, one last time, smiled and said, “I love you.” My heart almost exploded with the pain. But your familiar wave, smile, and “I love you too,” made me forget everything for a second. I was sent back to my earliest memories, the countless times we have said I love you to one another with a smile and wave. With a gasp, I realized this moment would conclude those memories.

In the hallway, the tears spilled from my eyes as I realized that was the last time we would go through that loving exchange. The last time you told me you loved me.

***


We visited my grandpa’s grave. As I looked at his gravestone, I realized her name will soon be engraved on there too. It’ll be just another name in that cemetery. One headstone for two amazing people…for two amazing lives. 

***

Of all the things I’ve had to do in my young life, this has been the hardest. The hard part isn’t letting go…it’s understanding why.

***


It’s Monday night and I’m back home. It’s crazy how it all seems like just a terrible dream…like it all never happened. But I know it did, because I still have that constant, piercing pain in my heart and it won’t go away.


I want to call you, talk to you, hear your voice… But if I call, the phone will ring and ring and you won’t pick up. You never will. I can never call you again… I can’t tell you how my day went, how the weather is, I can’t tell you I love you.

***


My dad told me he was going to drive to the hospital after work. My uncle called and told him to come earlier. She’s getting worse. She talks a lot less now and we’re not sure if she really recognizes the people around her.

So, she won’t recognize me…she won’t tell me she loves me. Sunday really was the last time she told me she loved me.

***


I scored my first goal in lacrosse today. I scored it for you and because of you. You are my strength, my spirit and my heart.


My cousin Eugene and his wife Jeselt announced they were pregnant today. They told you but you probably didn’t understand… We know you would have been so excited though. They’re going to be amazing parents.


I think the baby’s middle name should be Nora; for its great-grandma that it never got to meet…the woman who has held on for so long, so strong, and refused to let go.

***


It’s Saturday, May 21. She’s dead. My grandma is dead. No…that’s wrong…it’s not possible…no. She is gone.


Taylyr was over at my house. We were getting ready for a party. My dad called. I picked up the phone and I could tell by his voice that something was wrong, but I ignored the feeling and just gave the phone to my mom. I didn’t try to hear the conversation but I heard my mom say, “Why weren’t you with her?” I was sure I knew what that meant but again, I ignored my gut instinct and kept joking around with Taylyr.


Then my mom walked in, “She died.”


I always imagined myself sobbing but the truth is, not a single tear has come to my eyes. The pain is piercing my heart harder than ever but I’m not crying. I guess it hasn’t really hit me yet. 

***


First night without my grandma…still no tears.


I feel like maybe I’m going crazy. Maybe I’ll start believing this is all a joke. She was never really sick, she didn’t die. She’s just hiding somewhere…I’ll be locked up in a mental institute. 


Why can’t I cry? I WANT to cry. I want to so bad. I don’t want to hold in the pain anymore. I want to let it all out.


I’m sick of being strong. Where are the tears? Why won’t they come? I feel like I’m showing her that I never really loved her. 


The tears…I want the tears to come…I want the pain to go away.
***


I’m scared of the phone now. Every time it rings, I freeze, and my heart starts pounding. But what am I scared of? She’s already dead.


Dead…I have to repeat the word over and over again. My grandma and dead still don’t go together in my head.

***


The funeral is on Tuesday. We’re going to Syracuse tomorrow though. We’re going to her apartment to sort out her stuff and decide what were going to take.


I want everything. Everything reminds me of her. Every single object has a memory to it, a story, a smile, and a laugh.

***


As we drove into the parking lot, I glanced up at her window to smile and wave back to her like I always do…but she wasn’t there. She never will be again. That’s when it hit me for the first time.


As we walked down the hallway to the door of her apartment, I kept waiting for her to pop into sight. She didn’t. That’s when it hit me again.


When I walked into her apartment, into her half empty bedroom…it hit me the hardest. I finally cried. I sobbed. I finally realized it. It’s not a nightmare. It’s not a joke. It’s real. She’s really gone and she’s never coming back.

***


The funeral is tomorrow. Is it wrong to be excited? I can’t wait to hear the stories about you, the funny moments, the stuff that people love and will always remember about you.


And, it’s the last time I’ll ever see you. Yeah, you’ll be dead. But, you’re still you. You’re still my grandma. I still want to see you. I know you’re not going to kiss me, hug me, or tell me you love me. But, I’ll see you and that’s enough for me.

***


The funeral was… scary. It gave me feelings and emotions that are beyond words.


Seeing you in the casket was terrible. I didn’t want to leave your side but I didn’t want to look at you. It hurt too much.


Standing over your body, it looked like you were asleep. My heart and soul screamed WAKE UP!


I touched your skin. It was cold. All your warmth was drained away. But you know where it is? Inside of every person’s heart that you truly touched.


So many people came up to me and said “you were her favorite,” “you meant the world to her,” “she talked about you so much,” “she loved you so much.” That just made me feel worse. It made me miss you even more.

Listening to everyone talk about you made me realize I wasn’t the only one who knew how amazing you were. Everyone that met you felt the love, caring, and wisdom inside you. 


I’m glad I’m not the only one who understands how special you were and how great a loss it is. The world will be different without you but you left your mark on our lives and it will stay there forever.

***


We went to her apartment for the last time. As I walked down that hallway, I still expected her to appear somewhere. I hoped with all my heart that she would.


As my mom and I drove away, we looked up at the familiar window one last time, still hoping her face would appear. It didn’t.

***


Now we’re leaving Syracuse and this will all be in the past. We’ll move on with our lives. But we will never forget. She will live on in our hearts. And on our birthday, for the rest of my life, I will celebrate her, her life, and the way she brightened and warmed the people and world around her. 
Бабушка, Я тебя люблю <3
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