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Lesya 

 Andriy pressed his gun closer, gripping the hot metal with his sore stiff fingers covered in 

blood diluted with sweat he couldn't tell whose. The cold land was breathing heavily with his 

heartbeat, he fell on the snow like a rock as soon as the forest echoed with the first gunshot. He 

used to love snow but that was when he was a teacher watching his students play snowball fights 

but that was before last week when three of his comrades were spotted by an enemy drone on a 

white canvas of snow. 

 Another gunshot. Andriy watched a white rabbit disappear in the thickets. That one's rare 

here. 

 The birches stood over him like mourners. He could hear his own breath and nothing 

else. Somewhere above him a branch let go of its snow. The cold crept through his jacket into his 

ribs. He pressed his face into the ground.  

 The forest erupted, the gunfire burst leaking through trees, one whistled past his ear like 

an angry bee, then a million came from every direction. Bark exploded beside him, thin wood 

flakes hung in the charged air. A thick fog of metal and rage poisoned the sleeping pines. Andriy 

used to get a spruce from this forest every Christmas. He didn't hear his own bullets, recoil 

punched against his chest. The fire kept getting closer. 

 His magazine was running low he could feel it in the weight of his gun. Somewhere to his 

left, Vasyl was shouting coordinates into a radio that kept cutting out. The snow under him had 

melted from his body heat and soaked through to his skin, he didn't move. The tops of the trees 

were drowning in the smoke or maybe dusk. He checked his watch. Five forty-four.  
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 Piercing buzzing he heard too late and desperate shouts. Andriy had a moment to look up 

and immediately understand before he saw flashes of light. Thunder boomed in his ears. Snow 

sprayed into his eyes. Violent pressure waves compressed his lungs. The world went blurry 

except for the ringing in his ears. What he had seen in the sky was a combatant's bird, 

mechanical wings cutting the air, camera eye watching his pathetic existence.  

 Everything burned, even the freezing air in his throat. But nothing burned like the green 

eyes on the worn photo in his chest pocket. All he could think about was her name. 

* * * 

 "Mavka?" Lesya's big green eyes lit up. Lesya was five and already looked more like her 

mother than her father. 

 "Yes sweetheart. Lukas was the only human to ever survive Mavka's singing. He loved to 

play Sopilka in the forest, surrounded by old trees and deep silence. Little did he know, the forest 

loved to listen. One time, the melody was so beautiful that it woke Mavka up from her winter 

sleep. And that is how the forest learnt to love a human. Now, close your eyes, it's time to sleep." 

 "But Babusya. This is not the ending!" Lesya sat up on the bed, arms crossed, lips pursed. 

 Grandmother laughed, "Okay my flower. But this is the last one for tonight," she 

whispered. "And don't let your mother hear. She will eat my soul." 

 "Deal." Lesya laid her head back on the pillow. Her grandmother's wrinkled fingers were 

stroking her long chestnut hair and she was purring under a dim light. Babusya smelled like 

medicine and old fabric and soup but Lesya loved her anyway. 
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 "Mavkas are the souls of the forest. Some say they are the souls of girls who die too 

young. They are creatures of unbelievable beauty with long green hair dressed in long white 

shirts who cast no shadows and have no reflection in the water." 

 "Have you ever seen one?" Lesya looked up at her grandmother and Babusya looked 

away the way she sometimes did, like she was seeing someone else. 

 "No, no. They say no one who sees a Mavka returns the same. They lure men into deep 

forest with their divine songs and turn them into rocks." 

 "What happened to Lukas?" Lesya was a little scared but nothing scared her as much as 

the Domovik story. Lesya made grandma promise to never tell that story again. 

 "Well, Mavka fell in love with him. She fell in love with the melody of his soul. Mavka 

was told by the Forest Elf to avoid humans because all they bring is disaster, so she listened to 

him playing Sopilka from the shadows. But one day, Lukas came to the forest with a knife and 

reached for the birch tree. You see, the birch tree was Mavka's sister, so as Lukas prepared to cut 

it, she emerged from the forest to stop him. Lukas was struck by her beauty and kindness. He 

instantly loved Mavka back." 

 "So, they got married?" 

 "They wanted to. But Mavka's place is in the forest, that is where her soul belongs. As 

she lived in the village, her beauty faded and her magic left her. Eventually she went to the forest 

and asked the One Who Lives in the Cave to take her back. But what is lost is lost, he told her. 

So Mavka turned into a willow tree from her sorrow. The forest remembers who belongs to it." 

 "Babusya?" Lesya yawned and grandma smiled at her sleepy face. 
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 "Yes, sweetheart." 

 "Are there Mavkas in our forest?"  

 But little Lesya was snoring before grandma could answer. 

 Grandma tucked the blanket under Lesya's chin, the way she used to do for Andriy. Lesya 

had her father's chin. An unnoticed tear rolled down wrinkled skin and disappeared in the cracks 

of the wooden floor. 

* * * 

 He wakes up in a hospital bed to Olenka sitting beside him, eyes red, gripping his hand so 

hard, it hurts. 

 "You look terrible." 

 He misses her voice. She presses her forehead to his hand. He can feel her shaking or 

maybe he's shaking, he can't tell. She smells like cold air and pine needles and she smells like 

home. That's when she tells him and the heart he thought he left in the fire starts beating against 

his chest harder than any gun recoil. 

 

 The doctors come and go. They say miracle. They found him surrounded by ten birch 

trees standing in a perfect circle, their thin white trunks untouched by the blast.  

 Tolik comes on Tuesday. He sits down, looks around and says nothing for a while in the 

loud way that means he has a lot to say. 

 "They tell me you're learning to walk next week." 

 "That's what they tell me." 
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 "Good." He shifts in his chair. "I got you something." Andriy hears the rustle of paper, 

something placed on the bed. "Prosthetic. American. Has more features than my actual leg, I'm 

not joking. Heated grip. Shock absorption. The whole thing." A pause. "I already ordered one for 

myself." 

 "You have both your legs, Tolik." 

 "For now." Andriy can hear the grin in it. Tolik is a soldier too. 

 

 "What time is it?" 

 "Five forty-four," A nurse answers from the corridor 

 It's five forty-four and he's smiling and the stitches are hurting. Olenka was here right 

before she left for her gynecologist appointment. He curses the doctor who doesn't let him come 

with her, but Olenka promised to call him as soon as she knew. He's thinking Marko if it's a boy. 

Or Lesya if it's a girl.  

 

 He carries her out of the maternity ward himself, one hand on the wall, one step at a time, 

one arm around the smallest thing he had ever held. 

  

 In September he goes back to school. Twenty-eight students who look at his leg and then 

look away. They call him kiborg. 
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 He teaches her to read. This is A, be, ve, he, de. Repeat after me Le - sya.  

 "Le - sya!" 

 

 Olenka finds them on the couch like this. Lesya weaves a wreath from flowers she 

collected earlier, fern leaves, lilies, dandelions, chamomile and poppies, burning red. One by 

one, she adds them carefully to her little masterpiece and then finally wraps them around her 

dad's prosthetic leg.  

 "Don't move dad!"  

 Andriy laughs, "Don't worry, this one is made of metal. Auch." Olenka hits him on his 

head and Lesya stares at both of them confused until all three of them burst out laughing. 

 Today is Kupala night, so both Lesya and Olenka are wearing long white Vyshyvankas 

and flowers on their heads. 

 "Mom, do you think we'll see a Mavka today?" 

 "Only if she likes your wreath."  

 Lesya looks down at her flowers and starts fixing a crooked poppy. She's old enough to 

read the clock and it's five fifty four, almost sunset and Lesya knows she has to hurry up. 

 The pile of wood is set on fire as soon as the last ray of sunlight paints the sky dark and 

couples start jumping over it holding hands as soon as the bonfire bursts into flames. The girls 

set their wreaths afloat in the river while chanting, 
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  “Drift, little wreath, where waters flow, 

  and lead me where my fate will go.” 

 The boys wait down the river, ready to jump in to pick out the wreaths of their beloved 

from the running water swarmed with blossom. If the wreath burns, sinks or gets entangled in the 

rushes, the girl is not to find love. 

 Some go looking for a fern flower that blooms only once a year, shining with blinding 

glow. To those who find it, the flower will reveal all the wisdom in the world. But those, who 

follow the beautiful singing deeper into the forest, won't come back the same. This night the 

boundary between the human and spirit worlds becomes thin. 

 Andriy doesn't need the fern flower to know he's in his heaven. 

 Lesya watches a white rabbit disappear in the thickets. That one's rare here. 

 Andriy and Olenka take each of Lesya's hands and join the dance around the fire. The 

sparks rise and for a moment he sees himself burning he smells the hot metal of his gun and pine 

bark and snow. Olenka sings and it's the most beautiful thing he has ever heard. The wind stirs 

Olenka's long hair and in the glow of the fire it shimmers strangely. The flames dance around her 

and no shadow moves from her bare feet. 

 

 Somewhere in that blasted clearing, in the snow between the ten birch trees, his eyes 

were still open, still looking for her. All he could think about is how she always smells like pines 

and flowers. How she walks on grass barefoot and everything alive seems to stop and listen to 
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her presence. How she braids her long hair and sings so tenderly that his heart fills with joy like a 

church before the bells. How he could still hear it. 

* * * 

 "So are there? Mavkas?" Lesya said yawning, turning on her side. 

 “There are, my flower.” Babusya said softly. 

  “I don't like how this story ends. Mavka loved Lukas. Then she wouldn’t just leave him.” 

 Babusya was silent for a moment. 

 “Sometimes,” she said, “a Mavka stays.” 

 “And sometimes,” she added softly, “you can hear her singing.” 


