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This is one of my first creative nonfiction pieces I’ve ever written, and when pressed to 
choose a topic I could think of nothing else to base it on than one of the most significant 
muses in my life: my mother. This piece explores topics such as generational expectation 
and the notion of going back to your roots, which I’ve learned can be useful as a shift 
of perspective. This work is essentially a reflection on visiting my mother’s hometown in 
Russia for the first time when I was thirteen years old, a place so rooted with both her and 
the rest of my family’s history that it not only changed my outlook on my lineage but also 
helped me better understand and appreciate it. 

“To My Mother”1 was initially written for one of my creative 
writing classes. Until then I had never tried my hand at creative 
nonfiction, but when given the opportunity I could only think 
to base it on one of the dearest muses in my life—my mother.

I am the second-generation in a Russian immigrant 
family—both of my parents were born and raised in the Mos-
cow area. They immigrated to the United States a couple of 
years before I was born to leave the economically crumbling 
and crime-ridden country of the recently collapsed Soviet 
Union. Naturally, I grew up hearing stories and anecdotes 

1  This work first appeared in the undergraduate journal The 
Foundationalist run by editorial boards at the University of Iowa, 
Yale University, and Bowdoin College. My piece was reviewed by 
the Yale University branch. It appears in volume VI, issue II in 
the most recent publication cycle. The version of my piece that I 
submitted to Horizons has already undergone revision as per the 
recommendations of The Foundationalist editorial board.

about their previous lives far removed from the country that I 
was being raised in.

The story that haunted me the most was one that I heard 
from my father about my mother. It was quite simple, really; 
a one-sentence tale that was the root of the reason as to why 
my parents had left their homeland knowing barely a word of 
English.

He had told me that even though my mother was a med-
ical doctor with a PhD, she was making no more money than 
the exact bus fare that it cost her to get to and from work.

To me, that was horrific—I’d grown up witnessing her re-
peating medical school in America and going through the long, 
expensive, and emotionally draining experiences of residency, 
fellowship, and just the plain everyday headache of working as 
a doctor. To study for so long to have only a handful of rubles 
equivalent to the daily bus fare to show for it was something 
quite difficult to wrap my head around.
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Hawaiʻi at Mānoa. She sails for the university and spends any free time that she has playing around 
in the ocean doing various wind and water sports or climbing up mountains. She is an English 
major doing pre-med, and she owes her love of reading and especially writing to her sixth grade En-
glish teacher, Mrs. Robinson. This is a creative non-fiction piece written for ENG 313 inspired heavily 
by the presence and impact of her mother and other non-fiction works that were explored as part of 
the class’s curriculum.
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But it was just a story to me, even if it’s true. This story 
had only gained greater and more impactful context when I 
visited my maternal grandparents in my mother’s hometown 
when I was thirteen.

“To My Mother” is a reflection of my visit there, interwo-
ven with a direct commentary to my mother who was not there 
with me on that specific trip. That was my first time visiting my 
grandparents at their home and seeing where my mother had 
spent the first seventeen years of her life.

Originally I intended to make my writing an ode to my 
mother’s hardships and accomplishments by illustrating both 
the economic and cultural rift between her birthplace and the 
United States. However, I had not accounted for the impact 
that another person present in my recount might have—my 
mother’s mother: my grandmother.

My mother has a very complicated and turbulent rela-
tionship with her own mother that I have neither the word al-
lotment nor the insight to get into. My own relationship with 
my mother is healthier, but there is a very evident similarity 
between the two separate mother-daughter dynamics. There 
is a generational expectation. My grandmother survived a war 
and a concentration camp when she was very young. My moth-
er left an economically unstable country to relearn medicine 
in a language she did not speak. Both of their respective past 
histories instilled them to raise their daughters on a higher 
rung of opportunity than themselves, expecting their children 
to fully take advantage of having the chance of being born a 
step ahead.

But we are not perfect visions of our forebearer’s expecta-
tions. We have our own aspirations and circumstances that do 
not align with the wishes of our parents. Just like my mother 
had. Just like I have.

“To My Mother” is everything I wish I had the courage to 
say to her.

*  *  *
You always told me to dream big. I never really understood 
what that meant until I’d seen how far you had come.

You told me you were raised in Moscow but that was not 
exactly accurate, was it? It is at least a two hours’ drive from 
the city center to your childhood home. I watch the glitter-
ing skyscrapers of the modernized city center fall away into 
the ash-colored Stalinist architecture that gets sootier the far-
ther you get from the capitol’s epicenter, like tree rings aging 
around the core. Soon the concrete thins to woods and all that 
is left is a rugged road fenced on either side with towering ever-
greens for miles. A faded green sign eventually emerges from 
the thicket on the side of the road. The peeling white letters 
translate from Cyrillic into Chernogolovka with an arrow to the 
left, Noginsk with an arrow pointed straight. Only the latter 
seems familiar, an echo of something dropped passively in a 
conversation once or twice. We head straight, and I realize the 
familiarity. You were raised in Noginsk, not Moscow. It does 
not do you justice to call them one and the same.

The woods begin to dwindle. They become interspersed 
by squat little buildings and apartments, all the same varying 
shades of monochrome, the ashes of World War II still stain-
ing their stone walls. One school, one grocery store, one restau-
rant, and one flower shop where we stop to get your mother 
flowers. The technicolor blooms look almost faux in the harsh 
fluorescent illumination, especially at odds with the dark tones 
of both nature and the town outside. The few vases are spaced 
far apart to give the impression of volume, some flowers al-
ready beginning to droop in their wait which will sooner end 
with their stems peeking out from behind the lid of the trash. 
There’s a special display reserved for the finer selection, the 
bouquets especially garish, held crisp by the dustless air be-
hind the glass.

Dad takes one look at the withering majority of the gen-
eral selection and asks about the ones behind the glass. The 
shopkeeper names a price—in rubles they all sound high to 
me—but this one must be unreasonably so since Dad does 
an affronted-sort of a whistle. We take the flowers anyway, be-
cause when you’re here as a visitor rather than an inhabitant it 
is nice to feel like the price tag should not matter to you.

Your old apartment building is practically around the cor-
ner, and I keep thinking that it shouldn’t be, that it can’t be, 
that we’ll keep driving and the town will bloom from crumbling 
concrete to the elegant architecture that just as suddenly ap-
pears towards the center of Moscow. We turn into the driveway 
flanked by three squat apartment buildings, about four stories 
of hazy windows weeping black soot among the grey weathered 
stone faces. The bare playground in the middle of the drive-
way looks caught in perpetual winter. The paint has long since 
flaked from the cold metal of the swings and merry-go-round, 
the grass below is more a shade reminiscent of grey than green 
despite it being the height of summer. Children mill about on 
their bicycles and scooters, their skin as pallid as the sky above.

Walking up to the doorway of the apartment building on 
the left just lays bare how derelict the place really is—judging 
by the crumbling threshold and weathered face of the door, 
you’d think the place was abandoned. But then there is a buzz 
and an old man slips out with a golden-toothed smile, and he is 
gathering me into his frail arms, his moist lips dotting all over 
my cheek, my face, my ear.

“My happiness!” He names me, ushering me inside into 
the poorly lit hall. My throat constricts a little at his words; I 
swallow the tightness along with the slight burn in my eyes. 
He begins to babble like he always does on the phone in his 
airy but sweet voice, about this and that and the weather and 
oh-how-bad-the traffic-from-Moscow-has-lately-been. Climb-
ing the cold echoing staircase, the frigid rail biting into my 
palm, the decades of dust and melted winters clogging my nos-
trils, I wonder how either of your parents can navigate through 
this gloom, where I have to focus on each step so that my foot 
doesn’t miss it in the shadows. Is this why you told me that 
they hardly leave the house?
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We come out onto a narrow corridor from the third land-
ing. There are some traces of life here: faded mats and doors 
painted some other color than monochrome. Grandpa opens a 
burgundy door and we step into the cluttered entrance hall of a 
faded, yellow-lit apartment. She’s already there, hobbling over 
with her bad hip, having forgotten her cane in her excitement, 
throwing her arms around my neck before I can even open 
my mouth to say hello. I have to stoop a little since I’ve only 
grown taller and she’s gotten shorter. There are tears in her 
eyes since it’s been so, so long since she’s seen me. Is this the 
same woman who shouts her lungs raw at you over the phone? 
Who makes you cry bitter tears rather than the sweet ones I 
feel now stinging my own eyes?

The apartment is a museum, part of it a shrine to you. 
She sits me down in a musty armchair and just begins talking, 
since for once we don’t have the static of a long-distance line 
separating us. She dotes on me, but all of it is rivulets that 

eventually spill back into the river of you. I’m smart, like you. 
I’m pretty, like you. One day I’ll become a doctor, like you. Your 
monochrome pictures pasted all over the room seem to listen 
in, your face closer to mine than it is to yours now.

Then there is a pause, after the cascade of sweets. She 
draws in a breath and says, “She could have had so much here, 
you know. But instead, she took everything along with you and 
decided it was better to be living on an isolated dot in the mid-
dle of some ocean.”

Now I understood why the energy between you two al-
ways crackled, even across radio waves. She’s bitter because 
she defied the deathly grips of a concentration camp for you. 
I’m afraid you’ll be bitter because you defied the expanse of two 
continents and two whole oceans for me.

So maybe one day I’ll dream big enough to find a way 
away from you, and when I do, I wonder if your words will still 
hold true.


