
 
  

1. Why did you write this book? 
I have always had a desire to write, but up until now I’ve spent most of my time reading aside from 
a few stories I wrote as a young boy.  On many of my trips to Ukraine I took along people to help 
me in my work there. They ranged in age from 14 to 65, but even those who had travelled outside 
North America were often shocked at being suddenly immersed in a foreign country. Despite my 
briefings about the country, and the more or less 
constant presence of an interpreter, they faced a serious 
case of culture shock. They could not understand the 
alphabet, let alone the language. Just reading a street 
sign or a menu in a restaurant (even McDonald’s) was 
impossible. Then there was the condition of the 
buildings, roads, and even the people. I had come to 
feel very at home there myself, the people I lived with 
even referred to it as my home and said that I was often 
going back to visit Canada, but they looked forward to 
my coming ‘home’. But I was always fascinated to 
watch the unexpected culture shock in those travelling 
with me gradually become an understanding and 
acceptance of the country and the people.   
  
When I found myself with time to write I kept imagining a 
Canadian finding himself suddenly plopped down in the 
midst of Ukraine with no warning, and no knowledge of 
the country or its language or culture. From there I 
worked backwards to find a way to get him there, and 
then followed the story of how he faced things, and how 
he planned to get back home. 
  
I drew on places I had lived in and visited, so I’ve been 
to pretty much every place that is mentioned in the 
book. The characters themselves are made up, or are 
composites of people I met. I actually had several brushes with the secret police (formerly known 
as the KGB), and even some dealings with the local Mafia. So while the book is not based on real 
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people or events, it is very authentic in terms of my experiences there and my impressions of the 
country. 

2. What would you like people to take from your work? 
First an appreciation, or at least an understanding that the rest of the world is not Canada with a 
different name and flag. Other countries really are very different from ours, and what seems strange 
or weird to us, is really just normal life for them. Too many North Americans will comment on the 
differences and what they see as ‘doing things the wrong way’ right to the face of someone who 
simply doesn’t know any different. Different isn’t wrong, it is simply different. It’s best to hold your 
comments and opinions until you have come to know the culture and traditions of another 
people. Try to see the country through their eyes before making a comparison, and realize that all 
you are seeing and experiencing is ‘normal’. 
  
Then there is the message of the story itself: the desire to make a change in your life for the 
better. Not necessarily a better standard of living, but a change within yourself. Look deeply and 
honestly into yourself and see what in your life you would need to change to make yourself a better 
person and the world a better place. What is stopping you from making that change; what fears or 
challenges bar your way?  Is it worth paying the price to make the change? 

3. Give us a little insight into the background of the story? 
The book takes place in contemporary Eastern Europe, primarily in Ukraine and Romania.  While 
very few places are named, all are based on real places and reflect the Ukraine I experienced 
myself (minus the Mafia in hot pursuit).  

4. What kind of experience could I provide my book club that would give them some 
insight into the characters and their experiences? 
Food there is very basic and for many families bread is the filler for most meals.  While we often 
think of cabbage rolls and pirogues as typical Ukrainian food, they do not eat them as often as we 
might think. Living in Ukraine you would often eat kasha (similar to buckwheat), rice, and 
potatoes. Meat, except for sausage is not eaten often due to the expense, though you might get a 
bit of goose meat in a stew or soup from time to time. Borscht is a staple, but there are many 
varieties of it and it often has a dollop of sour cream added to make it a bit richer. Candy and 
chocolate are abundant and the local varieties, in my opinion, are far better than anything else 
found anywhere! The most common of all snacks seems to be sunflower seeds, sold in small bags 
and still in the shell. To watch a Ukrainian eat sunflower seeds is to witness an art form!  

5. What are a few important questions for discussion to get us started? 
How would you react to being in Michael’s shoes, alone in a foreign country that only a day ago 
you could not have found on a map?  
What would it be like to go off the beaten track, to travel and live as a Ukrainian rather than as a 
Canadian tourist in Ukraine? 
Would you have made a decision as big as Dmitri did?   
What would you be willing to sacrifice to obtain what you have always wanted from life?   
If you were to be put in Youlya’s position, what would you have done? 
In what ways to Michael and Dmitri help and hinder each other? 
  



  

6. Give me a little insider info about you in relation to this book.  
The book grew out of my love for Ukraine and its people. I spent more than six months living there 
over a span of about 15 trips, and in all that time I only spent two nights in hotels. I stayed, slept, 
and ate with families in Ukraine, Moldova, and along the Romanian border. Though far from fluent 
in the language, over time I began to be able to read and understand a bit of the language, enough 
to sometimes get the gist of a conversation, if not the details, or to understand the basic ideas 
expressed in a song I heard on the radio. I also had opportunity to buy my own tickets and order 
food and shop by myself from time-to-time.  
  
My greatest joy, on about my 6th trip, was when I stepped off a train very late one cold, snowy 
January night. A dark figure came running up to the train tunnel I was standing in, gave me a big 
hug, and loudly proclaimed in English, “Welcome home!”. On another occasion a teacher in her 
mid-twenties I’d come to know well had someone translate into English a card she’d written for 
me.  At the bottom of the card she’d written “I wish you were my father’. 
  
In writing the book I wanted not only to tell a story, but also, in some small way, to give the reader a 
bit of a glimpse into life in Ukraine, and through a few of the less-sinister locals to show the warmth 
and hospitality I experienced myself in travelling and staying in the country. 
  
In essence, my research was living and working with Ukrainians themselves.  

7. What are your writing habits, philosophies,  superstitions? 
My philosophy in writing is to have fun doing it. I tried to write a story I would have liked to read 
myself. To some my writing might be a bit old-fashioned in that I have little violence, and no love 
scenes. I wanted the book to be something I wouldn’t mind sharing with my children, my mom, 
and my grandchildren. In some ways it is a throw-back to the books I read as a teenager. 
  
I tried to write a little bit every night, at more or less the same time. Some nights nothing would 
come at all, other nights it was like the story was telling itself and all I was doing was recording 
what was happening.  
  
As for superstitions, I don’t think I have any, but I suppose that’s what everyone claims! 
 


