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The smell of human excrement and urine affronted my nostrils each time I entered the Neurosurgical Regional hospital in Odessa, Ukraine. It was so powerful that no amount of Clorox, ammonia, or antiseptic could disguise it. 
	It was present in hallways but more pronounced in hospital rooms. I associate this smell with death. Death was a constant companion on my visits. Almost every day, someone passed, considering that most patients in that hospital underwent some type of brain surgery. In the sixties, USSR was far behind in medical treatment than the rest of the West. 
Death, like an invisible cloak, hung in the hospital’s corridors giving off its distinctly sickly-sweet odor. I can easily recognize it whenever I attend a funeral. The scent of death is etched in the neurological pathways of my brain forever. 
	My visits to the hospital are not necessarily associated with sad memories. I was there to see my parents. Papa was there recovering from a massive brain surgery, which almost killed him, and Mama was nursing him back to health. Not having a choice, she had to quit her job to do it. Leaving Papa alone in a hospital 122.5 miles away in the hands of uncaring medical personnel was a death sentence. 
	The free Socialized medicine of the Soviet Union was nothing to brag about. Seeing a specialist took weeks or months, not to mention that receiving excellent care from a knowledgeable practitioner in many instances required lots of money. Bribery was the norm in the USSR. Many doctors accepted it, risking their lives. When caught, they paid a heavy price for corruption, losing their license, and going to prison. 
	It was a miracle that Papa didn’t end up in a looney bin because his disease strangely presented itself. He started to forget where he was going, talked to himself, and imagined he was cutting cloth while sitting in a chair or lying in bed. Papa was a tailor by profession and a fashion designer by heart. His clientele was in awe.
	When Mama and I noticed Papa’s unusual behavior, we also observed him dragging his left foot behind as he walked. It became of great concern to us, and Mama addressed the issue first with a pediatrician who lived in our apartment building and was a family friend.
	Alexandra Borisovna spent a long time one on one with Papa, and when she came out, the look on her face was that of concern and worry. Mama followed her out the door, and when she returned, she told me, “Alexandra Borisovna thinks that something is wrong with Papa’s brain.”
	The following day Mama took Papa to a local doctor who examined and admitted him into the clinic for observation, and as days went on, Papa’s condition worsened. When my older sister visited, he stopped recognizing Mama and me. Thankfully, he knew who Charna was, and with her help, Mama and Papa boarded the train to Odessa to see a specialist at a mental institution. 
	The three-hour-long trip did him in. Someone must’ve looked over Papa because they had to carry him off the train on a stretcher. He was comatose. The psychiatrist examined and refused to admit Papa. He said, “This one isn’t my patient. You better transport him to the Neurological Hospital.”
	It all happened too fast. One day Papa was home, and the next, he was far away. I missed my beloved parent. He was my rock and a knight in shining armor, a safe harbor in time of personal upheaval. Suddenly, at fourteen, I was alone taking care of myself and my two somewhat domesticated cats.
Mama had to go with Papa to take care of him. I didn’t judge her because I understood how hard it was for her to choose her husband over her daughter. For a year, I lived overcoming the fear of being alone. I even nailed heavy blankets on the windows to make myself feel safer. The neighborhood kids, who knew about my predicament, made my life miserable. They knocked on my windows after dark, making me jump with fright. But I survived.
Every Saturday, like a fine-tuned clock, I boarded the train to Odessa. Seeing my parents was the highlight of my week and the fuel that kept me going. Papa’s slow recovery gave me hope and strength to beat all odds, including the stench of death and everything else.  	 

