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When Mama told Nina that they were 
leaving Veselgrad for America, Nina 
couldn’t wait to tell her dragon.

Every morning, Nina and Mama followed the stone wall over the bridge and 
around the twisting streets of Titograd. And every morning Mama said, 
“Not so fast, Nina!”

And Nina said, “Not so slow, Mama!”

4 5



where she danced with Deda,

painted flowers with Baka,

Then Mama went to work. And Nina ran her hand along 
the wall until she reached her Baka and Deda’s house,

and cuddled with her furry friends.
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Every morning was the same until one day Mama said, “We are moving 
to America.” 

She did not want to say goodbye.

And Nina did not know what to say.
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And when it was time to say goodbye, Nina 
couldn’t find her dragon.

Soon Nina and Mama stepped into a car, 

then on a train, 

then on an airplane.
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In America, Nina and Mama 
followed a new wall.

This time Mama said, “Not so 
slow, Nina!”

And Nina said, “Not so fast, 
Mama.”
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A girl named Maria handed her a piece of chalk.
At school, the teacher nudged Nina to the front of the classroom. 

Nina wanted to tell everyone about the donkey, the cat and the long wall 
back home. But she didn’t know all the words. 
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At school, Nina tried to explain the wall to her teacher. 
But she did not know the words. Her teacher gave her a piece 
of chalk and motioned toward the board. So Nina drew.         

Nina drew. She drew and drew until her wall stretched from one side to the other.
Her teacher wrote the word WALL on the board right where the sun was supposed 
to be. Nina frowned.

A girl named Maria handed Nina a piece of chalk.

Nina tried to show the class how she danced with Deda. Everybody 
but Maria laughed at her.

Then the teacher handed 
Nina a note for her mother. 
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That night, Nina wondered, 
“Why did Mama call this place 
home?”

After school, Nina hugged Mama tight.
“I’m so glad you are home.” said Mama.
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The next day, Nina got a letter from Baka and Deda. She tore open the envelope 
and started to read. The old letters began to mix with the new. 

Nina traced her fingers over the letters, imagining Deda writing them. 

She twirled to the door and 
stepped outside.
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She closed her eyes and her 
feet began to move. She twirled 
around the room, wishing 
Deda was pulling her around in 
circles with him again. 



Her heart beat very fast and she began to run. She could not 
wait to see Baka and Deda again.

At first she walked alongside the wall. Her heart beat faster. 

She quickened her pace. Her stride turned 
into a run and her run into a race. 

                                                
If she followed the new wall far enough,  
it might lead her back to the old one, and 

If she left right now, she might be able to make it in time for dinner. She could not wait to see Baka and Deda again.
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the old one might lead her back to her old home.



She ran and she ran until she couldn’t catch her breath and 
her legs wobbled, and then . . .
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A hand reached out to help her up. 

Nina knew that hand. 

She knew the face. 

“Are  you okay?” the girl asked, “My name is Maria.”

She took Maria’s hand, and when they rounded the corner, they could 
hear Mama shouting, “Nina!”
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The next day after school, Maria came to Nina’s house. Together they drew 
with Baka’s paints and crayons. 

Nina drew the sunshine and the garden. She drew Baka’s hug and Deda’s 
dance. 

Nina and Maria drew all of the important things and they smiled, because 

those were the things they did not want to forget. 
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endpaperendpaper

Now every morning on the way to school, Maria waits 
for Nina by the wall. 

And Mama says, “Not so fast, Nina!”

Then Nina says, “Not so slow, Mama!”
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A Note from the Author/Illustrator

When I was six years old my mother and I emigrated from what was then known as 
Titograd, Yugoslavia. My mother told me that we were going to America where life 
would be better. I never knew why I needed a better life.  Just like Nina, everyday in 
the old country I followed a stone wall from my  mother’s work to the home of an 
elderly couple that I loved and called Baka and Deda (grandma and grandpa). And 
just like Nina, I had to leave them behind when I moved to America. 

In the new country I saw a not so similar wall that seemed to go on forever in my 
mind. This wall was filled with graffiti and although it looked different from the 
stone wall in the old country, I would imagine that if I followed it far enough  it 
would eventually lead to the old wall and the old wall would lead me home to Baka 
and Deda. 

Fun fact: My aunt sent us a roll of toilet paper when we lived in the old country and 
I used it to draw pictures on. It made a great continuous storyboard and I filled each 
square with pictures!

Another fun fact: In an effort to teach me English, my teacher would draw pictures 
and write the words on the chalkboard. And I would spend my time drawing more     
pictures rather than trying to learn the words. When school became a little scary, 
drawing pictures was my escape.

One more fun fact: I eventually went back to the old country for a visit but that was    
after 40 years. It was like a puzzle trying to find where I used to live. There had been 
a war there in the 1990s and the name of the country, Yugoslavia, no longer existed. 
It  was split into several countries. The name of the city, Titograd, was also changed. I 
was now from Podgorica, Montenegro. Even the name of the street that I used to live 
on was different. But the numbers were the same. Baka and Deda were not there and 
their house was gone. But the stone wall was still there and I followed it.
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