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Translator’s note


One of the characters in this novel is a city, the place that we now call Lviv, in western Ukraine. But over the course of the stormy twentieth century this particular city changed its nationality and name a number of times. Before the First World War it was Lemberg, in Galicia, the northernmost province of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, a territory that Poland had lost in 1772 at the time of its first partition. After the First World War, Galicia was restored to newly independent Poland, and the city was renamed Lwów. When the Second World War broke out in 1939, Polish Lwów was occupied by the Soviets, but then in July 1941, the Germans captured it. In the summer of 1944, the Red Army recaptured it; when the war ended, in 1945, the eastern part of Poland was incorporated into the Soviet republic of Ukraine, and the city became Lvov, the Russian version of its name. Finally, when the Soviet Union collapsed and Ukraine became an independent country, it gained its present, Ukrainian name, Lviv.


Polish literature generally retains the Polish versions of proper names, regardless of historical period, and so in the original text of this novel, Żanna Słoniowska has called the city “Lwów” throughout. That’s no challenge for the Polish reader, who is likely to know the history of Lviv, as a former and much-loved Polish city. The story is firmly set there, but as it moves between historical periods, I have chosen to use the Polish name, Lwów, when the historical context demands it, the Russian name, Lvov, for the era of Soviet Ukraine, and the Ukrainian name, Lviv, for that of post-Soviet, independent Ukraine.


*


Here are some key dates and basic information to help the reader with some of the historical events mentioned in the novel.


• 1918–19: the Polish–Ukrainian War. After the dissolution of Austria–Hungary, newly independent Poland fought against the West Ukrainian People’s Republic for control of eastern Galicia. There was fierce fighting in Lwów, famously between the Ukrainian Sich Riflemen, and the Polish Defenders of Lwów, who included the teenage soldiers known as the “Eaglets”. Legendary heroes to their own sides, they were buried in the city’s Yanivksy and Lychakiv cemeteries respectively, places that have retained their patriotic significance (though to the Poles Lychakiv is Łyczaków, and in this book the name also features as the Soviet era, Russian Lychakov).


• 1918–39: the Second Polish Republic. Lwów was Poland’s third largest city, with a mixed population of Poles, Ukrainians and Jews (who made up a quarter of the population). Polish discrimination against the Ukrainians meant the closure of Ukrainian schools and universities that had flourished under the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and Ukrainians were deprived of opportunities to advance their careers.


• 1939–45: the Second World War.


° 1939–41: Soviet occupation.


° 1941 – July 1944: German occupation. With Nazi encouragement, the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (the U.P.A., known as the banderovtsy – “Bandera’s men”, after the Ukrainian nationalist movement leader Stepan Bandera), carried out pogroms against the Poles in Wołyń (Volhynia) and eastern Galicia, the provinces adjacent to Lwów. Meanwhile, in 1941, the city’s Jews were massacred by the Nazis.


° July 1944: Soviets recapture the city.


° 1945: The city becomes Lvov, in the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic. Poland’s borders are shifted west and, as well as Lwów, it loses the city of Wilno (Lithuanian Vilnius), but gains the “Recovered Territories”, formerly part of eastern Germany, including the cities of Danzig (Gdańsk) and Breslau (Wrocław). The citizens of Poland’s lost eastern territory gradually move west. Poland becomes the Polish People’s Republic under a socialist government loyal to Moscow.


• August 1991: Dissolution of the Soviet Union. Ukraine becomes an independent country and holds its first presidential election in December. The city that was Soviet Lvov is now Ukrainian Lviv. Soviet era dissident and independence campaigner Viacheslav Chornovil runs for president, but is defeated by former communist head of state Leonid Kravchuk.


• 2004: The Orange Revolution peaceful protest rejects pro-Russia president Viktor Yanukovych in favour of Viktor Yushchenko, but in 2010 Yanukovych is re-elected.


• November 2013 – February 2014: Euromaidan protests in central Kiev against Yanukovych’s rejection of an E.U. Association Agreement in favour of closer ties with Russia. The violent civil unrest that takes place in mid-January claims ninety-eight lives. Yanukovych flees the country and is replaced by pro-E.U. president Petro Poroshenko.


ANTONIA LLOYD-JONES


London, 2017




“You suspect,” Stephen retorted with a sort of half laugh, “that I may be important because I belong to the faubourg Saint-Patrice called Ireland for short.”


“I would go a step farther,” Mr Bloom insinuated.


“But I suspect,” Stephen interrupted, “that Ireland must be important because it belongs to me.”


JAMES JOYCE, Ulysses




To me, the word “Mama” is not an image, but a sound. It starts in the stomach, moves through the lungs and the larynx to the windpipe, and sticks in the throat. “You are devoid of musical talent,” she often said to me, and so I never sing. Yet the voice that is born deep inside me is her voice, a mezzo-soprano. In fact, when I was inside her, I thought that voice belonged to me, but once I was born, I found it was hers alone. This musical separation of ours lasted twelve years, until the day she died. For a long time after there was nothing, no sound, no colour, just a hole right through by the shoulder blade. And when I finally grew up, I realised that now it was she who was inside me. Now she can’t see anything. She is just a voice again, a beautiful mezzo-soprano, while I stand in vain before the mirror, opening my mouth and trying to bring it out of me.




Death


On the day of her death, her voice rang out, drowning many other, raucous sounds. Yet death, her death, was not a sound, but a colour. They brought her body home wrapped in a large, blue-and-yellow flag – the flag of a country that did not yet exist on any map of the world. She was tightly shrouded in it, like an Egyptian mummy, though in one spot on the surface a dark, blood-red stain was breaking through. As I stood and stared at that stain, I was struck by the feeling that someone had made a mistake. At school they’d explained to us that every flag is red, because they’re all steeped in the blood of heroes. They told us the story of the worker who was shot dead when he came onto the street to fight for his rights with a white flag – when the gendarmes fired their bullets, his blood dyed the fabric red. But since then everything had changed, and now I knew that the colour red more often brought terror than liberation. And yet, as I stood over Mama’s body, I couldn’t help thinking that red would have been more fitting.


The red flag was solemn and tragic, but the blue-and-yellow one was relaxed and kitschy. It made me think of a hot summer’s day, of a rural rest in the fields. Mama said the blue was the sky and the yellow was the corn. There are moments in life when strange, if not highly incongruous, thoughts occur. If Mama had known what I was thinking then, she’d have been horrified. And so, seconds later, when the men who’d brought her home unwound the flag to show us the ragged wound near her shoulder blade, I stopped focusing on the colours and started to think about her skin. Mama used to undress in front of a tall mirror, never making me feel in the least embarrassed, and then she’d stand there naked, examining herself, often singing as she did so. I would sit nearby, visually stroking her white, freckled skin, her small, firm breasts, and her long legs coated in little red hairs. She was my own personal Snow Queen, as well as all the naked Venuses and clothed Madonnas rolled into one from the albums on the bookshelves. Her body spoke of the fact that it was indeed the spirit, and it would have been perfect, if not for a certain flaw. On her back, near her left shoulder blade, there was a satin-white impression the size of a maple leaf – the only bit of her skin that had no freckles, it looked like a crookedly sewn-on patch. I realised it was a defect, but I loved it best of all. I often asked Mama where it came from. “It’s the scar from an enemy bullet,” she’d say with a laugh. When I was very small, I took this answer seriously, and imagined the enemies of our system chasing her one dark evening, setting dogs on her, Mama hiding in a phone booth, and the bullet coming through the glass and smashing it into a thousand sharp, glittering slivers, hailing down on her body as it slumped torpidly to the ground. But the truth was different: when she was a little girl, a chain of moles had appeared on her back, something like the birthmark Gorbachev had on his forehead, and the doctors had decided to remove them. That was how the satin hollow came to be there.


So when her body was brought home, wrapped in the Ukrainian flag and unveiled before our eyes, my second thought was of that same bit of her skin. A real bullet had hit her right, freckled shoulder blade, and I realised that by doing so it had brought about a certain symmetry between the satin hollow on the left and the gaping hole on the right. Just like my thought about the flag, this particular thought definitely was not appropriate to the situation. So I stood tense and motionless in the main room where, despite the glaring sunlight, every lamp was on, trying to wipe out all these unpalatable associations. This made a totally blank, white space appear in my head – like the freckle-free impression in her skin, but I had no idea if it was in the left or right hemisphere of my brain. It was July 1988, and my mother had been killed in the unequal fight against Soviet totalitarianism.


*


On the day of her funeral, it felt as though the sound of the military band was going to blow the ornate façades off the houses on our street. The first notes opened many windows, revealing the faces of people who seemed to be expecting an earthquake or similar calamity.


“For me a public holiday means the sound of a brass band,” Mama always used to say, on May 1 or November 7, as we pushed our way through the cordons of militiamen standing in the city centre to find our place on the tribune. Those Soviet parades were the only mass gatherings that did not prompt blind fear in me. There were balloons, hand-held flags, and in particular there was undeniable order, decreed from above. Today’s crowd was quite another matter. If there had been a biblical deluge, it would have looked like this. And with no escape either. I stood at a closed first-floor window as the human torrent surged higher and higher. There was an open coffin drifting on it, with Mama lying inside.


Opposite our house was a militia station, and several uniformed officers were crowded onto a rounded balcony at exactly the level of my window. What if one of them raises his gun and aims it at me, I thought. What an idle fantasy! I’d have died instead of Mama without demur, but I was well aware that on the day of reckoning they’d give a dozen like me for one of her. She was great. She wanted to die. She succeeded.


The river of unfamiliar heads was moving, sighing, murmuring. Its every motion was harnessed to the fear jumping inside me. It had the power to swallow me. In the crowd there were pregnant-looking middle-aged women swathed in calf-length overcoats and grey shawls. I knew what they were hiding under their clothing. There were also men dressed in black, with sticks like fishing rods poking from under their arms. I could guess what that meant. And at the same time I had no idea who these people were, or what they could have had to do with Mama. With her mezzo-soprano voice and her collection of all the world’s operas on L.P. records, with her fair complexion, her very long, almond-shaped fingernails, and her habit of reading at table. She had never invited them home, nor had they attended her concerts. They had not exchanged greetings in the street, nor had they been for coffee together at the Armianka. They had not worked with her, or brought her those manuscripts that had to be read at night. But now here they were, weeping and wailing as though a branch had been cut from their tree! Yesterday, a strange woman had rung our doorbell to ask what time the farewell to “our Marianna” would start.


Were they guilty of her death?


I adamantly refused to take part in the funeral. I stood by the window until the last young fellow with a fishing rod had disappeared around the corner of a building resembling an ocean liner, the noise of trumpets had dissolved in the air, and just a few crushed packets of Orbit cigarettes remained on the cobblestones. I turned away from the window and went to play the piano – nobody but me would have called that cacophony playing. Except for Great-Granma. We spent that day in her room, without exchanging a word. In the breaks between exercises, I could hear her scratching the wall with her yellow, manicured fingers, and the sound of the tree growing in our courtyard.


Aba – my grandmother – came home in the afternoon, with dark red rings around her eyes, in which I detected a newly taken decision to devote her whole life to me from now on. This is what she told me about the funeral.


The wave of people carrying Mama’s coffin towards Lychakov cemetery kept growing. By the time its head was half way down Pekarska Street and the student doctors had started to join it from each medical school building in turn, its tail end was still winding its way through Halytska Square. The rumours said that militia units were already in wait near the cemetery, but how could that possibly have influenced the flow of the tsunami? When it came to be roughly parallel with the Anatomical Museum, where for many years the hands of the city’s official hangman had slumbered in a jar of formalin, impervious to every change of regime, the band stopped playing Chopin. Nor did they play the usual Soviet marches. What happened was that the trumpeters struck up the forbidden Ukrainian anthem, “The Red Viburnum”:




“We’ll raise the red viburnum with jubilant refrain,


Rejoicing in the triumph of glorious Ukraine!”





Gradually the trumpets were joined by singing – dramatic and bad. The women produced icons from under their coats and up flew the faces of Saint George and Saint Nicholas, and the Archangel Michael too, pallid from many years of lying in cellars and attics.


“Shame on Marianna’s assassins!” someone shouted.


“Shaaaame!” a thousand voices bellowed back.


“Shall we avenge her death?”


“We swear to avenge it!”


As though to confirm these words, the men with fishing rods cautiously began to shake them, revealing the proscribed blue-and-yellow flags attached to them. The cortège kept moving forwards, inexorably approaching the three arches of the main cemetery gateway. On Mechnykov Street, at right angles to Pekarska, the trams had already been suspended, and all along the cemetery wall a chain of militiamen had been deployed, shielded by a row of armoured cars. Heedlessly, the demonstrators kept surging forwards.


The moment the coffin-bearers drew level with the tramlines, the conductor of the band, a small, bald gentleman, swiftly raised his large hands skywards. This sign was interpreted instantly – the people began to croon another banned hymn, “The Glory and Freedom of Ukraine Has Not Yet Died”.


The militiamen seemed to have been waiting for this moment too. Obeying the sign, they began to wrestle the icons from the women’s hands and the flags from the men’s. In turn, this galvanised the men in black leatherette jackets, holding large Alsatian dogs on leads – they rushed after those who had fled down side streets, hiding their coloured cloths in their coat fronts and discarding their rods on the run. The ones who were caught were packed into vehicles.


Aba could not forget a boy with a banner who, seeking to escape, had battled his way to a phone box, but as there was already someone inside it, he had jumped onto the roof. Feeling safe up there, he set the flagpole between his feet and gaily began to give the militiamen the finger. A man in black barked a sharp command, and seconds later a trained dog was also on the roof of the phone box. But Aba hadn’t had a chance to see how this scene ended before the cortège entered the cemetery grounds and, passing the graves of the great Ukrainian opera singer Solomiya Krushelnytska, the Polish writer Maria Konopnicka and the Ukrainian poet Ivan Franko, headed up the hill. With black rings around his eyes today, the independence leader Viacheslav Maximovich Chornovil walked in step with the coffin the entire way. For the first time in his life he seemed not to notice that his people were being hounded by dogs, beaten with truncheons and taken into custody. On he strode, staring straight ahead. He must have been considering the fact that he, not Marianna, had been the intended victim.


Few people actually reached the grave site, apart from those who knew Marianna in person. From here, on a rise, they could see the vandalised Eaglets’ Cemetery, the number seven tram loop and the secluded villas on Pohulyanka Street.


“The Ukrainian people can be proud of their daughter Marianna, who sacrificed her life for them,” said Chornovil solemnly, and it never crossed anyone’s mind to mention that Mama wasn’t an ethnic Ukrainian.


“Her killers think they have silenced our song. But even today they could hear for themselves that its sound is growing louder!” Just then, as if in spiteful mockery of his words, militia sirens began to howl from below: the demonstrators were still being driven away. A white crane glided across the pure July firmament. Today, Mama was no longer wrapped in a flag – a piece of cloth steeped in blood was laid over her like a sheet. The gravediggers closed the coffin and carefully began to lower it into the ground. That was when Aba burst into tears. Much later I found out what she had been thinking at that moment – just as a pregnant woman becomes lighter when she finally gives birth, a mother who surrenders her child to the earth starts to weigh less too. Perhaps that was why she managed to descend the steep cemetery paths unaided, down to the point where some large orange vehicles marked “Water” were gushing generous fountains onto the battlefield. Her legs, bent by rheumatoid arthritis into an ugly arc, moved with more energy than usual. They were hurrying back to me.


Something else happened that day too – I had my first period. Despite the expectations, instead of a majestic flow of purple and crimson rain, two meagre, dirty-brown streaks stained my underwear. The world seemed a different place from the one I had imagined it to be.




Boxes


Much later on I found out that I was not the only deserter from Mama’s funeral. And it has nothing to do with bogus friends from the theatre, or with somebody who didn’t show up because they were afraid for their life. It concerns a man who was just as ready as I to share every last drop of his own blood with her. It concerns Mykola.


He was with the funeral cortège until it reached half way down Pekarska Street, when he slipped away down a side street that crossed Mayakovsky Street, and then Zelena. He lived on Leo Tolstoy Street. There were old oaks growing the entire length of it, like trusses supporting the vault of an invisible temple; to his mind it was a far more suitable place to mourn Marianna than the crowded procession heading to the cemetery.


For years he had thought of the neglected villa on Tolstoy Street as a human body: the two-room flat on the ground floor that he had known since birth was the abdomen; the studio in the basement, inherited a few years ago from his father, was the area below the belt; and the attic, which long ago had determined the direction of his professional interests, was the head. There was also the first floor, where the neighbours had their flat – he ignored this bit when he thought about the house. Now, he suddenly realised, he would never be able to tell Marianna the story of what had happened in the attic, and it felt as though the sniper’s bullet were ripping his head apart instead of her chest.


He unlocked the gate, went down the steps, pushed one, a second and a third door open, switched on the light, and lay down on the sofa, which was covered with an old woollen rug. The untouched surface of the paperboard on the easel, the dark lake of vinyl on the record player, the even darker sea of the battered grand piano, the gull wings of books lying with their spines upwards – everything was the same as usual.


Death is like a basement full of sketches, he thought. When I die, they’ll find nothing but sketches in my studio – as though I’d never finished anything. And an old piano, which I played pretty badly.


Loud knocking resounded from the floor above. Someone upstairs was banging on the floor with a heavy object.


“Not now!” he shouted irritably.


But the banging did not cease; it was steady and insistent. He counted to ten and screamed: “Stop it, Mother! I’m not hungry!”


On one wall of the studio hung the photograph of a young woman, with a look in her sparkling eyes that said any moment now she’d ascend to heaven – it was not Marianna.


Struck by a thought, he stood up, went over to the wall, took down the photograph and put it on the table. Then he set a ladder against the bookcase, and from the top shelf he started to fetch down some boxes coated with dark material. Inside them were some photographs, categorised and captioned. He took them out and tossed them on the table, which was soon covered in scraps of faces, full on and in profile, hands and feet – for a while he shuffled the pictures like cards. Soon he had shrouded them in a quivering cobweb of ash from the cigarettes he had smoked.


The photograph of the woman ready for her ascension ended up in the middle. She had just the same dark and sparkling eyes as he did, a touch too widely set apart, and just the same thick, strong hair. Back then, in 1988, Mykola had a crew cut, but as the empire gradually collapsed, it had grown longer and longer, like his mother’s long, straight hair, which she liked to comb upwards, shaping it into something resembling a pile of silk.


Around it, like the rays of the sun, he spread out seven pictures of himself from junior school days. In every one, even from the official class albums, he was slightly goggle-eyed, making a face or sticking out his tongue. As he looked at them, he couldn’t help thinking that he’d been rather a backward child – in the Soviet Union, kids like that were kept locked up, and the mildly handicapped ones were sent to ordinary schools under the pretence that they weren’t at all different from the other children.


He surrounded the childhood portraits with some later photographs of his mother, who in time had dropped the biblical expectations, and had also let herself run to fat. He had a soft spot for one of her portraits, in which she was standing on top of a mountain with her arms spread wide, as though announcing to all the world that she’d received it as a gift, and this gesture was to ratify an act of permanent ownership. In a way it was true – she was from the Carpathian Mountains, and her family home was on this one, a few hundred metres below, the house she had left to go to college in Lvov, where she’d met Mykola’s father. At her feet he placed his father’s likeness, in complete reversal of the real state of affairs.


His father’s long arms and legs barely fitted within the frame, and Mykola had inherited his build. His father’s gaze – cheerless even in his youth – looked as though it had the power to blow out the walls and ceiling of the studio. His portrait too Mykola surrounded with photographs of himself as a child playing the fool. Funny faces had been one of the few forms of protest at his disposal against the merciless rules of life that were imposed on him: no going out with his friends, just studying and playing the piano; when his father wasn’t home, the law was kept by his browbeaten mother. Years later Mykola had understood that she too lived in a form of captivity: she was suffocating amid the solid houses of an alien city and in long queues at the shops. They only led a different life in the holidays, when the two of them took the suburban train into the Carpathians, to his mother’s home village, where they donned rucksacks and climbed the mountain, which Mykola also regarded as his personal property, despite the lack of a photograph to prove it.


This time the knocking sounded nearer – she was downstairs, at his door. He sighed, stubbed out his cigarette and went to open it. There she stood, holding a tray with a bowl of soup and some thick slices of bread. Her faded flowery dress and felt slippers contrasted with her tidy pile of hair – in old age she had grown even rounder, and in her eyes she had cultivated a new, insatiable desire for possession – just one mountain was not enough for her by now.


“They’ve been setting dogs on the people at Lychakov cemetery and piling them into militia vans,” she said in a tearful tone.


Without a word he took the tray and shut the door in her face.


Gradually the collage evolved into a heap – he had tired of arranging the pictures, and had started tossing them out of the boxes in any old order: his set designs, rehearsals with actors, Crimean landscapes and the city’s historic buildings. At one point, a set of photographs dropped out featuring a gaunt young man in bell-bottom jeans from the era when he’d stopped asking his father for permission to go outside and spent day after day in Valery Bortiakov’s studio at the Polish People’s Theatre. There he would sketch, cut the pieces for stained-glass windows, and help to build the sets.


From the ceiling a pair of empty eye sockets gazed calmly down at the chaos on the table; secretly he called his father’s plaster death mask “The Eye of Providence”.


He thought back to this morning. A fellow had been taking pictures of Marianna lying in her open coffin. It was quite unreal: there before his eyes the woman he loved was becoming her own monument, a stiff sculpture stripped of intimacy, and wrapped in the national flag no less. When he saw this he felt two contradictory desires: to lie down beside her, and to get the hell out of there. He was sure she deserved a monument, but he’d have preferred a different one, not visible to the eye, but composed purely of sounds – not so much a monument in fact as a place where the air vibrated, imbued with arias sung by her that would start over again as soon as they ended, without tiring, without a break, without applause. The idea of this invisible tombstone cheered him up a bit, but then it occurred to him that if she had had to go so soon, she might at least have left her voice behind. If there had been some miraculous way to save it, he’d have become its depositary, he’d have preserved it here, in his studio, because most of all he had tried to touch her voice and to possess it by touching Marianna. His fantasies carried him further still, as he imagined running into her house, seizing the coffin, and wresting that matchless voice from non-existence, hiding it under his coat, dashing home with it, eluding militiamen and patriots on the way, and then shutting himself away with it for ever in the basement: it seemed he was a deviant for whom a mere part of his favourite woman would suffice.


A gust of wind blew in at the window, sweeping some of the photographs to the floor – twisted in a heap, they lay there like unwanted items – this brought back an even sharper image of the body in the open coffin and the photographer trying to record something that was already hard and still. He remembered Marianna’s nipples stiffening beneath his hands, and it occurred to him that death is a lover with no inhibitions or mercy.


One more cigarette was smoked down to the filter, one more stub was planted in the ashtray flower bed. Straight after, Mykola gathered all the photographs from the table and the floor, put them into a canvas bag and replaced the empty boxes on the shelf. He counted them: ten boxes, with about a hundred photographs in each. Ten boxes, a thousand pictures, his entire life to date. One more, the eleventh, was left untouched: instead of prints it contained old-fashioned photographic plates – he had found them in the attic long ago, they were part of the personal legend he’d never told to Marianna. Then he picked up the bag, took it out to the yard, tipped its contents into a rusty refuse bin and set it on fire.


The small bonfire of rubbish was a thrill for the women living on the first floor, the neighbours whom Mykola ignored. Up on the balcony, they rested their bosoms on the shabby balustrade and watched him in silent condemnation. He stood with his back to them, facing the bin, as streams of dark smoke rose from it. He was thinking of the fact that he had never taken a single photograph of Marianna.




Doors


Every evening Great-Granma locked the front door according to her own elaborate ritual, as if she believed she could protect us from uninvited guests like the ones who had called at her home in 1937, taking her husband away with them for ever. She never revisited that story, though Aba regularly reminded us of it: “That evening they rang the doorbell. Papa said it was a mistake and he’d be right back, kissed me goodbye, and left with the strangers. I never saw him again.”


It had happened in Leningrad, where Aba and Great-Granma were living before the war. It’s no surprise that at an early age I developed fears of an unexpected ring at the door.


And so Great-Granma always checked first to make sure the outside door, painted in a dark colour, was securely slammed shut, then she turned the key in the lock twice, hung up a solid metal chain and sealed it with another, white, door which she locked too, but with a different key. This arrangement couldn’t be opened from the outside, which used to annoy Mama, who liked to come home late, and either had to wake the entire household, or have Great-Granma stay up for hours, waiting for her return.


Each of us had our own set of keys: the long thin one sang falsetto and opened the dark door; the short one with an unusual rounded end sighed in a bass tone and dealt with the downstairs gate; the flat, modern one fitted the letter box and was plainly incapable of producing any sound at all. Only Great-Granma had a key to the white door, and nobody knew where she kept it during the daytime.


This door caused me dreadful anguish. Double-locked, chained and bolted, it aggravated my sense of insecurity, as though I were inside a besieged fortress, and if only single-locked it scattered seeds of danger, seeming to expose us to the invasion of strangers with the power to destroy our world.


The dark, outer door was lightweight. I was capable of giving it a violent slam to express my daily, quite understandable, emotions – I’d be furious with Aba when she told me to dress up warmer before leaving the house. The dark door had a “Judas trap” in it, a round peephole made of plain glass, covered on the inside with a small piece of threadbare fabric. Great-Granma perceived dangers in it as well: for one thing, as soon as the little curtain was raised, the person on the other side would notice that he was being watched, or would know there was someone at home, and for another, as Great-Granma saw it, he had the chance to attack through the peephole.


“First just make a tiny chink, to be sure if it’s a strange man or one of ours,” she taught me. “A strange man might shove a metal rod through the glass and you’ll end up losing an eye!”


The stranger was always male.


If someone buzzed our intercom, we had to run out onto the balcony and look to see who was at the main front door, and if it was someone unfamiliar, we had to shout: “Who do you want?”


It was an intimidation strategy. The person down in the street didn’t immediately realise where the voice was coming from, and in bewilderment, staring like a blind man, would start looking for the questioner. Being a floor higher up gave us an advantage, enabling us to repel the attack by saying: “No such person lives here!”


There were frequent mistakes, which caused Aba and Great-Granma immense distress. Suppose a man came along looking for somebody called Pavel Ivanovich Petrov. Nothing out of the ordinary, but you could hear the tension in their voices at once. They’d spend ages wondering who the stranger might be and what it all portended – nothing good, of course.


We lived right in the city centre, and quite often someone would start banging on our door at night. The bell ringing unexpectedly, when we were already in bed, was as thunderous as the trumpets of angels heralding Judgement Day, and cut off the soft domestic past from the violent present like a knife. It could be them, and they had absolute power over people, free rein to do anything at all to them – kidnap them, kill or torture them. The servants of darkness were bound to be dressed in black.


The white, night-time door was doleful, imbued with melancholy. It moved heavily on its hinges, gave out a dull noise, and had no peephole, and the long key was difficult to turn in the lock. If I got up in the middle of the night and saw that the white door was shut, I was seized with a sense of despair and claustrophobia. Its uniform surface made me think of the Russian word glukhoman’, meaning “the back of beyond”: the white door embodied remote, boundless Siberia, long transports of convicts, an endless snowy plain, and the clank of manacles.


As I have said, the dark door was also fitted with a security chain, thanks to which, during the day, a gap appeared that served to ventilate our pitiful, windowless kitchen. The gap was wide enough to let through noises and air, but not people: the perfect illustration of a state of limbo, an unsettling sense of being at the same time here and there. I would seek opportunities to put an end to this uncertainty, so I’d open the door wide, ostensibly to give the kitchen a thorough airing, or I’d shut it with the excuse that it was cold. What a delight it was to open or close the door at will, what a sweet illusion of power! Whenever I opened it, the mirror hanging in the hall would reflect the stained-glass window on the stairwell, and instead of boiled carrots the kitchen would start to smell of a forest; and when I closed it again, my childish faith that we were safe at home returned in seconds.
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