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			English translation copyright © 2024 by Boris Dralyuk

			Map by Bill Donohoe

			 

			The moral right of Andrey Kurkov to be identified as the

			author of this work has been asserted in accordance with

			the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			 

			Boris Dralyuk asserts his moral right to be identified

			as the translator of the work.

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted

			in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any information storage

			and retrieval system, without permission in writing

			from the publisher.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available

			from the British Library.

			 

			ISBN (Hardback) 978 1 52942 649 6

			ISBN (Trade paperback) 978 1 52942 650 2

			ISBN (Ebook) 978 1 52942 652 6  

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organisations,

			places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used

			fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or

			locales is entirely coincidental.

			 

			Ebook by CC Book Production

			 

			www.MacLehosePress.com

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			To Vsevolod Dmitriev,

			a passionate archivist and idealist

			who can’t stand violence

		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Contents

			The Silver Bone

			Also By

			Title

			Copyright

			Dedication

			Map

			Chapter 1

			Chapter 2

			Chapter 3

			Chapter 4

			Chapter 5

			Chapter 6

			Chapter 7

			Chapter 8

			Chapter 9

			Chapter 10

			Chapter 11

			Chapter 12

			Chapter 13

			Chapter 14

			Chapter 15

			Chapter 16

			Chapter 17

			Chapter 18

			Chapter 19

			Chapter 20

			Chapter 21

			Chapter 22

			Chapter 23

			Chapter 24

			Chapter 25

			Chapter 26

			Chapter 27

			Chapter 28

			Chapter 29

			Chapter 30

			Chapter 31

			Chapter 32

			Chapter 33

			Chapter 34

			Chapter 35

			Chapter 36

			Chapter 37

			Chapter 38

			Chapter 39

			Chapter 40

			Chapter 41

			Chapter 42

			Chapter 43

			Epilogue

			Translator’s Note

			Select Chronology of Ukrainian History 1917–1921

			About the Author and Translator

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Samson was deafened by the sound of the sabre striking his father’s head. He caught the glint of the flashing blade out of the corner of his eye and stepped into a puddle. His already dead father’s left hand pushed him aside, so that the next sabre neither quite struck nor quite missed his ginger-­haired head, slicing off his right ear. He managed to reach out and catch the falling ear, clutching it in his fist before it hit the gutter. His father, meanwhile, collapsed right onto the road, his head split in two. A horse stamped the body into the ground with a hind leg’s shod hoof before its rider dug in his spurs and charged forward at a dozen townsfolk who were running and leaping into the gutters, realising what awaited them. Five more riders galloped past.

			But Samson didn’t see them. He was lying flat against the slope of the gutter, the palm of his left hand open on the wet earth and the fist of his right hand tucked under his head. His wound burned and burned, loudly and sonorously, as if someone were hammering a steel rail right above it. Hot blood poured down his cheek and seeped under his collar.

			It started raining again. Samson raised his head. He saw before him the sole of his father’s dark-­blue English-­made high button shoe, which, though splattered with mud, still looked noble. His father had worn them constantly and carefully for five years, since 1914, when a shoe dealer on Khreshchatyk, spooked by the outbreak of war, had lowered the price, rightly sensing that inter­national hostilities didn’t bode well for the sale of fashionable goods.

			Samson didn’t wish to see his dead father in full, with his head split open, so he crawled backwards along the gutter, tightly clutching the severed ear. He got out on the road, but couldn’t straighten up. For a moment he just stood there, thin and hunched over, not allowing himself to turn round. When he at last took a couple of steps, he tripped over a corpse. Samson made his way around the body, but then an awful roar again assaulted his head, pouring like molten tin into the hole that had been his ear. He pressed his fist against the bleeding wound, as if trying to plug it shut, to block the noise that had burst into his head. Then he started running. He was simply running away, but it happened to be in the direction from which he and his father had come, towards Zhylianska Street, where he had been born and raised. Amid the general roar, he made out individual gunshots, but these didn’t stop him. He ran past confused, aimless townsfolk, all of them staring blankly, and when he felt that he could go no further, that his legs were giving out, he spotted a large sign above the door of a two-­storey house: dr n. n. vatrukhin, specialist in diseases of the eye.

			Samson ran up and pulled the door handle with his left hand. Closed. He knocked with his fist.

			“Open up!” he shouted.

			Now he pounded the door with both fists.

			“What do you want?” a woman’s frightened voice asked from within.

			“A doctor!”

			“Nikolay Nikolaevich isn’t seeing patients today.”

			“He has to! He’s got to see me!”

			“Who is it, Tonya?” a rich male baritone asked from deeper within.

			“Someone out in the street,” the old woman responded.

			“Let them in.”

			The door opened a crack and the old woman peeked out at blood-­stained Samson. She allowed him inside and immediately slammed the door shut behind him, double bolting it.

			“Oh, Lord! Who did that to you?”

			“Cossacks. Where’s the doctor?”

			“Let’s go . . .”

			The doctor, smooth-­shaven and grey, silently treated Samson’s wound, applied a gauze pad with ointment and bandaged his head.

			Somewhat calmed by the noiseless flat, Samson looked at the doctor in quiet gratitude and unclenched his right fist.

			“Can the ear . . . be saved?” he asked, barely audible.

			“I couldn’t say.” The doctor shook his head sadly. “I’m an ophthalmologist. Who was it?”

			“Don’t know.” The young man shrugged. “Cossacks.”

			“Red anarchy,” Vatrukhin replied, heaving a heavy sigh. Then he went over to the table, rummaged in the top drawer, took out a powder box and brought it back to his patient.

			Samson removed the lid. The box was empty. The doctor tore off a piece of cotton wool and lined its bottom. The young man lowered his ear into the box, closed it and stuck it into the patch pocket of his tunic.

			He looked up at the doctor.

			“My father’s still out there,” he said, wincing. “On the road. Hacked to death.”

			The doctor smacked his lips bitterly and shook his head.

			“One can’t even leave the house, these days,” he said, throwing up his hands. “What are you going to do?”

			“I don’t know. I’ve got to go and get him . . .”

			“Do you have money?”

			“He did, in his wallet. We were on our way to the tailor’s, to pick up a suit.”

			“Let’s go, then,” Vatrukhin pronounced, gesturing towards the door.

			This time, the streets were deserted. The crack of rifle fire sounded in the distance. The sky seemed to be leaning lower and lower over the blood-­engorged town, as if preparing to lie down for the night on its roofs and cemeteries.

			When they reached Nimetska Street, where Symon Petliura’s horsemen had overtaken Samson and his father, they saw ahead of them two carts and about a dozen men in peasant garb. Several corpses had already been lifted onto one of the carts, but Samson’s father still lay on the side of the road. Only now he was barefoot – someone had taken his English shoes.

			Samson bent over the body, trying to avoid looking at the head. Reaching his hand under his father’s chest, he felt for the wallet in his coat’s inner pocket and pulled it out. The wallet’s plumpness surprised and somewhat embarrassed him. He slipped it into the pocket of his tunic, rose to his feet and looked back at the carts.

			“Need me to take it somewhere?” asked the peasant holding the empty cart’s horse by the bridle.

			“Yes, I do.” Samson nodded and looked back at the doctor.

			“What is the closest funeral home?” the doctor asked.

			“That’d be Gladbach’s,” the peasant replied. “Got money on you? I don’t take any of them ‘coupons’ they’re printing these days.”

			“We have Kerensky roubles,” the doctor assured him.

			“Alright, then.” The man nodded. “Let me give you a hand with ’im – wouldn’t want that mess all over your clothes . . .”

			Samson glanced down at his dirty trousers and tunic, then he and the peasant both bent over his father’s body.

			On Tuesday, 11 March 1919, his life as he knew it was over.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“I would advise you to take the coat,” the clerk at the funeral home said in Russian with a Polish accent. “We don’t bury people in coats. Coats won’t keep them warm, where they’re going. But I would put something on his feet.”

			Samson’s father’s body lay in a rough-­hewn coffin. The head, covered with a square of purple Chinese silk, appeared to be unbroken. The undertaker had bandaged it well, reuniting its split halves.

			“What about this board?” Samson asked, indicating with a glance one side of the coffin, which had obviously been intended for some other purpose.

			“You know, we have our own sawmill near Fastiv, but it’s impossible to reach now – and, if you do reach it, there’s little chance of coming back,” the clerk said. “Where we were short of good wood, we used planks from an old fence. Too many clients – the carpenter can’t keep up. But perhaps it was a fence your father knew well from his walks . . .”

			 

			The usually deserted cemetery on Shchekavytsia Hill above the Dnipro was as loud as a busy street corner. Even the croaking of hundreds of crows, who had taken a fancy to the crown of a mighty oak in the section for Old Believers, was unable to drown out the din. Moaning, crying, anger – but these mournful voices came from the edge of the cemetery, near the cliff side. Samson, however, stood in the very centre, watching two peasants deepen a narrow pit between two old graves. From time to time, he would take a couple of steps back, so that the brown earth flying out of the pit wouldn’t land on his shoes.

			“Can’t go any deeper!” one of the men shouted from below. “Hittin’ coffins, down here.”

			In order to corroborate his words, he slammed his shovel against a wooden surface, which uttered a muffled, plaintive response.

			Samson peered down.

			“Will the coffin fit?”

			“If we squeeze it in, sure,” the man answered. “Might get a little squashed.”

			The darkened edge of Samson’s mother’s coffin showed on the right. They’d buried her five years ago. She’d passed away not long after his sister, Verusya, from whom she had contracted the lung ailment that took both their lives. Now Samson’s father would lie next to them, the third, leaving Samson no space in the family grave.

			His gaze rose to the tombstone – a concrete tree with missing branches, carved with the words verusya kolechko. zinaida fyodorovna kolechko. rest in peace. from your loving father, mother and brother.

			The inscription muddled Samson’s thoughts.

			The men lowered the coffin on their ropes. Its narrow foot easily reached the bottom, while the upper part got stuck a bit higher up.

			The men worked at the brown earth with their shovels and the upper part sank down a few inches.

			“Won’t drop further now,” one of the men said, shaking his head. “But it’ll settle in time, always does. That’s how it always is.”

			Samson nodded, and as he did so he felt the bandage slipping down his head. He felt for the knot above his severed ear, undid it, tightened the bandage and retied it again.

			“Hurts bad?” one of the men asked solicitously.

			“No,” Samson answered. “Just aches a little.”

			“That’s how it always is,” the man commented, his uncovered head nodding up and down, slowly, in the manner of an all-­comprehending sage. Then he drew a crumpled checked cap from the pocket of his wadded jacket and put it on.

			Once they were paid, the men went back to their cart, leaving Samson alone. And then the sun peeked out from behind the clouds, its rays pacifying the whole cemetery. The crows fell silent. The weeping and shouting on the cliff side died down. All seemed to be hiding, holding its breath. All aside from the cool March breeze.

			The brown patches of earth on the old, hardened snow around the fresh grave looked to Samson like bloodstains.

			 

			Having cleaned off its collar and padded shoulders, Samson hung his father’s soiled but solid coat on the left side of the wardrobe. The right side was occupied by his mother’s clothes, including her beloved grey fox fur coat.

			He went into his father’s study. Before now, he’d hardly ever set foot in this small, cosy room, with its single window overlooking the street. His father kept his writing desk in German order. On the right edge of the tabletop lay an abacus, a gift from the owner of the trading company whose accounts his father had kept right up until it was closed down last year. The abacus’s walnut frame was inlaid with ivory, and its beads too were noble – made from the bones of a “sea creature”, as his father liked to put it.

			A stack of cardboard folders, stuffed full of documents and fastened with string, usually sat on the left side of the desk. But, when the trading company closed, these folders had migrated to the floor. Samson’s father had been in no hurry to get rid of them. He used to say that life could not sustain itself without air, water and trade, and so he held on to the belief that the trading com­pany could reopen as soon as “those who were dissatisfied became satisfied”.

			On the walls to the left and to the right of the desk, another three dozen abacuses – a whole collection – hung on nails. Previously, they had all seemed the same to Samson, but now that he was alone in the flat and able to examine them more closely, he saw many differences in shape and shade, as well as in bead colouring. The small number of photographs in wooden frames looked strange and silly on the abacus-­bedecked walls. One showed Samson’s grandfather and grandmother, another his father and mother, and a third showed himself and Verusya as small children wearing sailor suits.

			Samson moved closer to the photograph of himself and his sister. His hand reached for the abacus hanging directly beneath it.

			With some force, he pushed one of the beads towards the empty left side of its rod.

			“Verusya,” he said glumly. Pushing the next bead in the same direction, he said, “Mother,” and then, sending a third bead after them, in a completely deadened voice, “Father.”

			He separated a fourth bead from those remaining on the right and slid it back and forth across the rod.

			Uttering a little grunt, Samson walked away and sat down at his father’s desk. He pulled out the top left drawer and took out their family passport. The photograph showed all four of them. The passport had been issued on 13 February 1913. His father had secured it with the idea of taking the family to Austria-­Hungary, to the spas. Now, there was no more Austria-­Hungary, no more Russian Empire and no more Father – only the passport.

			Samson closed the little grey booklet and slipped it back into the drawer, placing beside it the powder box containing his ear. Then he raised his hand to his right temple and palpated the wound beneath the bandage. It really was aching dully rather than hurting badly.

			He snapped his fingers near the wound and the click seemed loud and resonant.

			Well, at least I can still hear, he thought.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			On the ninth day after his father’s murder, Samson looked at himself in the mirror, at his sunken eyes, his sunken cheeks, his stained, frayed bandage.

			The days flowed past like rainwater down Volodymyr Descent, noisily, underfoot. Samson never once went out into the street, only glanced, from time to time, out of the windows of his father’s study and the living room. Those in his own room, like those in Verusya’s room and that of his parents, overlooked the courtyard, revealing the still-­bare branches of the old maple tree. But Verusya’s room might as well have not existed now. Its door was completely blocked by a sideboard. Two days earlier, Samson had also hidden the door to his parents’ bedroom with a wardrobe. These rooms, closed off from the outside world, somehow concealed the pain of his losses, making it a bit easier for Samson to bear the thought of his departed parents and sister.

			The rain gave way to sleet, the sound of feet squelching through puddles was now and then overpowered by the clatter of horseshoes on cobblestones, and sometimes the noise of an engine would swoop in like a gust of wind, drowning out everything else, but never for long.

			After polishing off a plate of yesterday’s porridge, a source of sustenance he’d grown quite sick of in recent days, Samson brushed the dried mud from his father’s coat and put it on. He looked in the mirror again. No, the coat didn’t make him look any more like his father, whose face radiated wisdom and self-­confidence even as his brown eyes shone with imperturbable placidity. The coat, with its air of respectable significance, simply emphasised, by contrast, Samson’s frightened, unshaven countenance.

			He put the brushed coat away in the wardrobe, but these thoughts about his father, which had rightly welled up inside him on the ninth day, when Orthodox tradition decreed that the dead be mourned, demanded action. Should he ride over to the cemetery? No, that course of action Samson immediately rejected – too far, too dangerous.

			Even if you lined up Red Army men with rifles along the entire route, it would still be dangerous. Who knows what might get into their heads, whom they might suddenly see as their enemy? Should he go to church, then, and light a candle? This, of course, was possible, but neither his father nor he himself had ever been particularly pious. His mother used to attend services on feast days, but she barely mentioned it, let alone spoke of it at length – too shy.

			Samson retrieved his father’s wallet, sat down at his desk and listened to the sounds of Zhylianska Street filtering in through the closed window. He pulled out and counted the Kerensky and Duma roubles that had been issued by the Provisional Government. The wallet also held three business cards; a certificate of membership for the Kyiv Society for Proper Hunting; a tailor’s receipt, folded many times, for the entire cost of the fabric, the cutting and the sewing of the suit, and confirmation of the accuracy of all measurements taken; several stamps for paying various duties and fees; and an oval-­shaped photograph of Samson’s mother.

			The previous evening, when it was already dark outside, the yard-­sweeper’s widow had knocked on his door and told him that a peasant woman was selling milk and butter in the back wing of the building. He ran down in time to buy half a pound of butter and a quart of milk. And when the bottom step of the wooden staircase creaked under his foot, just outside the yard-­sweeper’s cubbyhole of a flat, the widow, a woman of about forty-­five, with a fondness for modest, inexpensive headscarves, invited him into her kitchen. The stench from that kitchen was terrible, viscous, as if someone had been frying onions for hours. But Samson accepted the invitation with no complaints and sat down at the table for a cup of tea.

			“You’re an orphan now,” she said in a pitying, partly questioning tone. “Can’t go on that way for too long . . . It’ll kill you . . .”

			“What can I do?” Samson asked, intending simply to prolong her verbal participation in the discussion of the situation in which he, thanks to fate, had found himself.

			“Marry,” she said firmly. “Marriage drives away orphanhood. And you’ll eat regular then, too.” She examined his face critically, apparently passing judgement on his hollow, stubbly cheeks. “If it’s a good match, you’ll put your suffering behind you . . .”

			“I’m still young,” Samson responded, after giving it some thought. “Too early for me.”

			“Whaddaya mean, early?” she objected. “I got hitched at fourteen!”

			Samson finished his tea. Lifting the bottle of milk and pack of butter from his lap, he rose to his feet and thanked his neighbour.

			“If I spot someone who’s right for you, I’ll be sure and tell you,” the widow promised as she closed the door behind him.

			The milk and butter now took their place on a windowsill in the living room. The cold tiled stoves were asking for firewood, but it seemed to Samson that the air in the flat was still warm from the last time he’d stoked them. Before going to bed, he burned half an armful of wood in the stove responsible for heating both the living room and his bedroom. The air in his father’s study, of course, was prickly cold, but still not as frigid as on those winter days when they’d been left with no firewood at all. Yet he and his father had managed, somehow. And at winter’s end they’d found out that someone had hidden a huge amount of firewood in their cellar. Stolen, apparently. Whoever it was had disappeared, allowing the building to live in warmth. But the sun was already turning towards spring, and natural warmth was just around the corner.

			When the light outside grew grey and twilight was approaching, Samson put on his old high-­school greatcoat, slipped the tailor’s receipt into one of its pockets and set off for Nimetska Street.

			Everyone he passed seemed to be proceeding with utmost caution, trying not to look around them, as if afraid to witness something unpleasant. As he walked, his wound reminded him of its existence. After adjusting and retying the bandage, he went on down the path that had turned out to be his father’s last. At the place of the murder, he stopped to look at the gutter and the edge of the road. He remembered how he had returned here with the doctor. His head began to buzz, as if the blood had risen in his thoughts.

			And these thoughts of his grew heavy and sluggish, taking on the taste of blood. They seemed intent on engulfing him with their heaviness and sluggishness, and so Samson moved away from the scene with decisive steps, turned onto Nimetska and only stopped when he reached the tailor’s residence, which bore a sign reading, sivokon, tailor. suits. morning coats. tailcoats.

			The light in the workshop’s window wasn’t bright. A brighter one shone from the two windows on the first floor. Samson knocked loudly and waited.

			The tailor, whom Samson had only seen a couple of times in his life, opened the door just a crack and asked, without saying hello, “What is your business at this odd hour?”

			Samson introduced himself and slipped the receipt through the gap, which the door chain kept from spreading any wider than a fist.

			The tailor let Samson in and heard him out, nodding sympathetically.

			“You’re slighter than your dear papa was,” he said with a sigh. “I can recut it, of course . . . But now’s not the time. My hands are trembling. Better to wait. You can take it, if you want. Or I can keep it a while longer, if you’re afraid to carry it at night . . .”

			“I’ll take it,” Samson said.

			It wasn’t yet so very late and scary when he set off for home. He even passed a pair of young women, both neatly dressed in sombre colours. He heard one of them whisper to the other, “Look, what a handsome dark-­haired fellow – wounded, like a hero . . .” He stopped and followed them with his eyes, then adjusted his bandage, which had begun to slip again. It occurred to him that, in the dark, no-one would see that the bandage was old and dirty.

			The suit was folded, wrapped in paper and tied with twine. He carried it under his arm, pressing it close to his body, so as not to attract the attention of passers-­by.

			At home, he placed the suit, without unwrapping it, at the bottom of the left half of the wardrobe, beneath his father’s coat.

			He spread his greatcoat over his blanket and went to bed in his warm undershirt and long underwear. He lay there, waiting for his body to warm up, but could not fall asleep. Then he thought he heard a rustle, like that of a mouse gnawing on paper or cardboard. He got up, lit a kerosene lamp and peered into every corner of his room, yet failed to discover the source of the susurration. The sound accompanied him all through his search for the unseen mouse, which was surprising, since mice usually fell silent as soon as he began to look for them. When he stopped, he realised he could still hear the rustle. Now he was sure it was coming from elsewhere, outside his room. He went out into the hallway; the rustle, sounding louder and more distinct, seemed to be emanating from his father’s study, even though that room’s heavy walnut door was supposed to keep its noises concealed from the outside world.

			Samson entered the study and identified the source of the annoying rustle – his father’s desk. He approached, abruptly pulled out the upper left-­hand drawer, and the sound disappeared. The mouse darted deeper into the drawer and also vanished. By the light of the kerosene lamp, Samson saw that the powder box now had a hole in one of its corners, wide enough to fit a finger.

			He picked up the box, removed the lid and looked at his ear. The side where it had been cut was caked with blood, but the ear seemed alive, not at all dried up. Amazed, Samson touched it with his finger – and simultaneously felt the contact with both the finger and the ear. He touched his left ear and experienced the same sensation.

			Confused and sleepy, he closed the box and took it into the kitchen. There, he found a round tin that had once held boiled sweets from Montpensier; he stuck the box inside it and brought the tin with him to his room. He at last felt the desire for sleep overcoming the coldness in his body.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Nikolay Nikolaevich Vatrukhin did not seem at all surprised to see Samson at his door.

			“Let’s have a look at that ear. Come with me,” he said, inviting the young man into his office and nodding to his housekeeper, Tonya, who was peering out from behind the visitor’s back, after letting him inside.

			Having removed the dirty bandage from Samson’s head and tossed it disgustedly into the wastepaper basket, he brought his face closer to the bare earhole.

			Samson noticed that a mother-­of-­pearl-­handled magnifying glass had appeared in the doctor’s hands.

			“Well, well, well.” The doctor nodded thoughtfully. “Healing up very nicely indeed,” he drawled, as if surprised at the discovery. “No need for a bandage now. I’ll apply a bit of ointment, but after that . . .”

			“Could you wrap it up just one more time?” Samson asked.

			“Certainly, but, as I say, there’s no need. The wound ought to breathe at this point.”

			“It’s just that it’s damp and cold outside,” Samson responded, somewhat flustered. “To be honest, I’m afraid to walk down the street without an ear, where everyone can see . . .”

			“Alright, alright,” the doctor said, relenting. “I don’t want you to think that I’m reluctant to expend gauze on you – though of course it’s impossible to come by, these days. My supply is dwindling. How’s the hearing? As I told you, I’m no expert, but let’s have a look.”

			Before re-­bandaging Samson’s head, the doctor used both hands and a good deal of force to turn the bare earhole towards the window.

			“No visible damage. Can you hear well enough?”

			The young man sighed. “Too well, sometimes. Hard to fall asleep.”

			“That makes sense, my young friend. You now have omnidirectional hearing on this side – quite different from the left. We are given ears not simply to hear, but, above all, to listen. Directional hearing retrieves what we need from the general hubbub of life, while omnidirectional hearing clogs our attention. You understand?”

			Samson nodded.

			“Is there anyone at home to help you with the bandaging?”

			The young man shook his head.

			“In any case, you can always bring the gauze to a barber – they know how to do it. And I’d advise washing the bandage every two days. It should last you a couple of weeks.”

			“May I also consult you about my eyes?” Samson asked, having worked up the courage.

			“What’s the matter with them?”

			“Some things appear redder than usual . . . I was looking at a candle in a church recently and knew that the flame ought to be yellow, but what I saw was red.”

			The magnifying glass reappeared in the doctor’s hands.

			“Please look out the window.”

			Samson trained his gaze on the unwashed panes. Wet snowflakes crawled down the glass, leaving behind grimy grey trails.

			“Do they sting?” the doctor asked.

			“A little.”

			“You have spots on your cornea . . . Reddish particles . . . We’ll flush them out.”

			The doctor went over to a metal cabinet with white enamelled edges. Its door creaked.

			“Now, look up at the ceiling,” he said.

			The young man raised his head and opened his eyes wide.

			“Good Lord,” the doctor gasped.

			“What is it?” Samson asked with fear in his voice.

			“It must be your father’s blood. And a fragment of his brain. Don’t worry, we’ll get it all out.”

			The doctor put drops in the young man’s eyes.

			“Just sit still a while. Let your eyes take their bath.”

			 

			Samson walked home slowly, looking down at his feet. “Don’t expose your eyes to the snow,” the doctor had warned him sternly. “Flush them with warm water five times a day. Today is Wednesday. Come back Friday. We’ll get those corneas clean.”

			Behind him he heard the shoes of a hurrying horse clattering against the pavement. Taking fright, he rushed towards the nearest house. A glance back revealed that the rider was a Red Army man, peering intensely in the direction of his steed’s flight. The clatter was now receding and someone else leapt out the way, yielding the road to the new regime’s mounted guardsman.

			The thought of a new regime made Samson chuckle bitterly. When there was one regime, albeit an old one, life seemed unsightly, comprehensible and routine. That regime was also routinely dis­paraged, although, even after the outbreak of the World War, the difficulties people experienced under its rule were, in comparison with what was to come, not so much difficulties as inconveniences. Yet the old royal regime had collapsed, and in its wake came many petty furious ones, replacing one another with much shooting and hatred. It was only during the time of the German garrison and the invisible Hetman of Ukraine, Pavlo Skoropadskyi, that life seemed to grow relatively safe and quiet again, but this lull ended with the terrible warehouse explosions and fires in the Zvirynets district that left hundreds of Kyivans dead and thousands crippled and homeless.

			Back then, in June 1918, the air of Kyiv settled on the tongue and prickled the nostrils with the scent of burnt gunpowder. Now, at every hint of a thaw, the icy snowdrifts of rubbish piled up at the corners of residential buildings began to smell of warm manure. It was as if the first thing to sense the approach of spring was the horse dung, with which the wooden shovels of yard-­sweepers generously supplemented the rubbish. The manure served as the hard mass of the expanding snowdrifts and was therefore always closer to passers-­by than the rubbish of early winter, which lay buried in the cold depths of these black, frozen Kyivan Appalachians.

			As soon as the bottom step of the wooden staircase creaked, the door to the yard-­sweeper’s flat swung open. The widow beckoned Samson into her never-­ventilated realm of heavy, viscous odours.

			“Red Army men were here for you,” she said. “Came to demand a contribution. I told them you were an orphan. They seemed to like that, but they’ll be back anyway. They’ve got the whole list of tenants . . . Planning to evict you.”

			“Why would they do that?”

			“All about justice, you know. A person deserves a corner, not a whole flat. Oh, and they asked whether you had any musicians in the family . . . They’re requisitioning instruments now. Want to make music themselves.”

			“We had a violin,” Samson recalled. “I’m happy to give it up. My father was the only one who knew how to play.”

			“Listen, that’s not why I called you in here. Given any more thought to marriage?”

			The young man, taken aback, looked into the widow’s eyes. “No,” he admitted.

			“I’ve got one in mind for you. Comes from educated folk, but she’s handy, can do it all. She’ll help you hold on to the flat too, keep you from being evicted.”

			“How would she do that?” Samson asked dubiously.

			“I’m telling you, she’s no shrinking violet. Soft as butter one moment, hard as iron the next. You ought to see her. A wife like that is as good as a rifle. She’d make a soldier quake in his boots. You know what, come by for some herring tonight. I’ll get her over here too, so’s you can have a look for yourself.”

			Perplexed, Samson went up the stairs. Without taking off his shoes or overcoat, he walked around the flat, which now really did feel cold and lonely. He stopped in front of a stove, next to which lay three birch logs, and sighed heavily. He would have to fetch more from the cellar. Three logs would only warm up the stove’s cast-­iron door – it would take ten to heat its tiled walls.

			His gaze fell on the sweets tin from Montpensier that he had selected to protect the powder box from the jaws of rodents. He carried it back to his father’s study and dropped it into the desk drawer. No mouse alive could gnaw its way through tin.

			Then, swapping his overcoat for his father’s old wadded jacket, he set off down the stairs for firewood.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			When the birch logs were already crackling with all their might inside the stove that served the living room and Samson’s bedroom, there was a rude knock at the door. And immediately after the rude one came a polite, enquiring one.

			Samson found himself facing two Red Army men of different heights but of approximately the same age, both wearing crumpled overcoats that looked several sizes too large for them. Just off to their side stood the yard-­sweeper’s widow. He realised that the rude knock had come from the soldiers, the polite one from her. She must have wanted to demonstrate how civilised urban folk behave.

			“A different pair, these two,” she said to Samson, nodding at the Red Army men, who stared at him with a mix of confusion and hostility. “I told them there wasn’t any sewing machine up here, but they wouldn’t believe me. Show them, would you?”

			“Why would you need a sewing machine?” Samson asked, and, just in case, he looked at their hands barely peeking out of the wide sleeves of their overcoats. They had large peasant fingers, not the slender ones of musicians or tailors.

			“We’ve got orders,” answered the taller one, with as much gruffness, it seemed, as his voice could carry. He looked to be the same age as Samson.

			“Come in, look around.” Samson shrugged. “None of us ever did any sewing.”

			Glancing apprehensively to right and left, the Red Army men made their way through the hallway and the living room.

			“What about in there?” the shorter one asked, stopping in front of Samson’s father’s study, and, without waiting for permission, he opened the door.

			“Why’d you cover the whole wall with these?” he asked, turning to Samson.

			“Just decoration,” Samson responded. “Father loved to count . . .”

			“Where is he?”

			“He was recently killed.”

			“Out on the street?”

			“Out on the street,” Samson confirmed, and then realised that both Red Army men were now staring at his bandaged head.

			“And you was wounded, eh?” asked the short one.

			Samson nodded.

			“Boy, is it nice and warm over here,” the taller one said, changing the subject and placing his palm against the tiled wall of the stove.

			“Getting cosy, are you?” the yard-­sweeper’s widow, who had stayed in the hallway, shouted at them. “You see there ain’t no sewing machine, so move along!”

			“Hey, don’t be nasty,” the short one said, taking the rifle off his shoulder. “We’ll see how nasty you are when I plant one in your forehead.”

			Fear flashed in the widow’s eyes – that Samson noticed – but not a single muscle twitched in her face.

			“Oh, sure, you’ll plant one! I treated your commissar to kvass! I’ll go and tell him all about this!”

			The short one slung the rifle back over his shoulder.

			At the same time, the tall one stretched out his hand and ran his fingers along the sleeve of the wadded jacket Samson hadn’t removed after going down for firewood.

			“Your father didn’t leave behind any undies, did he? Warm ones?” he asked. “Your winters go on for ever up here, not like at home.”

			“Where are you from?” Samson asked.

			“From the south, Melitopol.”

			Samson hurried to his bedroom, opened the chest in the corner, took out a pair of his own long underwear and carried it out to the soldier. He noticed the short one glancing with envy at the tall one and swallowing his saliva unpleasantly.

			“Go on, then, get out.” The yard-­sweeper’s widow began to shoo them out the door. “And make sure you report that there ain’t no sewing equipment anywhere in this flat . . .”

			The Red Army men left without saying goodbye, while the widow lingered a moment. She reminded Samson that he was welcome to come over for herring in the evening.

			An hour before the herring, Samson found himself in a romantic mood. He was preoccupied with a question that hadn’t bothered him for two years: what should he wear? The first thing he did was find a white shirt. The trousers of his school uniform made him nervous because they hadn’t been hanging in the wardrobe but lying in a canvas bag inside the chest, wrapped up with his summer sandals. He’d never needed a belt to keep them up before, but now they sagged. The belt, too, he’d found at the bottom of the chest, with its buckle missing. A further dig turned up an old bronze buckle from school, embossed with two diverging laurel branches and a large letter S against a fan of calligraphy nibs. Finally, he tried on his tunic and calmed down when a look in the mirror revealed a heroically attractive young man with a bandaged head.

			Before going downstairs, he shaved his cheeks to a shine with a cut-throat razor and doused himself with Brocard’s floral cologne – then immediately regretted having done so. The excessively close shave made him look more like a victim than a hero. And the young woman might perceive the scent of bourgeois cologne as a sign of weakness or, worse, as a protest against the odours of the new life. After washing off the cologne with soapy water, he dried his face and neck with a cold, damp-­smelling towel.

			The air in the widow’s kitchen proved even thicker than usual. A saucepan was boiling on the kerosene stove, and there was no need to look inside to see what it contained – no question that the saucepan was filling the whole kitchen with the warm aroma of potatoes. The round table, draped with a white linen cloth, bore a dessert plate, a side plate and dinner plate from the same service, and next to each lay a crude proletarian fork. In the centre, at an equal distance from all the plates, sat a porcelain butter dish in the shape of a roosting hen.

			“Nadezhda isn’t here yet, but she promised she’d come,” said the widow, seating her guest at the table.

			Beautiful name, thought Samson.

			“Forgive me, I didn’t want to bring those soldiers to your door . . . I usually tell them to beat it and they listen, but these two insisted on checking for themselves. I said to them, ‘You fellows and I are of the same feather; why don’t you believe me?’ But they wouldn’t listen.”

			“Oh, it’s no problem,” Samson responded soothingly.

			“And, as for you, next time, don’t go giving them what they ask for. Because, later on, when you get a visit from people you oughtn’t say ‘no’ to, you won’t have anything left to give. I swear, you’re just like your papa, may he rest in peace . . .”

			The sound of knocking distracted the widow and imbued her body with graceful agility. She fluttered up from the table and soon the door creaked open.

			“Nadezhda, my dear! I’m so glad you made it – come in, come in!”

			A girl of excessively athletic appearance entered the kitchen, her wooden shoes scraping against the wooden floor. Her face was round, her frame large but not fat. She wore a black sheepskin coat that seemed to strain against its buttons, and an austere below-­the-­knee skirt. Before taking the seat the widow had offered her, she unbuttoned her sheepskin coat, which sprang open to reveal a bright maroon plush blouse done up to her neck. It made her look like a flower. Then she untied the grey Orenburg shawl on her head, undid the top button of her blouse and finally sat down, giving the smiling Samson a friendly look.

			“Nadezhda,” she announced, holding out her hand over the table.

			The young man introduced himself, felt her firm handshake and gazed into her green eyes amiably and somewhat plaintively.

			“Everything smells so delicious,” Nadezhda said as she turned to their hostess, who was standing over the stove.

			“It’s almost ready, almost – here, hand me your plate.”

			Three roughly peeled, steaming potatoes landed on the dinner plate that had been assigned to Nadezhda. Another three ended up on Samson’s side plate. On her own dessert plate the widow placed two. Once she was seated, she lifted the cover from the hen-­shaped butter dish and eyed her guests with pride. Before them lay an uncleaned herring cut into large pieces and garnished with a few green leaves.

			“Goodness, where did you get the salad?” Nadezhda marvelled.

			“That’s no salad – they’re geranium leaves! I just thought I’d dress it up a bit.” The widow’s voice took on an apologetic tone. “Don’t eat them. They’re bitter.”

			Then she plucked the leaves from the herring, took them over to the windowsill and dropped them into the pot whence they came.

			“Will you take a little glass?” she asked.

			Nadezhda nodded. “If the wine isn’t sour.”

			“Not sour.” The hostess chuckled. “It’s the clear, bitter kind.”

			The first five minutes of the meal passed in silence, but then the conversation began to flow of its own accord, starting with the cold weather and the herring, and gradually rising above the problems of everyday life and nutrition.

			“New employees are a headache,” Nadezhda complained. “They show up and claim they can do anything you need, but then it turns out they were just looking for a warm place to sit. They can’t even write properly.”

			“So they keep your office well heated?” Samson asked, perking up.

			“Yes, fairly well. But the stoker complains that almost everyone tries to steal firewood, hiding at least one log under their coats. Lately, I’ve even taken to checking people as they leave for the day. I tell them it’s a shame to steal from yourself.”

			“We got lucky,” Samson sighed. “We have a pile of birch logs in the cellar from the time the Directorate was in power. They must have requisitioned the firewood from somewhere else, and then they requisitioned our cellar to store it. But the cellar remained ours. And so did the firewood, outlasting the Directorate.”

			The widow threw a sharp, disapproving glance at Samson, and he realised that he was blabbing.

			“We’re running out, of course,” he said, cutting himself off. “And who knows where we’ll get more?”

			“Firewood comes from trees, so one would find it where trees grow,” Nadezhda responded with a shrug. “And what is it you do, Samson?”

			“Coping with the misfortunes that have befallen us,” he began to say, but was diverted by another sharp glance from the widow. “My father was killed, and I didn’t escape unscathed . . .”

			“Bandits?” the young woman asked.

			“Cossacks on horseback . . . Cutting people to pieces, right out on the street – for nothing!”

			The widow nodded. “Too much disorder, these days.”

			“Yes,” the young woman agreed. “Without strong leadership, people grow feral . . . As soon as the state tightens its grip and shows its teeth, it will all quieten down. But what’s your profession, Samson?”

			“I studied electrical engineering at the university. And you, Nadezhda?”

			“Pharmacology. Now, though, I collect data for the Provincial Bureau of Statistics.”

			“Do you find it interesting?”

			“Work shouldn’t be interesting,” the young woman said, her voice suddenly cool. “It should be important and necessary for society.”

			“I admire your determination,” Samson ventured a compliment and immediately caught the widow’s approving glance.

			Nadezhda seemed to blush. She touched her short brown hair, checking the evenness of her fringe, which ended about half an inch above her thick eyebrows.

			“I try to set an example as a person of the future,” she said softly. “A person of the future should be determined, hardworking and kind. My parents, though they themselves belong to the world of the past, agree with me.”

			“Where do you live in Kyiv?” Samson asked.

			“In Podil. But I work near here, just a few houses down.”

			“And you walk to and from work every day?”

			“Sometimes I walk, other times I take the tram.”

			“Nadezhda, you should move in with us,” the widow cut in. “Samson’s all alone now. He’d gladly give you a room.”

			“Oh, my salary wouldn’t allow me to rent a room,” the young woman said with genuine regret in her voice.

			“You can stay for free!” Samson suggested. “Consider it a room requisitioned for the purposes of work.”

			“Well, my superiors would need to prepare the proper documentation,” the girl said, quite seriously.

			“I was joking about that!”

			“You know, Samson,” she sighed, “walking home from work in the dark is no joke . . .”

			Samson apologised and repeated his invitation, though it had actually been the widow who had first extended it.

			As they were drinking tea, a shot rang out outside and someone ran off screaming.

			“It’s time to go,” Nadezhda announced nervously.

			“Please stay,” Samson said.

			“No, I have to go, or my mother will be up all night worrying.”

			She rose to her feet, buttoned up her sheepskin coat and tied the warm shawl around her head.

			The widow stared questioningly at Samson. He leapt out of his chair.

			“I’ll accompany you,” he said firmly, in military fashion.

			“Thank you,” the young woman assented.

			“Just give me a moment to wrap up.”
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