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Dedication

This translation is dedicated to the memory of Olesya Sanotska (1970–2016), founder of the Emmaus-Oselya shelter in Vynnyky, as thanks for her tireless work for the people of Lviv.
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1

A person’s walk almost always gives away their age. A child, when young, has a laughing, curious gait. Sometimes they’ll tippy-toe mid-stride, to see anything their own height keeps from view. Usually nobody minds until the little one reaches about a meter and a half tall. Once that height is reached, the short-lived gait turns a little wild and proud, or perhaps quite the opposite: taut, with a barely noticeable forward lean. This is, of course, already too much for some; for certain passersby it may even carry an air of danger: just think of the damage a person could do with a gait like that! From then onwards: to each their own. Some walk straight for twenty years, some a little skewed—it depends by that point on one’s way of life and how much anxiety they carry. But all of this applies only in daylight. At night, one can walk with no regard for one’s day-gait, or one’s age. Night is empowering. Especially the night between the seventeenth and eighteenth of September.

On that particular September night in 2011, the sound of footsteps drifted in from Hrushevskoho, from Zelena, from Fedorova, from Zamarstynivska and from the edge of Stryiskyi Park, where at night the trees had long since housed heavy clouds of heavy crows, who ate away their days at the city landfill near the village of Hrybovychi.

These steps were the “solos” of those who walked alone, forever unable, even during the eternal Soviet era, to keep in formation. Were any little drummer boy to now try and bring their steps in order, he would quite quickly receive some “actual bodily harm.” But these were people positively incapable of any “grievous bodily harm.” Even if they were to find out that this “little drummer boy,” now in some other, non-literal sense, turned out to be someone recently taken into their narrow social circle. The circle would only have truly narrowed very recently. Before then, twenty-five, perhaps thirty years ago, it would have exceeded fifty people, and every mid-September it would have swelled considerably, bolstered with arrivals by bus and train, and even some like-minded people who came here on foot.

The person who was passing the Monastery of St. Alphonsus Most Holy Redemptorist had steps that sounded a little skittish. This person was in an audible rush. Zamarstynivska Street, down which he was rushing, could probably once have stretched its brick-built arm all the way back to Bryukhovychi, but for some reason it never had. Its length, even as it currently stood, would make any Parisian boulevard jealous, and if you cut it into equal sections, and arranged these sections into a proper intersecting grid, you would get a full-fledged German district center, with a rich history. After all, over the course of its long and still very much ongoing life, was there anything Zamarstynivska had not been through? Streets live a long time, outlasting the humans that populate them, one generation after another. Zamarstynivska had always held many praying people, and many making—then drinking—vodka and liqueurs; there had been films in the local rental shop, and the same films had been played just next door at the Shevchenko Cinema; people had learned to tend gardens and grow vegetables, they’d learned to drive cars, and they’d treated sick and wounded policemen. They still treat them on this road to this day. And for those they can’t get “back on track,” they see them off in the hospital chapel. Everything must follow rules; any process must contain an indication of its future end, in much the same way as any sentence, no matter how many commas it contains, must eventually end in a full stop, an ellipsis, or a more emotive punctuational alternative.

This pedestrian, who had lived at the far end of this street for all his fairly eventful years, carried Zamarstynivska with him wherever he went. He had a feel for it, like a good driver’s intuitive feel for the size of their car: an immediate sense for which gaps it can enter and which it can’t.

The pedestrian’s face was hidden from the sky by a brown leather hat with a wide brim. Long, gray-streaked hair fell from the hat to his shoulders. The other details need not be mentioned. Except perhaps the tall, seemingly military boots: ruthlessly laced, Ukrainian-made, a dependable model that for the last fifty years had been known as “shit kickers.” The Chinese never learned to make boots like this. They thought it required too much plastic of a certain firmness and quality, and too much coarse leather. By now the last bastions of shit-kicker production were Belarus and Transnistria. But there were still lone craftsmen here in Lviv who were able not only to pierce the thick, thick slab of hog leather by hand with a gypsy needle, but also to bind the boot’s upper section tight to its lower counterpart, tighter than the Soviet government had ever quite managed, over almost fifty years, to bind Western Ukraine to the East. Those same craftsmen can tell just from the sound of the wearer’s steps if the cobbler has struck a wrong note, or if the shoe has been made by a true virtuoso. Both soles, after all, should ring out in unison. And in Lviv, a city with a subtle sonic culture, that takes on a particular importance. The left heel cannot hit the cobblestone sounding like a left heel, nor the right heel like a right heel! They should sound like a pair. Like a pavement-loving pair.

The pedestrian’s phone rang in his pocket.

“Alik, you close?” asked the voice of an old friend.

“What’s the rush? We’re not Germans,” replied the pedestrian. “Where are you?”

“Lychakivska.”

“All right,” said Alik. “Be there soon.”

Once Alik reached the closed gates of Lychakiv Cemetery, a group of about ten appeared from behind the row of trees lining the road. They appeared in no hurry, and gathered around him as he retrieved the key to the gates’ lock from his pocket.

The key had already been slid into the keyhole’s turning mechanism when someone’s hurried footsteps approached the gathered group from behind. Alik turned to see a slouching giant, almost two meters tall. His long gray hair seemed to say: “I’m one of us.”

“Lãbas vãkaras!”1 he puffed quietly. “Apologies for being almost-late!”

“Audrius?!” Alik voiced his surprise, taking the measure of the giant with a quick glance from head to sharp-toed shoe. “Train?”

“Yep, via Kyiv.”

They all rushed over to give Audrius a hug.

“You’ve not been in ages,” Alik said. He looked back to the gates to finish turning his key, watching as the steel bolt jumped from its chamber.

They walked through the graveyard in silence. At the top of a hill, they surveyed their surroundings. Alik waved them all over and led them in single file between graves and railings.

They stopped at an iron crucifix, which seemed to be deliberately hidden from view by the trunk of an old tree and two overgrown bushes. There were no railings here. The long-haired and mature gathering crowded around the unassuming grave. Neither first name nor surname were legible on the rusty plate affixed to the center of the cross. One of the group squatted before it, his knees pressing into the edge of the burial mound, and pulled a plastic bag from his jacket pocket. Unfolded it. Placed a small tub of white paint down on the grass. A paintbrush appeared in his hand.

His steady hand splayed oily white letters over the plate: Jimy Hendrix 1942–1970.

A twig snapped in the windless silence. Somewhere very nearby. Alik strained his ears. The cracking noise repeated itself. Fallen leaves were making sad little rustles under the feet of an approaching stranger.

Guard? thought Alik.

They were approached by a man of average height wearing a cap, following their exact path between the graves and railings. Just a regular stranger. Those gathered at the grave watched his approach indifferently. Curiosity is a young man’s game, and they were all past fifty.

“Please excuse me,” the unnamed guest announced in the curt voice of a newsreader. He kept a respectful distance. “I’ve always wanted . . . wanted to say something . . .”

“Go ahead,” Alik said placidly.

“Don’t you recognize me?” the man asked, removing his cap.

It was nighttime, but his face was lit well enough by the moonlight. Even well lit, however, it had no effect on Alik. It was a normal face, the world had produced billions just like it: ears, nose, eyes—all government standard; no faults, no memorable or eye-catching quirks or errors.

Alik shook his head.

“How could you?” The stranger’s voice took on a faint note of offense. “We were close. Against your will, of course. I’m Captain Ryabtsev of the KGB.”

“Woah,” Alik let slip, squinting and looking more closely at the face of his unexpected interlocutor. “And what brings you here, Captain? Or by now, I suppose, former Captain?”

“Superannuated Captain,” Ryabtsev corrected. “Although that’s exactly why I’m . . . I wanted to apologize . . . and say something.”

“So apologize!” Alik shrugged. “But be quick. We aren’t here to listen to you.” He nodded at the iron cross with its fresh white label.

The captain put his cap back on and coughed.

“Well in short, guys, forgive me! And forgive Mezentsev too. I buried him not long ago . . . bladder cancer . . .”

“Do we have to hear him out?” asked Penzel irritatedly. He was a large, long-haired, long-bearded guy in a leather jacket, more biker than hippie.

“Just for a minute.” Alik sighed. “Come on Captain, cut to the chase! The guys are losing their patience!”

“Okay, just the short version.” Ryabtsev now spoke more softly, less curtly. “Firstly, I’d like to thank you: thirty-five years ago, you introduced me to Jimi Hendrix! He turned my life around. Thanks to him I lost all interest in my career. That’s why I’m a captain, not a colonel . . . But that’s also why me and my guys, back in 1978, we managed to get a part of his body for you, his hand. So that Jimi could have his own grave right here in Lviv. So that you guys had somewhere to commemorate him on the anniversary of his death!”

“What?!” Alik’s eyes widened. “But we got the hand from our guys in the Baltics, and they got it from the Lithuanian diaspora in the States! Tell him, Audrius! You’ll remember!”

“Yep.” Audrius nodded. “I remember those guys. Jonáš, Kestutis, Ramūnas . . .”

“Sure, they gave you the hand, but it was our people in the States who gave it to them.” Captain Ryabtsev was back to firm and military curt, like he was conducting a drill or giving out orders. “Moscow didn’t know about it. That was me and the late Mezentsev, here in Lviv. We cooked up a special operation in the States to partially exhume his body. Moscow paid, but if they’d known the whole truth, I wouldn’t be talking to you right now . . .”

Someone in the audience gave a heavy sigh. The captain paused and scanned the crowd for the culprit.

“I’m telling you this so you don’t hold a grudge against us. We weren’t just stupid bulldogs. Even now, I can tell you Jimi Hendrix’s whole life story, year by year. I could recite his songs from memory, in the original. I can’t sing, forgive me! My parents had no money for a piano or guitar. Whistling was the only musical instrument I had growing up. I’m still glad I never became an army man!”

“I remember you,” Alik thought aloud. “If what you’re saying is true, then we should find a table, at which we can all”—he gestured at the crowd—“sit together. And we should drink, and remember the past in a little more detail.”

“Everything I told you is true,” said Captain Ryabtsev. “There’d be no point deceiving you. I’m not in the service anymore. Fifteen years out already.”

Alik looked at the floor and said nothing. He turned to the cross with its fresh white lettering.

“You hearing this, Jimi?” he addressed the cross. “The law are sticking their noses in our relationship again. But there’s no need to discuss our relationship. We didn’t give you up before the eighteenth of September 1970, and we won’t do it after. There’s not been a year gone by when we haven’t gathered here to refresh your grave. Not even back when they really wanted to stop us!”

Somewhere nearby an ambulance squealed past. The siren gradually faded away.

“All right, guys,” said Alik. “I’m getting started!”

He pulled out a blister pack of Luminol, took one out, sat by the grave, dropped the white tablet on the earth and, after a moment’s pause, pushed it into the soil with his index finger, just past the grass roots.

“Rest easy,” he whispered, and got back to his feet.

The captain took a step back, like he was trying not to interfere. But he stayed there, watching everything unfold.

The bearded Penzel squatted by the grave, pre-prepared sleeping pill in hand. The ritual was repeated. Next came Audrius. He whispered something in Lithuanian. Then his index finger pushed another white tablet into the mound.

The sky over Lychakiv Cemetery darkened. The leaves that were yet to fall from their respective bushes and trees were catching patters of light rain. They rustled, whispered, lending a sense of encroaching danger.

Alik looked up.

“Just like last year,” he said. “Time to go . . .”

They started back toward the exit, descending the hill, weaving between the graves and railings, the tombs and the statues.

In the dark Alik made out a large stone cross depicting the crucifixion. For just a moment, the face of the suspended Jesus Christ looked blissful.

Once the gates were locked, Captain Ryabtsev appeared in front of Alik, standing about a head shorter than him.

“Now then gents, shall we find ourselves a big table somewhere?” Alik asked, and without waiting for an answer he turned right and started walking along the cemetery’s brick lattice wall. The others followed him. The captain was left to bring up the rear.

They soon left the cemetery wall behind. The gray houses of Mechnikov Street now dozed on either side. Alik felt a weakness coming on in his legs. He walked in front, leading the way for these ancient friends of his, the people with whom he’d been taken off to the Regional Department of Internal Affairs as a young lad. As he walked, he realized that there were no specific big tables ahead of them that he was aware of. And they could really do with one right now. Before, in the old, unkind years of the Soviets, even a little square kitchen table with some stools around it seemed big. Those times and those tables were now in a “double” past: another age and another country. These days he required a worthy seat—evidently his backside now demanded more softness and comfort. But step after step, there was neither softness nor comfort to be found.

“Maybe the George?” The warm breath of an acquaintance filled his ear. “Genyk’s on security there, he’ll let us in . . .”

Alik slowed his pace and squinted at the person who’d said it.

The dark air trembled before his eyes, like someone had blown cigarette smoke in his face.

“Fog’s coming down,” said Captain Ryabtsev, who had suddenly appeared to Alik’s right, between him and the wall. “It’s a low one,” he added in a knowing tone. “We’ll be covered for a bit . . . Best to wait.”

Alik waited. The others waited too. As they all stood under a street sign marked “Lychakivska 84A,” weakly lit by a streetlamp, the darkness before their eyes filled with the fog’s misty milk.

“Alik, I’m going,” said the voice of Captain Ryabtsev. “Another time.”

“What ‘other time’?” asked Alik.

“You’ve not moved anywhere,” said the captain affectionately. “I still remember your address from the seventies. I’ll come over, tell you everything. Maybe tomorrow, even.”

The guys bid their farewells and evaporated into the dark fog. Only Audrius was left beside him, his shoulder almost brushing Alik’s.

“Let’s go to mine,” Alik suggested to his Lithuanian friend. “I’ve got herbal liqueur.”

“Me too, two bottles of Triple Nine,” Audrius replied.2

Alik pulled out his phone. He called a taxi company, but the dispatcher didn’t respond. He called another—same result. Then suddenly he heard the sound of an engine, and remembered they were standing next to a road. He felt out the edge of the curb with his foot and started peering in the direction of the oncoming car, still not visible, but audible. He stepped into the road, his right hand already raised.

Two headlights materialized out of the milky fog, right next to one another. Alik took another step forward to make himself more visible. All of a sudden there was a screech of brakes, and the car skidded straight toward him across the wet cobblestone. The left headlamp hit him in the knee and he flew backward, flailing an arm, trying to find a surface to keep himself vertical, but failing.

The car stopped. The inside light came on, and under that light Alik saw two frightened faces. One belonged to a young man, perhaps thirty, the other to a man about ten years his senior. The older passenger’s sharp nose and well-kept mustache gave him away as a foreigner, most likely a Pole. The young man opened the door and got out. His hands were shaking.

“Are you all right?” he asked Alik, who was already on his feet, rubbing his bruised knee. “I didn’t see you!”

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Alik assured him. “Audrius, you there?” He looked around.

“I am,” his acquaintance replied, stepping toward the car.

“Perhaps I could give you a lift somewhere?” asked the old Opel’s driver, his voice still trembling.

“I was just trying to catch a ride off someone, as it happens,” Alik said, a little aloof. “The far end of Zamarstynivska . . .”

“Take a seat!” The driver opened the rear door, and with a face that was still frightened, but also intrigued, he looked the middle-aged, long-haired pair of acquaintances up and down.

The car jolted and swam into the foggy milk, like a submarine traversing a deep, dark, opaque sea.

“You wouldn’t be hippies, by any strange chance, would you?”

“Why ‘strange’? There’s nothing ‘strange’ about us being hippies!” Alik said firmly.

“I saw a film about you!”

“About us?” Alik and Audrius looked at each other in surprise.

“There’s been no film about us,” said Audrius with his faint Lithuanian accent.

“Well not about you personally, but about hippies!” the driver corrected himself. “About those American hippies who went to India and made themselves a city or something, for a better life! Maybe the city’s already died out by now. This was way back when!”

“Way back when, exactly?” Audrius asked, almost annoyed. “It wasn’t that long ago! What, you think we’re in our eighties? We’ve got life in us yet! We’re another ten or fifteen years from retiring, even!”

The driver’s head shrank back into his shoulders. He went quiet and focused on the foggy road.

“So what do you think? Reckon Ryabtsev was telling the truth?” Alik asked Audrius.

Audrius shrugged. He didn’t want to talk, and he didn’t have an answer ready anyway.

They drove for half an hour, then suddenly the fog broke to reveal pine trunks, and the familiar fence of the police hospital.

“All right.” The driver gave a relieved sigh. “This where you wanted?”

“Yep,” Alik nodded. “Near enough.”
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Having dropped off its long-haired passengers, the Opel turned around and headed back toward the center.

“Where I’m from, hippies like that died out long ago,” said the moustachioed passenger in lightly accented Russian. “Drugs, hashish . . . They didn’t generally live all that long, but they had a fun time, with all the sex! Shall we give it a go?”

“Give what a go, pan Jarek?” The driver was taken aback; from everything the Pole had just said, all he’d picked up were the words “sex” and “fun time.”

“What do you think I’m paying you for, kurwa-mać?!”

The driver looked closely at the road. The fog was lifting.

He nodded, pressing the accelerator. “We’ll give it a go.”

The cobblestones of Shpytalna Street had been scrubbed with the night’s wet rag; Taras’ Opel “raced” across them at twenty kilometers per hour, its body and headlamps disturbing the fog ahead. The car jostled, and the passenger’s lack of a seat belt made him bounce in his seat. Even this speed felt dangerous to Taras. But no fog had been thick enough to impede the last twenty years of Ukrainian capitalism. And capitalism is a violent thing. If you want to eat, best get to work!

Taras stopped the car. “Well, how are you doing?” he asked pan Jarek.

A month ago, this Pole had found Taras’ advert online and been intrigued. So intrigued that he came over. How long did it take to get to here from Poland? It was funny just thinking about it. Poland might as well be a suburb of Lviv it was so close!

“I think that’s enough for you today!” said Taras with a doctorly tone before his client had time to answer.

“No.” The Pole shook his head and switched from broken Russian to Polish. “You know what . . . Maybe a little longer . . . fifteen minutes . . .” he said, his jaw clenched from pain in his teeth. His eyes were as dulled as his voice.

Taras waited a moment before trying to stand his ground, quieter and more cautiously: “Perhaps it would be better to try again tomorrow? With this fog . . .”

“Tomorrow?! That’ll be too expensive . . . Have those hippies of yours tired you out? And on my money too . . .”

The gray Opel Vectra, which had a long and very international life story—Germany at the end of the eighties, Poland in the nineties, Belarus in the noughties and now Ukraine in 2011—jostled once more and rolled along the bumpy, uneven cobblestone, passing every pothole and vibration through to driver and passenger alike.

Taras leaned toward the windshield. He was almost pressing his chest to the steering wheel. He stared into the road. The speedometer made it to 60. The passenger said nothing, bouncing along with the car and its driver.

Taras had worked out his “treatment” routes himself, and he knew them by heart. Not just the street names, even the houses he passed and which cars sat outside them most often. If it weren’t for the fog, there’d have been no problem at all.

Pan Jarek groaned loudly and threw his hands to his groin, squeezing them between his thighs; pressing them against his jeans like he was trying to warm them up.

Taras glanced over at the passenger, his mouth curled into a barely noticeable grin. He pressed more decisively on the gas pedal and the car shot forward, as if possessed.

His eyes filled with a simultaneous fervour and fear. The fear crept in at the very edge of his field of vision, getting caught up in the fog along with the headlamp beams. And although the lights could cut through about fifty meters of fog, were any kind of obstacle to appear on the road, alive or not, there would be no stopping in time. A wet cobblestone is a slippery thing.

The Opel gave such an unexpected jump that Taras, no seat belt this time, smacked the top of his head against the car roof. The Pole got thrown even harder. He clenched his teeth as if he were trying to stop a scream pushing its way from his gut to the surface.

Taras looked nervously at his passenger.

“Stop! Stop!” pan Jarek groaned, and suddenly his whole body clenched, like a spasm. Clenched, then immediately released again. He went limp, his whole frame somehow contracted, his elbows dropping to his legs. His lips puckered on his pale face, as if he were about to whistle.

Taras slammed the brakes. The Opel screeched to the curb.

The Pole held his left hand out to Taras. His arm was trembling. In a swift and practiced move, Taras pulled a litersized glass jar from under his seat and handed it to pan Jarek.

He turned off the engine and the lights. The car died. The fog drew in with an obstructive curiosity, enshrouding the “blinded” Opel and its inhabitants.

But the passenger opened his door, still groaning. He got out quickly and clumsily. Standing with his back to the car, he lowered his jeans and bent forward. The sleeve of his leather jacket caused a strangely harsh rustle as his hands moved.

Taras closed his eyes. Not due to any particular feeling of tiredness. His biological rhythm had long since accommodated these night trips across the city. It was just that the fog didn’t usually factor into his plans. Fog always gets in the way. Though it was still a lot better than snow or black ice! Once the snow falls, then melts, and the slight frost comes in, that’s that, goodbye income, see you in spring! It’s surprising that some work, no matter how directly related it is to medicine, can still prove seasonal!

Through the complete silence came the sonorous clatter of pebble against glass, and then the immediate murmur of a stream—the Pole was urinating into the shaking glass jar.

Then the sound of a metal zip—the Pole doing up either his flies or his jacket.

Taras caught the passenger’s heavy and uneven breathing. He was still standing there, now just completely still and silent. He was standing in front of a slumbering three-story house, with slumbering city windows. He was about two meters from the front of the building, and still the fog crept into that small gap, pushing between the concrete and the man recently relieved of a small but vicious kidney stone.

Taras waited patiently. The stream sounded once more—pan Jarek was carefully pouring the urine in the jar out into the gutter drain.

After a couple of minutes, he returned cautiously to his seat beside the driver. He put the empty jar on the carpet next to his foot, and held out an open palm, on which sat a wet, gray globule, only small: a stone the size of a grain of buckwheat. Taras turned on the light in the car, carefully took the globule between two fingers, and lifted it up to inspect it.

“What do you want it for?” his passenger asked in Polish, his voice still rasping and strangulated from the memory of recent pain.

“A memento,” the driver responded calmly, quietly. “So that I’ve got something to show the kids, when they ask what I did ‘back then.’”

Taras’ tired smile gave his face a welcoming air.

“You got kids?” the Pole asked indifferently, his voice dropping to a murmur.

“No, no wife either.”

“And you’re how old?”

“Thirty-seven.”

“Oh! So you’re younger than your own motor!” He laughed.

“No, older. Just by a couple of years.”

The Pole took his wallet from the inside pocket of his jacket.

“Here.” He offered Taras a few twenty-złoty notes.

“Take you to the hotel?” Taras asked politely.

The Pole switched back to broken Russian: “I’ll walk. It’s nearby, in ‘Old Krakow.’”

Left on his own, Taras locked the car. He got out a small plastic tub for homeopathic cough balls and placed the pebble the Pole had given him inside it.

He had the sudden urge to take a nap. He reclined the driver’s seat, lay down, and closed his eyes. The car was dark, warm, comfy. The warmth would last from half an hour to an hour, then the dry cold would naturally wake him up.
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The dry air soaked through the slight opening in the Opel’s window and brushed Taras’ cheek. And he woke up. Half-awake, he immediately put his hand in his jacket pocket and pulled out the night’s earned złoty then switched the light on. As he looked at the notes crumpled between his fingers, his eyes filled with acridity.

He looked at the clock. Half past four.

The headlamps lit up a thin fog, slicing eighty meters through it.

Taras snorted to himself, glad to see the fog ebbing. The houses of Shpytalna Street drifted lazily past the gray Opel.

He was so sick of this autumn. All the rain and fog. Almost like London, which he’d never been to. Still a long way to go until summer. It’d be a nice thing to just wake up in summer, in the warm. Go for a swim somewhere, the sea, a stream . . .

A pained grimace played over his face. Who came up with the idea of building this glorious city so far from the sea? Worse still—so far from any water at all?! Around here it was just endless drylands, the nearest beach was in Vynnyky, but Vynnyky was absolutely packed in the summer. Maybe he could move? Pack up and head to Odesa? Odesa was also a beautiful city, plus it was by the sea!

His favored bureau de change appeared up ahead. The window was burning with a bright yellow light. Taras normally came to this window, on Ivan Franko Street, three to four times a week. If he’d found work, of course. Sometimes he could go a week without a visit. Those weeks he just sat at home, read books and newspapers, or roamed the internet.

But oh, think of the comfort he could live in in Odesa, and with no real pretensions either. He could live on the first floor there too. Just like here, in Lviv. He wouldn’t mind that, even if people scraped their wooden chairs in this imagined Odesan house, and noises penetrated just as cleanly through the walls. He wouldn’t care. He’d have the sea! And people around him! There’d be people there, he’d find clients for some dependable earnings. The main thing was locating Odesa’s bad roads. But would that really be so hard? There probably wasn’t a single city in the country where it would be difficult to find uneven cobblestones!

The car stopped outside the bureau. Taras got out without turning off the engine. He walked over to the gleaming window.

It was guarded by thick bars, with a small section cut out at the bottom for direct contact with customers. The clean glass gave a clear view of the kind-looking girl who always worked nights at this 24/7 bureau de change. Taras had no idea who worked there in the daytime. Somehow he’d managed never to use the services of the “daytime” bureau de change.

“Good evening!” Taras smiled, looking her in the eye and pushing his hard-earned złoty through the gap.

“Evening.” She nodded.

The notes were whisked away by hands in white lace gloves, which disappeared under the sleeve of a red sweater.

Taras watched as her hands folded each note.

“Here you are.” She offered the hryvnia through the gap.

“Is it not cold for you in there?” Taras asked playfully, his eyes on her slender fingertips hidden under the fabric of their gloves.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ve got a heater in here.”

“Well I thought I might invite you for a coffee . . . if you were cold.”

“If I get cold, I’ll invite myself!” Her voice carried something of a sneer.

On his way back to the car, Taras turned for a moment. The girl’s face was no longer visible from where he was standing. The bright lamp behind the window cast out its light with a force that struck the eyes.

Taras dropped off the Opel near his house on Pekarska Street, then walked over to the nearest internet café.

The place was terribly lit. There were a few little desks with computers, a bare bar counter on the left, and to its right a glass-doored fridge filled with beer, Coke and water. But there was no one around.

“Hey!” Taras shouted softly. “Anyone alive?”

“Huh? Who’s there?” came a male voice from behind the bar.

Taras walked a little closer. He found a guy who looked sleepy and rough-faced, wearing a baggy sweater.

“Whaddaya want? Internet?” he asked drowsily, pushing his palms into the bar to hold himself upright.

“No, first a beer, then coffee.”

“No coffee, but we’ve got beer. Get it from the fridge.”

Taras took a bottle. Held it out to the guy. He opened it for him and took out a clean glass.

“Like me to switch you on some internet anyway?” he said.

Taras shrugged. “Why not?”

The guy sat at the computer. The monitor woke up, and its blue background filled row by row with program icons.

“Here then, sit!” He offered the chair up to Taras.

Taras thudded into it and moved the keyboard back. He poured the beer into the glass. Put it to his lips. Then he got out his homeopathic cough-ball pot from his jacket pocket. Opened it. And very carefully poured about twenty little pebbles onto the table. Some were darker, some lighter, but they were all gray.

“Don’t have a magnifying glass, do you?” he shouted in the direction of the bar.

“Nope,” the guy replied.

“What about paper?” asked Taras.

He was brought a blank sheet.

Taras immediately used his palm to sweep the stones onto the white sheet. Now they were more easily visible.

“What’s that?” asked the “internet barman,” still standing drowsily behind his customer.

“This lot?” asked Taras, turning to face him. “They’re medicinal stones,” he joked.

“What are they medicine for?”

“Don’t know yet. I need to conduct a few experiments . . .”

The guy gave Taras a suspicious look, before returning to the bar.

Taras finished his beer, carefully poured the stones back into the plastic tub and stuffed it in his pocket before leaving.

The fog over Lviv had already begun lifting, like the very streets were pushing it up out of their way.

The front door squeaked. Taras looked at the wooden stairs, each of which gave its own particular sound, like the keys of a worn old grand piano. The fifth step was the loudest and most piercing. Its sound somehow always managed to wake up the neighbor on the first floor—the resentful Yezhi Astrovsky, former hairdresser, former bathhouse attendant, former bookbinder and former supermarket security guard. These days you could just call him “the former Yezhi Astrovsky.” He didn’t work anywhere anymore, but he drank regularly, and once drunk he would search out interlocutors. Exclusively sober ones too. He often picked fights with Taras over the noise, but from the thin, delicate, subtle facial features of his drunk neighbor, Taras could clearly see that he mostly just needed contact and pity—or he’d settle for attention—and his arguments stemmed primarily from a lack of other options.

Taras skipped the fifth step, and after making it up another ten, stopped in front of his door.

From the quiet little radio deceiver, which had sat on the kitchen table since God knows when, came the Ukrainian anthem.

“Six in the morning,” Taras sighed. “Time for bed. God gives to those who fall asleep to the morning anthem!”

Ever since he was a schoolboy, Taras had always tried to be a man of his word. So five minutes after saying that, he lay down trying to work out, through slow, unfocused thoughts, what exactly God had given him for the night’s work. What was he paid in, and how much of it had he received?
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The sound of a nearby tram flew in with the cool, dry air through the small open window of Taras’ apartment. But Taras slept sweetly. He was dreaming of Zhirinovsky,3 rude and vigorous, and for some reason, in his sleep, he spoke to Zhirinovsky in Ukrainian, but he said the right words: “Ukraine should span from sea to sea! We will wash our Ukrainian boots in the Indian Ocean!”

Then suddenly, Taras dreamed that he was asleep, and dreaming of Zhirinovsky, while he himself, in his upper layer of sleep, in an almost controlled consciousness of cloudy dreaming, thought about how Ukraine needed its own Zhirinovskys, Ukrainian to the bone. And sure, let them be outright demagogues, even idiots, but they would serve the Ukrainian people faithfully and truthfully, instilling their people with an alertness to enemies, and carefully explaining the idea of an “enemy of the motherland.” The doorbell rang, jolting him from his sleep.

Taras opened his eyes. The ringing had stopped already, but its echo hung in the air of the flat, in his ears.

He wasn’t expecting anyone; that meant the person at the door could only be his downstairs neighbor. But what on earth for? Taras could remember very clearly avoiding the fifth step, after all.

He put on his white terry-cloth dressing gown, written off from the George hotel’s supplies by a friend who worked there as a bathhouse attendant. He slid his feet into some flip-flops and wandered over to the door.

Before Taras stood his old friend Oksana in a long gray-green coat. Her face carried an eternal smile, behind which could hide any mood, from catty and annoyed to joyous and celebratory. She had a bulky, zip-up laundry bag at her feet.

“What, not expecting me?” Oksana was surprised, looking over his terry-cloth gown with “George” embroidered in red on the breast pocket.

“Nope,” Taras confessed, not moving an inch.

“What are you standing there for?” The smile vanished from Oksana’s face. She looked down at the bag. “Go on, take it! But carefully!”

Oksana was generally listened to in the social circles the two of them shared. It wasn’t that she was always giving instructions or deciding who did what. It was just that, though she was an actress, nature had given her the air of a director.

Taras lifted the bag, immediately noting its weight. He retreated down the hallway, carrying it straight into the main room. Oksana followed him in. Shut the door behind her. Took off her coat, hung it on a hanger and slipped off her boots.

“Let me give you a kiss, then! I’ll be dragging you by the ear after that!”

She reached over to Taras, who had stopped by the table out of confusion.

“What, is it my birthday or something?” he asked. “What’s the date today?”

Oksana smiled. “Might as well check your passport! September eighteenth!”

“Boy oh boy!” Taras sighed.

And then Oksana’s strong hands got hold of him. Both palms gripped his temples like a warm vice, pulling his head toward her lips.

“Well, happy birthday little Tarasik!” she said, giving him a smacking kiss, first on the lips, then forehead, then cheek, just like a little kid.

After releasing the birthday boy, Oksana looked to either side.

“There’s something I’m missing . . .” she said. “What about champagne? In the fridge?”

“I’ll get some, gimme five . . .” he spluttered. “Let me get dressed. Got some hryvnia changed just in time too!”

Taras threw his robe on the sofa-bed, then pulled on some trousers and a sweater.

“Back in a second!” he cried, already halfway out of the front door.

The door slammed shut. The stairs screeched, as if wailing underfoot.

Oksana settled into a chair. She was suddenly drawn to the barely audible buzzing coming from the lace-curtained window.

She approached, pulled back the curtain, and saw on the wide windowsill a homemade plexiglass greenhouse, in which grew rotund spikeless cacti, with three long, skinny daylight-lamps glowing above them.

Oksana was so engrossed in watching the strange bald cacti growing in their plastic cubes that she didn’t hear the door scrape open, nor Taras entering the flat with a shopping bag in his hand.

“All right, got the champagne!” he declared proudly.

He quickly retrieved two flutes from the old sideboard. From the shopping bag he pulled out pre-sliced ham and kolbasa, and some cheese.

“Wait, what about your present?!” Oksana interrupted his bustling. “Come on, over here!”

She leaned over the bag, unzipped it and stretched it open.

First, she pulled out and presented the birthday boy with a new, quite small aquarium.

Taras squatted next to her, placing the aquarium on the parquet floor. He looked surprised, his eyes glued to the bag, as if Oksana were about to perform a magic trick, preparing to pull out a bunny by its ears.

“And here you go, lay these out nicely at the bottom!” Oksana presented him with a weighty bag of sea pebbles.

Taras quietly began to feel genuinely celebratory. How good of her, he said to himself. She can’t come without a surprise!

After the sea pebbles she retrieved from the bag a six-liter plastic bottle of dull green water.

She explained the water’s origin: “I went to the lake in Vynnyky especially. The distance my little car has driven today for you! Pour it in, but be careful!”

Taras had barely finished filling the aquarium when before him appeared a transparent plastic bag full of water (entirely clear this time) with rippling seaweed growing from little brown plastic pots.

“Can this go in too?” asked Taras cautiously.

“Sure!”

The aquarium filled with life before their eyes. The birthday boy arranged the three pots of seaweed; their long leaf-blades rippled as his hands disturbed the water.

Then came the next bag of clear water; in this one, small, blue, exotic-looking fish, no longer than Taras’ little finger, swam about nervously.

“There you are. Now you won’t be so lonely in here!” said Oksana, surveying her gift with pride. “You’re excited, I hope?”

“Lost for words!” Taras shook his head emphatically. “But where should I put it?”

“What d’you mean, where?” his guest replied. “There’s room on the windowsill! Next to the cacti.”

“I was thinking of putting another greenhouse there . . . Maybe it’d be better on the sill in the kitchen?”

“That’s exactly where the second greenhouse would fit best!” Oksana cut in decisively. “A kitchen’s no place for live fish! They might get the wrong impression!”

Taras smiled.

“What, can they understand humans?”

“Not all humans. But humans like you they can. If you behave normally around them. These are very useful fish, by the way. You can’t even imagine. One day they’ll save your life!”

“Wow!” Taras broke into a broad grin.

“This breed lives in Japanese lakes, and they can feel earthquakes coming. Get it? If they suddenly start drawing a figure of eight on the surface—get outside, quick!”

Taras went quiet. His face became deathly serious. He fixed his gaze on the red-blue fish as they slowly and peacefully grew accustomed to their new aquatic environs.

“So what, you think there’s gonna be an earthquake sometime soon?”

“Doesn’t matter if I believe it or not, it’s best to be prepared! How many times have they written about it already, there’s mountains just nearby! So get those fish on the windowsill, and let’s have a drink!”

Taras promptly hoisted the aquarium up off the floor. He pushed the curtain back with his elbow and placed the fish on the sill, to the right of the greenhouse.

“So why do you shave your cacti?” asked Oksana behind his back.

“They just look like that! Bald by nature. They’re called Lophophora williamsii. Unique cacti! The Aztecs and Mayans used them to talk to the gods.”

Just as Taras’ champagne cork hit the high ceiling, someone’s finger jammed into the doorbell.

“That mother—” Taras started. “That piece of shit! Just has to ruin the moment!”

“Who is it?”

“My neighbor! I must’ve accidentally stepped on the fifth step . . . When I went out for the champagne . . . And now he’s going to pick a fight with me over it.”

Taras started in the direction of the hallway.

“Wait right there!” Oksana stopped him in his tracks. “I’ll do it.”

Behind the door stood a man in a tracksuit with a pretty beat-up face and a disorderly, scraggly, slightly curly head of hair. His initially determined facial expression softened under the demandingly inquisitive stare of Oksana, then turned abashedly neutral.

“Have you come to congratulate Taras on his birthday?”

“Me?” he said, a little scared. “What, it’s today? Yes, yes, of course!”

“But where’s your bottle?” asked Oksana, lowering her inquisitive gaze to the neighbor’s clasped hands.

“My bottle?” he asked back, still in no state to process this unexpected turn of events. “My bottle of . . . vodka?”

“Indeed, your bottle of vodka!” Oksana nodded. “Go and get it! We’ll wait, right Taras?” She glanced back.

“Mm-hmm . . .” came the host’s uncertain response.

Taras’ neighbor hotfooted it back downstairs.

“I’ll leave the door open!” Oksana shouted after him. “But be quick!”

Five minutes later he was back, and he really did have a bottle of vodka in his hands. He was now dressed in an unironed brown suit. The short, broad green tie clashed with his pink shirt, which was somewhat poorly tucked into his trousers; he had slippers on his bare feet.

“Come in, come in!” Oksana shouted through from the living room. “Thanks for getting dressed for the occasion!”

The birthday boy and his guest were already seated at the round table. The three full flutes of champagne invited quick action.

The neighbor sat on the free chair, set his vodka on the table next to the bottle of champagne, and gave the woman a quizzical look: not only did she have a commander’s diction, but an air of authority as well.

“If I may,” he said. “My name is Yezhi Astrovsky . . .”

“You may.” Oksana nodded, reaching for her flute.

“I’m a former hairdresser. I could give you advice . . .” “Later,” Oksana interrupted and nodded at Taras. “First, a toast for the birthday boy!”

“Yes, yes.” Yezhi grabbed his glass. “Congratulations! I wish you neighborly peace . . . love”—on this word he squinted at Oksana—“. . . happiness and, most importantly, money . . . There.”

The toast thawed Taras, who had been somewhat distracted by the sudden arrival of his own birthday.

The three flutes met over the table, which was covered in a yellow linen cloth with unwashed traces of past celebrations. The birthday boy’s glass spilled a few drops of champagne that fell directly onto the sliced salami.

“Thank you!” Taras nodded. “I’m very touched.”

The neighbor finished his champagne in one gulp. The birthday boy watched him, then followed suit. Only Oksana maintained her dignity—her flute was still half-full.

She opened the vodka with a practiced twist.

“My father,” she said, shifting her gaze from Taras to his neighbor, “when he was a soldier, would always make a ‘Northern Lights’ cocktail with his friends, and never—never!—got a hangover.”

“Well, what’s in it?” Taras asked with a lively interest.

“Add half a glass of vodka to half a glass of champagne.”

Yezhi Astrovsky flinched upon hearing the recipe.

“I must be going . . . apologies,” he muttered, his eyes on the bottle of vodka in Oksana’s hand.

“No, you mustn’t leave so soon! That’s not neighborly!” Oksana’s voice softened.

The neighbor nodded in despair.

The birthday boy poured himself and his neighbor a half-glass of champagne each, and Oksana topped them up with vodka. It was time for the “Northern Lights.”

“You have to promise me something,” Oksana said to Yezhi as they finished their zakuski.4

“What?” asked the birthday boy’s neighbor, gripping his empty glass in fear.

“You have to remind Taras that he doesn’t live on his own anymore!” said Oksana.

The neighbor looked from side to side, quizzically and a little perturbed, then looked back at Oksana.

“Okay . . .”

“Remind him that he needs to feed his fish daily.” She nodded at the windowsill. “And talk to the housekeeper, get them to fix the step.”

“I’ve told them a hundred times already, they’re asking for fifty hryvnia!” the neighbor exclaimed, back in his habitual sulk.

Oksana took out her purse without a word and pulled out fifty hryvnia.

“Oksana! I’ll do it, I’ve got the money!” Taras, whose face had already begun to express the cocktail’s bewildering contents, raised his hand above the table. His fingers gripped some crumpled notes he’d got from his jeans pocket.

“Yeah, I’ll . . .” Yezhi’s eyes darted from the fifty in Oksana’s hand to the crumpled twenties in Taras’. “I’ll sort it out. I’ll do it!”

He carefully slipped the three twenties from Taras’ hand, stood up, nodded a farewell, and left.

“Shall I wash up?” Oksana asked.

“I’ll manage, leave it!”

“If you insist!” His guest nodded. “I’m off too, I’ve got things to do! Don’t forget about the fish!”

Left on his own again, Taras approached the window and observed his fish swimming peacefully between the seaweed.

“No earthquake today, by the looks,” Taras whispered to himself. “Means I can sleep a little longer.”
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Alik and Audrius woke up just before the sun began setting, although it hadn’t been visible that day anyway. The afternoon had a low-hanging gloom about it, but it was still putting on a brave face through the window of Alik’s little apartment at the very end of Zamarstynivska Street. Their heads were both filled with a slight noise—the culprit was probably the glass each of “Nemirov,” along with the several glasses each of Audrius’ Lithuanian herbal liqueur that they’d knocked back in memory of Jimi Hendrix. They’d slept in their clothes, Alik on top of the duvet on his permanently unfolded sofa-bed, Audrius passed out in an armchair.

“What’s Vilnius like?” Alik asked, rubbing his eyes.

“Don’t know,” Audrius shrugged. “Not been. I’ve got a khutor5 now, about forty kilometers outside of the city. No one around.”

“That’s good.” Alik nodded. “Sometimes I wish I had no one around too! But the opposite’s also got its charm . . . Although nearby all I’ve got are my stepmother and a few peace-loving neighbors. My stomach’s feeling a little lonely . . .”

This piqued Audrius’ interest. “I could eat too . . . maybe even a drink . . . you got anything here to munch on?”

Alik shook his head.

“I fast every year in the lead-up to September eighteenth . . . Lose some weight . . .”

“All right, shall we go somewhere then?” suggested the Lithuanian.

Alik thought for a moment.

“There’s a twenty-four-seven cheburek place by the lake . . . But you can’t have cheburek without a beer . . . What do you reckon, was our KGB guy telling the truth? You were there, after all . . .”

Audrius sighed. “My memory doesn’t work on an empty head and a sober stomach.”

“You sure you didn’t mix those up?”

“Mix what up?”

“I mean . . . empty head . . . sober stomach . . .”

“Ah! What was it I said? I’m losing my Russian without realizing, I don’t have anyone to speak it with out on the khutor.”

“You already said, said there’s no one around, that you’re out there alone.”

“I’m telling you, no one!” Audrius nodded to confirm his words. “Maybe you’ve got some Riga sprats?” he asked. “There used to always be loads of Riga sprats, in every house!”

“Where would I get Riga sprats from?! Come on, let’s go!” Alik pulled himself briskly to his feet.

Outside it smelled of dry forest must. Through the gaps in a pine-trunk fence there were cars flashing past, heading in the direction of Bryukhovychi.

A car started up behind the backs of the two hippies, who were fairly well-built for their age. Alik turned, and through the windshield of a yellow Moskvich he made out the face of his neighbor. He waved.

“Give you a lift?” the neighbor offered politely through his open car door.

They got into the back seat, which was a little sharp and uncomfortable thanks to the springs pushing up through the leather.

The car pulled out into the road and turned left, toward the city.

“Where you headed?” The driver half-looked back.

“Well, we were thinking Bryukhovychi . . . to the cheburek place . . .”

“No, I’m headed to Povitryana,” the neighbor said, hitting the brakes.

“Go for it, go for it!” Alik reassured him, not wanting to leave the Moskvich and end up back on the roadside having to pick and choose again, which had been getting irritating. “I’m sure there’s a café there too!”

“Yes!” His neighbor livened up. “Café ‘Café,’ 24 Povitryana! They’ve got crazy prices there. Zenyk went there with Tkatska the other day, spent fifteen hryvnia and got so drunk he didn’t go to work for two days . . . They even left him there to sleep, that’s service for you! Just try falling asleep in a McDonald’s! No chance! They’d throw you out like . . . like a . . .” The neighbor either lost his train of thought or couldn’t think of a word, and he looked half-back at his passengers again.

“. . . Like a dirty tissue?” suggested Audrius as a lightly Lithuanian-accented closer.

The driver nodded. “Exactly.”

The old friends clambered out of the yellow Moskvich by 24 Povitryana Street.

“I’ll be coming back this way too, I’ll check in on you,” the neighbor said as he bid them farewell. “I’ll give you a ride home if you want!”

Inside it was loud and smoke-filled—so it was comfy. There was conversation humming at every table, beer was being drunk, dried fish was being crunched between unkempt but sharp teeth. Some light cursing added some spark to the chorus of slow, drunken male voices.

“Over there.” Alik pointed at the far right-hand corner.

There were only two people seated at the table—they could fit at least another four in!

Their table neighbors, one in a freshly cleaned quilted jacket, the other in a suit and tie, lowered their conversation respectfully when Alik put down two glasses of beer and a shamelessly thrown-together plate of two cutlets, two salt-pickled cucumbers and two palm-sized dried fish.

“You still need to tell me what you think! Was our KGB guy telling the truth?” asked Alik once he’d sat opposite his Lithuanian friend.

Audrius shrugged his sharp shoulders. His jacket was next to him on the bench, and his threadbare sweater gave his bones too fatty and meaty a covering.

“Here, you take both!” Alik gave a casual but respectful nod to the cutlets. “You’re in Europe now . . . Harder to survive out there . . .”

Audrius took a cutlet with his fingers, lifted it to his nose, sniffed it and smiled.

“Maybe it was the truth,” he said, looking at the cutlet in his hand. “Think about it! Digging up a grave in the States, cutting the hand off a corpse, sticking it in plastic so it doesn’t stink, transporting it over the Atlantic to Lithuania, and then by train to Lviv . . . Have hippies really ever known the meaning of the
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