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Foreword

Memories are never grey.

I remember how, as a child, I opened books about a country unknown to me with a sense of fear. I was afraid that I would not understand the writer’s ideas or the characters in these books. But curiosity won over fear, and without realising it, I became smarter with every book I read. My father, a pilot, was very fond of geography and constantly tested me on my knowledge of the world’s capitals. He named the country, and I named its capital. Thus geography became a part of my life. At that time, geography was huge, it was the geography of the whole world. Today I’m worried about the geography of Ukraine. I know the country well, but I want people from other countries to better understand it. Without a knowledge of its geography, it is difficult to understand any book about Ukraine, especially a book about life during a war, like Grey Bees.

The geography of a country depends on its history. And the history of the country depends on the people who lived there and live there now. To a small extent, the history of Ukraine depends on me, and even on you. The history of Ukraine also depends on memories. Those of the living and those of the dead. I am haunted by memories. I remember how I participated in the Orange Revolution, hoping that Ukraine would be cleansed of all its problems, of corruption and bureaucracy, of attempts to falsify elections. I don’t know if this is really possible, but a man needs to have a dream. Without it, life becomes grey, banal, like life in the grey zone of Donbas between the Russian and Ukrainian positions, the subject of this novel, which is more relevant now than when it was first published. The length of the front line is no longer 430 kilometres, but almost three thousand.

I am horrified by the open letter by Russian poets and writers published in Moscow’s Literaturnaya Gazeta, where the “flower of Russian literature” state their support for Putin and his aggression against Ukraine. A day after its publication, a rocket flew into the house of Ukrainian writer Oleksandr Mikhed. Now he and his family are homeless. Now the whole of Ukraine is their home, and the Ukrainian sky is the ceiling of their not-very-reliable world where Russian bombers are shelling Russian-speaking cities in the east, south and centre of the country. This is how Putin “protects” the Russian-speaking residents of Ukraine from “Ukrainian Nazis” who, in reality, are almost non-existent and who definitely don’t live in the regions currently being destroyed. Not a single nationalist party is represented in the Ukrainian Parliament – people simply didn’t vote for them. Ukrainians are mostly liberals and do not vote for radicals.

Ukraine has been approaching world glory for a very long time. But the country does not want to be remembered as a good dead person. In Ukraine, there is a proverb about funerals: “Speak well of the dead or don’t speak at all!” I mention funerals because I have seen films of murdered residents lying in the streets of Kharkiv. I don’t see how it is possible to organise funerals now, not while the Russians are bombing the city.

My wife and I spent the first two days of the war at home, in the center of Kyiv. I didn’t think to leave. I thought, if I had to leave, I wouldn’t go far. We have a small country house with a garage and a garden, 90 kilometres from Kyiv towards Zhytomyr, where we hid from Coronavirus. And now I am in western Ukraine with my wife and children. Outside my window are the domes of a beautiful rural church. The church is not tall. It is painted a heavenly blue and the domes are gilded and reflect the bright April sun. It’s already spring here. A warm breeze is blowing. For Russia, this is an attempt at a second “Russian Spring” in Ukraine. “Russian Spring” was the name of their military operation in March 2014, when Putin wanted to cut off Ukraine from the Azov and Black Seas, seizing all coastal cities, including Odesa, and connecting the Donbas region with Transnistria. It was then that the leaders of Transnistria turned to the leadership of Russia with a request to accept them into the Russian Federation. The first “Russian Spring” was not fully realised. But two fake republics of separatists emerged in the Donbas. Two territories from which the entire local elite fled. Some to Ukraine, some to Russia.

Now, eight years later, we have the second “Russian Spring”, and this is a more serious attempt. It is an attempt not just to cut off Ukraine from the seas, but to occupy the entire country and insert it into the Russian Federation, together with Moldovan Transnistria. If Putin succeeds, the next targets will be the Baltic states and Poland. Putin needs a corridor to the Kaliningrad region. The border between Poland and Lithuania is just right for this. If you take 500 metres from both Lithuania and Poland, you can build a reliable highway along which tanks and other equipment can easily be transported. Previously, Lithuania allowed the Russian military to transport supplies to Kaliningrad via its railroad. But Russian military freight trains have long disappeared from Lithuania.

Why does Putin have such hatred for Ukraine? Why can’t he talk about Ukraine calmly? Why is he frightening the world with atomic bombs? The answers to these questions are not straightforward. When Putin says that Ukraine is Russia’s little sister, he is trying to mislead people who know little about the region’s history. First, you need to understand that Kyiv is more than 1,540 years old, while Moscow is 875 years old. You have to look deep into the region’s history to see why Russians and Ukrainians are not one people. But it is important to study and understand it.

The historical paths of Russia and Ukraine are different. The Russians, the heirs of the Moscow Principality, grew accustomed to living under a tsar. They developed a “collective mentality”, loyal to the authorities, loving their king. If they got bored of a tsar they sometimes killed him and loved the next one. They enjoy mass festivities and prefer not to stand out from the crowd. Under Stalin, it was especially dangerous to display any individualism. People wanted to dress like everyone else, walk the streets like everyone else, be silent like everyone else.

The independence of the Ukrainian territories was formed during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. At that time, Ukraine was not a state in the full sense of the word. There was no king, that is, no sovereign. It was a kind of republic in which the Cossacks elected a hetman, a chief commander of the army and the head of the territory. They also chose their own officers. There were courts and even a diplomatic service. In Istanbul’s historical archives, you can find many diplomatic notes and letters from Ukrainian Cossacks. The only thing that still surprises me about the Ukraine of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries is that it did not have its own currency. They paid each other with Polish silver, Turkish gold, Russian coins. Ukraine was huge at that time, but it did not have fixed borders. The borders were front lines that moved, depending on the result of the most recent battles against the Poles or the Russians or the Crimean Tatars. Sometimes the Cossacks fought alongside the Crimean Tatars against Poland, sometimes they joined Polish forces to fight against Russia.

Since that time, organised anarchy has been the matrix of the Ukrainian mentality. Ukrainians are individualists. While Russians generally have the same image of one great Russia in their imaginations, each Ukrainian has his or her own Ukraine in which they would like to live. Ukrainians value comfort, a good standard of living, and delicious food. Ukrainian cuisine requires a wide variety of ingredients and is extremely labour-intensive. Perhaps this is connected to the fact that Ukraine’s black soil is some of the best agricultural land in the world. Everything grows here except bananas and oranges. If global warming continues, we might be able to grow those here as well soon.

The natural wealth of the Ukrainian land is one reason for Russia’s greedy desire to take over Ukraine. But, of course, there are other reasons as well. For example, demographics. In 2014/15, many of the people who fled from Donbas into Russia were sent to live in the far east of the country, closer to the border with China, where there are abandoned villages and towns. Few people want to live there, so these vast territories cannot be controlled, developed or protected. Putin sorely lacks population.

Ukraine is a promising country, with seaports, natural resources and its own gas and oil, although both gas and oil production are controlled by local oligarchs and the country does not benefit from these resources. Ukraine has many problems, many unresolved issues and incomplete reforms. But Ukraine is used to living with its problems and solving them one by one, probably too slowly. If we had solved them quickly, like the Baltic countries, we might not have become a victim of the Russian Federation.

One of the reasons for today’s war is the purported threat to the Russian language – my native language, in which I write novels and children’s fairy tales. In fact, it has always been the Ukrainian language that was threatened. Under the Russian Empire, officials tried to marginalise it, driving it into the ghetto and away from the big cities. To a large extent, this policy continued in Soviet times. Twenty years ago, the border between the Ukrainian individualist mentality and the Soviet/Russian collective mentality ran through the middle of Ukraine. With each year after independence, this border moved gradually eastwards. If not for this war, by 2050 the Ukrainian mentality would have squeezed the Russian one out altogether. Perhaps Putin understood that this was happening and realised he had to act fast to take over Ukraine before it became completely pro-European. Before the start of this war, perhaps 20 per cent of Ukrainians were ready to vote for pro-Russian parties. Those against Russia and for Europe make up 80 per cent. Twenty years ago, the situation was very different. There were plenty of Ukrainians who wanted to join the new Soviet Union. 

When Russia annexed Crimea in 2014, the people of Russia were delighted: it has long been a source of nostalgia for them, nostalgia for Tsarist Russia. After all, Crimea was a favourite vacation spot for the Romanov royal family and many other princes and counts. But since the annexation it has been expensive and inconvenient to take a holiday there. It is impossible to use credit cards because of sanctions and poor mobile connections. The Russian government has had to subsidise the Crimean Peninsula for eight years while trying to solve its problems, the most important of which is not the lack of investment, but the lack of water. Previously, water flowed through a canal from Ukraine; now it is gone. The fact that Crimea is still under sanctions and not recognised as part of Russia is a thorn in Putin’s side and has frustrated his plans to expand the territory of the Russian Federation.

The climax of Putin’s dream is approaching – the re-unification of Russians, Belarusians and Ukrainians. We have to awaken him from his dream. Putin will go all out to make it happen, but I don’t believe he will succeed. He can steal another piece of Ukrainian territory, but he simply does not have enough people to control the whole country. Ukrainians will never agree to become subjects of a Russian empire. We cannot back down. We have no choice. We must defend our independence, our freedom. We cannot capitulate.

ANDREY KURKOV

Uzhgorod, Ukraine, 2022
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Sergey Sergeyich was roused by the cold air at about three in the morning. The potbelly stove he had cobbled together in imitation of a picture in Cosy Cottage magazine, with its little glass door and two burners, had ceased to give off any warmth. The two tin buckets that stood by its side were empty. He lowered his hand into the nearest of them and his fingers found only coal dust.

“Alright,” he groaned sleepily, put on his trousers, slid his feet into the slippers he had fashioned out of an old pair of felt boots, pulled on his sheepskin coat, took both buckets and went into the yard.

He stopped behind the shed in front of a pile of coal and his eyes landed on the shovel – it was much brighter out here than inside. Lumps of coal poured down, thumping against the bottoms of the buckets. Soon the echoing thumps died away, and the rest of the lumps fell in silence.

Somewhere far off a cannon sounded. Half a minute later there was another blast, which seemed to come from the opposite direction.

“Fools can’t get to sleep,” Sergeyich said to himself. “Probably just warming their hands.”

Then he returned to the dark interior of the house and lit a candle. Its warm, pleasant, honeyed scent hit his nose, and his ears were soothed by the familiar quiet ticking of the alarm clock on the narrow wooden windowsill.

There was still a hint of heat inside the stove’s belly, but not enough to get the frosty coal going without the help of woodchips and paper. Eventually, when the long bluish tongues of flame began to lick at the smoke-stained glass, the master of the house stepped out into the yard again. The sound of distant bombardment, almost inaudible inside the house, now reached Sergeyich’s ears from the east. But soon another sound drew his attention. He heard a car driving nearby. Then it stopped. There were only two proper streets in the village – one named after Lenin, the other after Taras Shevchenko – and also Ivan Michurin Lane.1 Sergeyich himself lived on Lenin, in less than proud isolation. This meant that the car had been driving down Shevchenko. There, too, only one person was left – Pashka Khmelenko, who, like Sergeyich, had retired early. The two men were almost exactly the same age and had been enemies from their first days at school. Pashka’s garden looked out towards Horlivka, so he was one street closer to Donetsk than Sergeyich. Sergeyich’s garden faced in the other direction, towards Sloviansk; it sloped down to a field, which first dipped then rose up towards Zhdanivka. You couldn’t actually see Zhdanivka from the garden – it lay hidden behind a hump. But you could sometimes hear the Ukrainian army, which had burrowed dugouts and trenches into that hump. And even when he couldn’t hear the army, Sergeyich was always aware of its presence. It sat in its dugouts and trenches, to the left of the forest plantation and the dirt road along which tractors and lorries used to drive.

The army had been there for three years now, while the local lads, together with the Russian military, had been drinking tea and vodka in their dugouts beyond Pashka’s street and its gardens, beyond the remnants of the apricot grove that had been planted back in Soviet times, and beyond another field that the war had stripped of its workers, as it had the field that lay between Sergeyich’s garden and Zhdanivka.

The village had been quiet for two whole weeks. Not a shot fired. Had they tired themselves out? Were they conserving their shells and bullets? Or maybe they were reluctant to disturb the last two residents of Little Starhorodivka, who were clinging to their homesteads more tenaciously than a dog clings to its favourite bone. Everyone else in Little Starhorodivka had wanted to leave when the fighting began. And so they left – because they feared for their lives more than they feared for their property, and that stronger fear had won out. But the war hadn’t made Sergeyich fear for his life. It had only made him confused, and indifferent to everything around him. It was as if he had lost all feeling, all his senses, except for one: his sense of responsibility. And this sense, which could make him worry terribly at any hour of the day, was focused entirely on one object: his bees. But now the bees were wintering. Their hives were lined on the inside with felt and covered with sheets of metal. Although they were in the shed, a dumb stray shell could fly in from either side. Its shrapnel would cut into the metal – but then maybe it wouldn’t have the strength to punch through the wooden walls and be the death of the bees?
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Pashka showed up at Sergeyich’s at noon. The master of the house had just emptied the second bucket of coal into the stove and put the kettle on. His plan had been to have some tea alone.

Before letting his uninvited guest into the house, Sergeyich placed a broom in front of the “safety” axe by the door. You never know – Pashka might have a pistol or a Kalashnikov for self-defence. He’d see the axe and break out that grin of his, as if to say that Sergeyich was a fool. But the axe was all Sergeyich had to protect himself. Nothing else. He kept it under his bed at night, which is why he sometimes managed to sleep so calmly and deeply. Not always, of course.

Sergeyich opened the door for Pashka and gave a not very friendly grunt. This grunt was spurred by Sergeyich’s resentment of his neighbour from Shevchenko Street. It seemed the statute of limitations on his resentment would never run out. The very sight of him reminded Sergeyich of all the mean tricks Pashka used to play, of how he used to fight dirty and tattle to their teachers, of how he never let Sergeyich crib from him during exams. You might think that after forty years Sergeyich would have learned to forgive and forget. Forgive? Maybe. But how could he forget? There were seven girls in their class and only two boys – himself and Pashka – and that meant Sergeyich had never had a friend in school, only an enemy. “Enemy” was too harsh a word, of course. In Ukrainian one could say “vrazhenyatko” – what you might call a “frenemy”. That was more like it. Pashka was a harmless little enemy, the kind no-one fears.

“How goes it, Greyich?” Pashka greeted Sergeyich, a little tensely. “You know they turned on the electricity last night,” he said, casting a glance at the broom to see whether he might use it to brush the snow off his boots.

He picked up the broom, saw the axe, and his lips twisted into that grin of his.

“Liar,” Sergeyich said peaceably. “If they had, I would’ve woken up. I keep all my lights switched on, so I can’t miss it.”

“You probably slept right through it – hell, you could sleep through a direct hit. And they only turned it on for half an hour. Look,” he held out his mobile. “It’s fully charged! You wanna call someone?”

“Got no-one to call,” Sergeyich said. “Want some tea?”

“Where’d you get tea from?”

“From the Protestants.”

“I’ll be damned,” Pashka said. “Mine’s long gone.”

They sat down at Sergeyich’s little table. Pashka’s back was to the stove and its tall metal pipe, which was now radiating warmth.

“Why’s the tea so weak?” the guest grumbled. And then, in a more affable voice: “Got anything to eat?”

Anger showed in Sergeyich’s eyes.

“They don’t bring me humanitarian aid at night . . .”

“Me neither.”

“So what do they bring you, then?”

“Nothing!”

Sergeyich grunted and sipped his tea.

“So no-one came to see you last night?”

“You saw . . . ?”

“I did. Went out to get coal.”

“Ah. Well, what you saw were our boys,” Pashka nodded. “On reconnaissance.”

“So what were they reconnoitring for?”

“For dirty Ukes . . .”

“That so?” Sergeyich stared directly into Pashka’s shifty eyes.

Pashka gave up right away.

“I lied,” he confessed. “Just some guys – said they were from Horlivka. Offered me an Audi for three hundred bucks. No papers.”

Sergeyich grinned. “D’you buy it?”

“Whaddaya take me for? A moron?” Pashka shook his head. “Think I don’t know how this stuff goes down? I turn round to get the money and they stick a knife in my back.”

“So why didn’t they come to my place?”

“I told them I was the only one left. Besides, you can’t drive from Lenin to Shevchenko anymore. There’s that big crater where the shell landed.”

Sergeyich just stared at Pashka’s devious countenance, which would have suited an aged pickpocket – one who had grown fearful and jumpy after countless arrests and beatings. At forty-nine he looked a full ten years older than Sergeyich. Was it his earthy complexion? His ragged cheeks? It was as if he’d been shaving with a dull razor all his life. Sergeyich stared at him and thought that if they hadn’t wound up alone in the village he would never have talked to him again. They would have gone on living their parallel lives on their parallel streets and would not have exchanged a word – if it hadn’t been for the war.

“Been a long time since I heard any shooting,” the guest said with a sigh. “But around Hatne, you know, they used to fire the big guns only at night – well, now they’re firing in the daytime too. Listen,” Pashka tilted his head forwards a bit, “if our boys ask you to do something – will you do it?”

“Who are ‘our boys’?” Sergeyich said irritably.

“Stop playing the fool. Our boys – in Donetsk.”

“My boys are in my shed. I don’t have any others. You’re not exactly ‘mine’, either.”

“Oh, cut it out. What’s the matter with you, didn’t get enough sleep?” Pashka twisted his lips. “Or did your bees freeze their stingers off, so now you’re taking it out on me?”

“You shut your mouth about my bees . . .”

“Hey, don’t get me wrong, I’ve got nothing but respect for the little buggers – I’m just worried! I just can’t understand how they survive the winter. Don’t they get cold in the shed? I’d croak after one night.”

“As long as the shed’s in one piece, they’re fine,” Sergeyich said, his tone softening. “I keep an eye on them, check on them every day.”

“Tell me, how do they sleep in those hives?” Pashka said. “Like people?”

“Just like people. Each bee in its own little bed.”

“But you’re not heating the shed, are you?”

“They don’t need it. Inside the hives, it’s thirty-seven degrees. They keep themselves warm.”

Once the conversation shifted in an apian direction, it grew more amicable. Pashka felt he should leave while the going was good. This way, they might even manage to bid each other farewell, unlike last time, when Sergeyich sent him packing with a few choice words. But then Pashka thought of one more question.

“Have you thought at all about your pension?”

“What’s there to think about?” Sergeyich shrugged. “When the war ends, the postwoman will bring me three years’ worth of cheques. That’ll be the life.”

Pashka grinned. He wanted to needle his host, but managed to restrain himself.

Before he took his leave, his eyes met Sergeyich’s one more time.

“Listen, while it’s charged . . .” He held out his mobile again. “Maybe you ought to give your Vitalina a call?”

“‘My’ Vitalina? She hasn’t been ‘mine’ for six years. No.”

“What about your daughter?”

“Just go. I told you, I’ve got no-one to call.”
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“What could that be?” Sergeyich wondered aloud.

He was standing on the edge of his garden, facing the white field that sloped down like a smooth, wide tongue and then, just as gradually, rose up towards Zhdanivka. There, on the snowy horizon, lay the hidden fortifications of the Ukrainian troops. Sergeyich could not see them from where he stood. They were far away, and, in any case, his eyesight left much to be desired. To the right of him, sloping gently upwards in the same direction, ran a sometimes-thick, sometimes-sparse windbreak of trees. Actually, the windbreak began to rise only at the turn towards Zhdanivka. Up to that point, the trees were planted in a straight line along the dirt road, which was now blanketed with snow, seeing as no-one had driven down it since the start of the conflict. Before the spring of 2014, you could take that road all the way to Svitle or Kalynivka.

It was usually Sergeyich’s feet, not his thoughts, that would bring him out to the edge of the garden. He would often wander through the yard, surveying his property. First he would peek into the shed, to check on the bees, then into the ramshackle garage, to check on his old green Lada estate. Then he would walk over to his heap of long-flame coal, which grew smaller every night but still gave him confidence in a heated tomorrow and day after tomorrow. Sometimes his feet might bring him to the orchard, and then he would pause by the hibernating apple and apricot trees. And sometimes, though less often, he would find himself on the very edge of the garden, with the snow’s endless crust crunching and crumbling beneath his feet. Here, his boots never sank very deep, because the winter wind always blew the snow down into the field, towards the dip and the turn in the road. There was never much snow left on the higher ground – as here in Sergeyich’s garden, for instance.

It was almost noon, high time to head back to the house, but that spot on the field, on the rising slope towards Zhdanivka and the Ukrainian trenches, puzzled Sergeyich and would not let him go. A couple of days earlier, the last time he’d gone out to the edge of the garden, the snow-white field had been spotless. There had been nothing but snow, and if you looked at it long enough, you would begin to hear white noise – a kind of silence that takes hold of your soul with its cold hands and doesn’t release it for a long time. The silence around here was of a special sort, of course. Sounds to which you have grown accustomed, to which you no longer pay any attention, are also fused into silence. Like the sound of distant shelling, for example. Even now (Sergeyich forced himself to listen) they were firing somewhere to the right, about fifteen kilometres away – and also to the left, unless that was an echo.

“A person?” Sergeyich asked aloud, peering at the spot on the field.

For a moment it seemed that the air had become more transparent.

Well, what else could it be? he thought. If I only had some binoculars . . . I’d already be making myself warm at home . . . Maybe Pashka has a pair?

And then his feet led him in pursuit of his thoughts – to Pashka’s. They carried him around the rim of the crater by the Mitkov place, then down Shevchenko Street, following the trail of the car about which Pashka might have been telling the truth or, just as likely, lying through his teeth; it was all the same to that man.

“Have you got any binoculars?” Sergeyich asked his childhood foe as he opened the door, without so much as offering him a greeting.

“Sure. Whaddaya need them for?” Pashka had also decided to forego greetings: why waste words?

“There’s something on my side on the field. Maybe a corpse.”

“Wait!” Pashka’s eyes lit up with an inquisitive glint. “Hold on!”

Soon they passed the crater at the Mitkov place. Along the way, Sergeyich looked up at the sky. It seemed to him that it was already getting dark, though even the shortest winter days do not end at half past one. Then he glanced at the massive old pair of binoculars, which dangled from a brown leather strap and rested on Pashka’s bulging sheepskin-clad chest. Pashka’s coat would not have bulged, of course, had he not turned up his collar, which now stood like a fence around his thin neck, protecting it from the frosty wind. The rest of the coat was scrunched beneath it.

“Where is it?” Pashka raised the binoculars to his eyes as soon as they reached the edge of the garden.

Sergeyich pointed. “There, straight ahead and a little to the right, on the slope.”

“Alright,” Pashka said. “Ah, there it is!”

“So what is it?”

“Casualty. But who is he? Can’t see his chevrons . . . Laid himself out awkwardly.”

“Let me have a look,” Sergeyich said.

Pashka lowered the binoculars and handed them over.

“Here, beekeeper – maybe your eyes are sharper.”

What had looked dark from afar turned out to be green. The dead man was lying on his right side, with his back towards Little Starhorodivka – which meant he was facing the Ukrainian trenches.

“Make anything out?” Pashka said.

“Sure. A dead soldier. But was he one of theirs, one of the others . . . ?”

“Got it.” Pashka nodded, and the movement of his head inside his upturned collar drew a smile from Sergeyich.

“What are you grinning about?” Pashka said suspiciously.

“You look like an upside-down bell in that thing. Your head’s too small for such luxuries . . .”

“It’s the head I was given,” Pashka snapped back. “Besides, it’s harder to hit a small head with a bullet – but a big dome like yours? Hell, you couldn’t miss it from a kilometre away . . .”

They trudged together through the garden, orchard and yard to the gate on Lenin Street, silent all the way, never once looking at one another. Sergeyich asked Pashka if he could keep the binoculars for a couple of days. Pashka agreed, then walked off to Michurin Lane without glancing back.
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That night, Sergey Sergeyich awoke not because he himself was cold, but because someone else was, in his dream. More precisely: he had dreamed that he was the dead soldier. Killed and abandoned in the snow. Terrible frost all around. His dead body was growing stiffer and stiffer, but suddenly it turned to stone and itself began to radiate cold. And in his dream Sergeyich lay inside this stone body. He lay and felt this cold horror both within the dream and outside it – in his own body. He bore it as long as the dream had hold of him. But as soon as the dream began to weaken, he rose from his bed. He waited for his fingers to stop trembling from the cold he’d endured in the dream, then poured some “chestnuts” of coal from the bucket into the stove and sat down at his table in the dark.

“Why won’t you let me sleep?” he whispered.

He sat still for half an hour, his eyes slowly adjusting to the dark. The air in the room was layered horizontally; his ankles grew cold, while his shoulders and neck grew warm.

Sergeyich sighed, lit a yellow candle, went over to his wardrobe, and opened the left-hand door. He brought the candle closer. There, among the empty hangers, hung his wife’s – his ex-wife’s – dress. Vitalina had left it on purpose. A transparent hint. One of the reasons for her departure.

In the dim light of the small, quivering flame, the pattern of the dress wasn’t easy to read, but Sergeyich didn’t need to read it. He knew its inelaborate pattern, its humble plot, by heart: thick, close-set columns of big red ants running up and down the powder-blue fabric – thousands of them, by the looks of it. Just imagine an inventor of clothes coming up with such an idea! Oh no – it can’t just be simple and beautiful, like every other dress, with polka dots or daisies or violets . . .

Sergeyich snuffed out the little flame in his usual manner, with the thumb and forefinger of his right hand. The candle’s sweet farewell ribbon of smoke drifted up to his nose. He went back to bed. It was warm under the blanket. Such warmth ought to give rise to warm dreams, not ones that pierce you with cold horror.

His eyes seemed to shut of their own accord. And now, with his eyes closed, falling asleep, he saw it again – the dress with the ants. Only it wasn’t hanging in the wardrobe. The dress was on Vitalina. It came to below her knees. The red ants seemed to be scurrying up and down the fabric because Vitalina was walking along their street, and the dress was fluttering in the breeze. No, she wasn’t walking – she was swimming. Just like the first time she had left their yard. The first time she had “got out”, you could say – so as to present herself to the street and the village, as if she were some kind of important document the very sight of which was supposed to make everyone step aside and stare. She hadn’t yet unpacked all her bags and suitcases that first day after the move from Vinnytsia, but she had immediately dug out the ant dress, ironed it, put it on, and headed for the church that stood at the end of their street. He’d tried to stop her, had begged her to put on something else, but nothing doing. . . Yes, it was hard to cope with her personality, and her love of “beautiful” things. Impossible, even.

She had thought that Sergey was going to walk along the street with her, but he had stopped at the gate, too embarrassed to accompany his wife and her red ants.

And so she’d set out by herself, stepping boldly, even arrogantly, drawing all the neighbours to their fences, windows and gates. Little Starhorodivka was full of life in those days, almost every yard ringing with children’s laughter . . .

Needless to say, for the next few days she was the talk of the village, and not in a good way.

But after all, it wasn’t on account of some dress that he fell in love with Vitalina and took her for his wife. She was much better without the damn thing on, and then she was all his . . . A pity that it didn’t last as long as he’d hoped.

The dream that now engulfed Sergeyich showed him Vitalina’s first promenade through the village differently, not as it had actually happened. In the dream, he was walking beside her, holding her hand. And he greeted each of his neighbours, nodding, although their eyes stuck to the ant dress like flies stick to those gluey ribbons that are hung over tables in the summer.

They reached the church but did not enter its open gate. Instead, they walked around the house of God to the grounds of the cemetery, where the silent crosses and gravestones stifle any desire to smile or speak loudly. Sergey led Vitalina to the graves of his parents, neither of whom had made it to fifty, then showed her his other relatives: his father’s sister and her husband; his cousin with his two sons, all three of whom had died in an accident, driving drunk; and even his niece, although they’d put her at the very edge of the cemetery, above the ravine – all because her father had tangled with the chairman of the village council, who got his revenge the best way he could. You live somewhere long enough, and you’ll have more family in the ground there than above it.

Memory reminded the dream-rapt sleeper that they had, in fact, gone to the cemetery on her second or third day in the village, but she had been dressed appropriately – all in black. She looked awfully good in that colour, Sergeyich had thought then.

There was a loud crash outside the window. Sergeyich started, lost the thread of his dream. The cemetery disappeared, Vitalina and the ant dress evaporated, and he himself vanished. It was as if the projector had snapped the film.

But Sergeyich did not open his eyes.

So they blew something up, he thought. Wasn’t that close – just a big-calibre gun. If it had been close, it would have thrown me out of bed. And if the shell had hit the house, I’d have stayed in my dream, where it’s cosier and warmer than in life. And even the ant dress didn’t seem so annoying . . . Kind of got to like it.
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“He’s right under their feet!” Pashka did nothing to hide his angry bewilderment. “They should bring his body in.”

A cold, sharp wind was blowing from the direction of the bombed-out church. Pashka seemed to be pressing his head into his shoulders, trying to hide from the wind behind the upturned collar of his coat. His indignant profile reminded Sergeyich of the fiery revolutionaries depicted in Soviet textbooks.

They were standing at the edge of the garden again. Pashka had been sulking all morning, from the moment he opened his door to his childhood foe an hour earlier, without inviting him inside. Still, he did agree to accompany Sergeyich and got ready quickly.

“Alright, so he won’t let you sleep,” Pashka had grumbled on the way. “But what’s it to me? Let him lie, for all I care. They’ll get him down in the ground soon enough.”

“But you’re talking about a human being! A human being should either live or lie in a proper grave.”

“He’ll have his grave,” Pashka said dismissively. “We’ll all have our graves when the time comes.”

“Listen, let’s crawl out there – we could at least drag him off towards the trees, get him out of sight.”

“I’m not crawling out there! Let the people who sent him go out and fetch him.” The harshness of his frenemy’s tone told the beekeeper that there was no point in discussing it further.

“Hand me the binoculars,” Pashka said.

He looked through them for a moment or two, his lips twisting. He didn’t like the sight any more than Sergeyich did, but the thoughts it inspired in him were very different from the beekeeper’s.

“If he was crawling away from them, that means he’s a Uke,” Pashka reasoned aloud, lowering the binoculars. “And if he was crawling towards them, then he’s one of ours. Now, if we knew for sure that he was one of ours, we’d just tell the fellas in Karuselino to come and get him at night. But he’s laid out sideways! Who knows which way he was walking or crawling? By the way, Greyich – did you hear the blast last night?”

“I did,” Sergeyich nodded.

“I think they hit the cemetery.”

“Who?”

“Damned if I know. Say, got any spare tea?”

Sergeyich bit his lip. He felt that he could hardly refuse, since he had dragged Pashka out here, but he wished he could have.

“Sure, let’s go.”

Sergeyich walked ahead of Pashka, wondering what he should put the tea in. If he used a matchbox, Pashka would take offence, but a mayonnaise jar – that’s too much.

Both stamped their soles against the concrete threshold, knocking off the snow.

In the end, Sergeyich did use a mayonnaise jar, but he didn’t fill it all the way.

“You still want the binoculars, or have you seen enough?” Pashka said, trying to appear grateful.

“Leave them here a while,” the beekeeper said.

This time they parted on friendly terms.

When Pashka had gone Sergeyich went out to the shed to visit his wintering bees and make sure everything was in order. Then he ducked into the garage to have a look at his estate. He thought of starting the engine, just to check, but decided it might disturb the bees – they were just beyond the wooden wall; the shed and garage were as close as twin brothers, almost under the same roof.

The early winter twilight was approaching. Sergeyich had stocked up on coal for the night, poured half a bucket into the stove, closed its glass door, and put a pot full of water on one of the burners. He was planning to have salted buckwheat for dinner, then read a book by candlelight. He had a lot of candles – more than he had books. His books were old, from Soviet times, and lived behind glass, in the sideboard, to the left of the china. They were old, yes, but easy to read; the letters were large and distinct, and everything was clear, because the stories they told were simple. The candles, meanwhile, lay in the corner – two full boxes of them. They lay in tightly packed rows, separated by waxed paper. This waxed paper was itself a thing of great value; you could use it to start a fire in the rain, even in a hurricane. Once it gets going, there’s no dousing it. When a shell hit the Leninist church – everyone called it “Leninist” because it stood at the end of Lenin Street – and the church, being wooden, burned to the ground, Sergeyich walked over the next morning and found two boxes of candles in the stone outbuilding, which the explosion had torn wide open. He took them home – first one, then the other. Give and you shall receive – that’s what the Bible says. For years and years he had donated his beeswax to the church, precisely so that the priest could make candles. He had given and given, and then received these candles as a gift from the Lord. They came in an hour of need, when the power was cut off. And so they serve him now that light bulbs are useless. This too is holy work, after all – to brighten man’s life in dark times.
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After several calm, windless days came an unusually dark evening. It didn’t come of its own accord, but was brought about by the agitation of the sky, which was invisible from the wintery gloom below. Up there, heavy clouds pushed aside their lighter neighbours and began to shed fluffy snow. These new flakes fell to the ground, which was plastered with old snow that had grown hard in the dry wind.

Sergeyich, yawning, fed his stove a new portion of long-flame coal, then pinched out a yellow church candle with two fingers. It seemed he had done what had to be done before bedtime. All that remained was to pull the blanket up to his ears and fall asleep until the morning or until the cold woke him. Yet the silence, thanks to the snowfall, felt somehow incomplete. And when silence is incomplete, there arises, willy-nilly, the desire to complete it. But how? Sergeyich had long ago grown used to the sound of distant bombardments, which had become an integral part of silence. But now the snowfall – a much less frequent guest – had blocked out that sound with its rustling.

Silence, of course, is an arbitrary thing, a personal aural phenomenon that people adjust for themselves. In earlier days, Sergeyich’s silence was not unlike the silence of others. It easily absorbed the drone of an aeroplane up in the sky or the night-time chirp of a cricket that had hopped in through an open window. All quiet sounds that cause no irritation and don’t turn one’s head eventually fuse into silence. So it was with Sergeyich’s peacetime silence. And so it became with his wartime silence, in which military sounds suppressed and displaced peaceful, natural ones, but, in due course, also nestled under the wings of silence and ceased to draw attention to themselves.

Now Sergeyich lay in bed, seized by a strange anxiety because of the snowfall, which seemed too loud. Instead of drifting off to sleep, he lay there and thought.

And once again his thoughts returned to the dead man in the field. But this time Sergeyich’s thoughts hastened to bring him cheer, suggesting that the dead man would soon be hidden from view. After all, snow as heavy as this would cover everything up for a good long time, until the springtime thaw. And in spring all would change: nature would awake, birdsong would drown out the cannon fire – because the birds would be nearby, while the cannons would stay over there, far away. And only occasionally, for some unknown reason – maybe out of drunkenness or drowsiness – would the gunners accidentally drop one or two shells on Little Starhorodivka. Once a month at most. And these shells would fall where nothing living remained: on the cemetery, the churchyard, or the long-deserted and windowless building of the old kolkhoz administration.

And if the war did continue into spring, Sergeyich would leave the village to Pashka and take his bees – all six hives – to where there was no war; where the fields weren’t pockmarked by craters but covered in buckwheat or wildflowers; where you could walk without fear through woods, across meadows and along country roads; where there were lots of people and, even if they didn’t smile at you, life would still seem easier and warmer, simply because there were so many of them.

The thought of bees eased Sergeyich’s mind, and it seemed he was drifting closer to sleep. He recalled the day, dear to his memory and heart, when the former governor, the boss of Donbas – and almost of the entire country – had first paid him a visit.2 Now that was a man you could understand in all respects, understand and trust, like an old abacus. He had come in a jeep, with two guards. Life was very different back then, quiet. They still had ten years to go, if not more, before the onset of military silence. All the neighbours had come out of the woodwork to watch with envy and curiosity as that mountain of a man passed through Sergeyich’s gate and clasped his hand in his own gigantic paw. And maybe some of them had heard the governor ask: “So you’re Sergey Sergeyich, eh? And I can take a nap on your bees? You think this up all by yourself?”

“No, someone else thought it up – I saw it in a beekeeping magazine. But I built the bed myself,” the beekeeper said proudly.

“Well, let’s have a look,” the guest boomed, offering a stiff but friendly smile.

Sergeyich led him to the orchard, where six hives stood back to back in twos. They were topped with a sheet of wood, on which lay a thin, straw-filled mattress.

“Should I take off my shoes?” the guest said.

The host looked down at the guest’s shoes and froze in astonishment. They were sharp-nosed, exquisite in shape, and the colour of mother-of-pearl – as iridescent as the film of petrol on a puddle of water in dazzling sunlight, only nobler by far than petrol. Their mother-of-pearl shone so brightly that the air above them seemed to melt, as it does in great heat. Melting and losing its full transparency, the air added volume and extraordinary vibrancy both to the colour and shape of the shoes.

“No, no need,” Sergeyich said, shaking his head.

“Like them, eh?” the governor said, smiling. These words forced the host to tear his eyes from the shoes.

“Yes – I’ve never seen anything so beautiful,” Sergeyich confessed.

“What’s your size?” the governor asked.

“Forty-two.”

The governor nodded and approached one of the beehives in the middle, turning his rear end towards it. There was a wooden step stool at the hive’s base. He got up on the stool, carefully lowered himself onto the thin mattress, lay down on his right side, stretched out his legs, then looked at Sergeyich somewhat childishly, like a schoolboy faced with a strict teacher.

“Is it better to lie on my back or my stomach?” he asked.

“Back is better,” Sergeyich said. “Maximum connection between the body and the hives.”

“Alright, then. You can go and I’ll take my nap. They’ll call you,” said the governor and glanced at his guards, who stood a little way off from the bee-bed. One of them nodded, acknowledging that he had heard.

Sergeyich returned to his house and turned on the television – they still had power then. He tried to distract himself, but he couldn’t tear his thoughts from his important, gigantic guest. He was afraid that the legs of the hives might collapse under the man’s weight. He drank some tea to calm himself, but he couldn’t stop worrying about the fragility of the hives. After all, when he was building them, his only concern had been the comfort of the bees; he hadn’t yet learned of the health benefits of sleeping on top of the creatures.

After his nap, as a sign of gratitude, the important guest had given Sergeyich three hundred dollars and a bottle of vodka. From that day on, all those who had never liked the beekeeper or had simply ignored him began to greet him cordially, as if he had been touched by an archangel’s wing.

A year later, also in early autumn, the governor paid him a second visit. By then, Sergeyich had built a little gazebo around the bee-bed. It was light and foldable; you could assemble and disassemble it in under an hour. And he’d made the mattress even thinner, so that the straw wouldn’t block out even the slightest vibration from the hundreds of thousands of bees beneath it.

The governor looked tired. He now had ten guards with him, and there were as many cars parked by the fence along Lenin Street. Sergeyich had no idea who was in those cars or why they wouldn’t come out. This time the boss of Donbas slept on the bee-bed, or just lay there, for a full five or six hours. As he left, he not only gave Sergeyich an envelope containing a thousand dollars, but also hugged him with all his might. A proper bear hug. As though he were saying goodbye to a dear friend.

Well, it’s over, Sergeyich decided. Luck like that doesn’t strike twice. He won’t be coming again.

This was a sensible thought, for several reasons. One of which was banal: people were now advertising bee-beds in every district centre. Competition was running wild, while Sergeyich, for his part, didn’t advertise at all. True, everyone in the village knew that the governor had come all the way from Kyiv to sleep on top of Sergeyich’s bees, and they spread the word to their friends and relatives in other villages and towns; so those wishing to sleep on top of “the governor’s bees” turned up at Sergeyich’s gate in numbers that other beekeepers could only envy. Still, Sergeyich didn’t push up the modest price he usually charged, and he even treated the nicer customers to tea with honey. His customers liked to chat with him about this and that, about life. At home, by that time, there was no-one for Sergeyich to chat with: his wife and daughter had run off while he was out at the wholesale produce market in Horlivka. They had left a wound in his heart. But he persevered. He gathered all his will into a fist and didn’t let the tears that had welled up in his eyes roll down his cheeks. He went on living – and life was calm and satisfying. In the summers he enjoyed the buzzing of his bees, and in the winter the peace and quiet, the snowy whiteness of the fields and the total stillness of the grey sky. He could have lived out his days in that way, but something intervened. Something broke in the country, in Kyiv, where nothing had ever been quite right. It broke so badly that painful cracks ran along the country, as if along a sheet of glass, and then blood began to seep through these cracks. That was the start of the war, the sense of which had, for three years now, remained a mystery to Sergeyich.

The first shell hit the church, and the very next morning people began to leave Little Starhorodivka. First, fathers bundled their wives and children off to safety, wherever they had relatives: Russia, Odessa, Mykolayiv. Then the fathers themselves left, some becoming “separatists”, others refugees. The last to be taken away were the old men and women. They were dragged off weeping and cursing. The noise was awful. And then, one day, things grew so quiet that Sergeyich stepped out onto Lenin Street and was nearly deafened by the silence. It was heavy, as if cast in iron. Sergeyich was suddenly afraid that he’d been left all alone in the village. He set off cautiously down the street, peering over each fence. After a night of cannon fire, this silence weighed on him, pressing down on his shoulders like a bag full of coal. All the doors were boarded shut. Some of the windows were covered up with plywood. He reached the church, just under a kilometre from his home. Then he crossed over to Shevchenko, the parallel street, and began to make his way back on shaky legs. Suddenly he heard a cough, and it thrilled him. Sergeyich went up to the fence from which the cough had come, and there was Pashka, sitting on a bench, a bottle of vodka in his left hand, a cigarette in his right.

“What are you doing here?” Sergeyich said. They had never, ever exchanged greetings.

“What am I doing here? Am I supposed to give all this up? My cellar’s plenty deep. Push comes to shove, I can hole up down there.”

That was the first spring of the war. And now they were in its third winter. For almost three years he and Pashka had been keeping the village alive. If every last person took off, no-one would return. This way, people were sure to come back – either when all that nonsense in Kyiv stopped, or when the landmines were gone and the shells stopped falling.
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Two nights and two days had passed since the snowfall. In that time, Sergeyich had only gone outside to get coal. Now his feet sank gently into the fresh white carpet. But something surprised him: he noticed bald patches, with the old crust peeking out. Well, it hadn’t been a blizzard, after all – just snow falling freely and easily, then moving, floating this way and that. Or maybe a low wind had blown it off towards some natural barrier, where it could have gathered in snowdrifts. But Sergeyich felt no desire to go looking for them.

The kettle was boiling. You can’t just turn off a coal-burning stove as you would a gas range, so the kettle had to sit there, boiling idly, until Sergeyich removed it using an old kitchen towel. He poured some of the water into a Mobile TeleSystems mug, with its distinctive logo, enlivening the boiling liquid with a pinch of tea. Then he took a one-litre jar of honey from the floor.

Maybe I should call Pashka over, he thought, yawning. And then: Better not. I’d have to go all the way to the other end of the village.

He still hadn’t finished his first mug when a blast thundered somewhere nearby. The windows rattled so loudly that it hurt his ears.

“Fucking bastards!” Sergeyich cried out bitterly, slamming the mug down on the table and spilling some of his tea. He ran to the nearest window to check if it had cracked. It had not.

The other windows were also intact. He thought he might go out and see where the shell had fallen – maybe it had smashed a neighbour’s house.

Ah, to hell with it . . . The main thing is mine’s still standing, Sergeyich concluded, returning to the table.

Now, if there had been a second blast, that would have been a different story. He would have made straight for the cellar, as he had done three years ago, when shells began to rain down on Little Starhorodivka out of the blue.

There were still two hours to go before the early February sunset. And this, too, was surprising – the fact that a shell had hit the village in daytime. Had it been dark, you could have chalked it up to a mistake. But in the daytime? Were they drunk or something? Bored by the silence? And which “they” were they, anyway: the ones in Karuselino, or the ones dug in between the village and Zhdanivka?

Sergeyich diluted his bitter thoughts with honey and felt better. He refilled his mug and grinned at the sight of the logo. His mobile was on M.T.S. too. Otherwise he wouldn’t have had the mug, of course. But the mobile, together with its charger, was now simply a dead weight in his sideboard. If power were restored, he could charge it up and check whether there was still service in the area. But even if he had both power and service, another question would arise: who was there to call? Pashka? It would be cheaper to walk over there. And besides, Sergeyich didn’t have his number. And if he were to call his ex, Vitalina, he’d need to pick his words very carefully, well ahead of time, maybe even write them down on a piece of paper and read them out to her – otherwise she would probably hang up. At least he could ask how his daughter was doing. And if he and Vitalina got to talking, he could ask her about life in Vinnytsia. How was it that he had never once gone to visit his in-laws – you could even say, that he hadn’t gone anywhere in his forty-nine years of life? The only places he had ever visited were Horlivka, Yenakiieve, Donetsk, and three or four dozen other mining towns and villages, where he’d been sent on assignment before he’d acquired his disability. His job had been an important one: safety inspector. He had been down certain mines twenty times or more. He had got such a lungful of their safety that he became a disabled pensioner at forty-two. Silicosis is no joke. But the fact that it’s so common among people who work underground makes it something like the flu. Just people coughing, that’s all . . .

A fist pounded at his door.

Sergeyich shuddered, but then immediately laughed away his fear: who could it be but Pashka?

He opened the door and saw his childhood enemy’s deathly pale, grief-stricken face. They hit Pashka’s house, Sergeyich thought with horror.

“Flattened half the Krasyuk place and took out their shed,” Pashka reported in a quivering voice.

“Hmm,” Sergeyich responded sympathetically, inviting his neighbour inside.

He sat Pashka down at the table, poured him some tea, and gave him a spoon so that he could help himself to honey.

Sergeyich understood his guest’s fear. The Krasyuks were two doors down from his place. So if that was where the shell hit, Pashka’s windows were gone – no doubt about it.

The guest looked up at his host. “Listen, Greyich, will you let me spend the night over here?”

“Fine with me. Did it hit your place too?”

“Windows.” Pashka sighed. “Every last one of them. I was lucky – a shard whizzed right past my face and landed in the sideboard! I was just getting ready to eat, mashing lard into my potatoes.”

Pashka fell silent and peered cautiously into Sergeyich’s eyes. The host understood the reason behind his guest’s sudden silence. Pashka had slipped up. All this time he’d been claiming he was going hungry, but now it looked as though he had plenty of food. Sergeyich smiled in his thoughts, but not with his lips. He still felt sorry for his childhood enemy – a cold house, twelve below outside. If the house remained windowless for twenty-four hours, it would take three days to warm it back
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