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For the dead. You live in words.





THE REFUGEES


	EVGENIA:  The lighting director of the theater

	SERHII:    Evgenia’s husband, an actor at the theater

	DIMA:     An acting student

	LIZA:      Dima’s girlfriend, an amateur actress

	OLENA:    A doctor

	IHOR:     Olena’s husband, a playwright

	IGOR:     A blast-furnace operator at a metalworks

	NADIA:    Igor’s wife, a technician at a metalworks

	YEVGEN:   A machinist’s assistant

	MISHA AND NATALIA:  Yevgen’s parents

	OLGA:     A remote worker







PROLOGUE THE MOMENT


Suffering is one very long moment.

—Oscar Wilde, De Profundis



THE DESTRUCTION OF THE Donetsk Regional Academic Drama Theater in the city of Mariupol was among the first and may yet prove the single worst act of mass civilian killing in Russia’s war on Ukraine, a war that will be remembered for, as much as anything, a Russian willingness to kill Ukrainian civilians. The worst, that is, not in the number of dead, though the attack could prevail in that measurement as well, but rather the worst as in the most telling, in the cruel candor with which the attack announced the war’s innermost animus. Before the theater’s destruction, three weeks into the hostilities, Ukrainians could hope that this war would be brief, or decorative, or that Russia would spend its ire on Ukraine’s military and spare its populace. Some Ukrainians took Russian president Vladimir Putin at his word when he said his only intention was to protect oppressed Ukrainians. Some claimed to welcome that protection. After the theater’s destruction, only the most deluded Ukrainians could any longer delude themselves.

For more than sixty years before the war, the Donetsk Regional Academic Drama Theater had been the center of cultural life in Ma-riupol and one of the city’s most beloved public buildings. When Russia invaded, the theater was converted by the actors and artists who worked there and local volunteers into a shelter for Ukrainians taking refuge from the siege of Mariupol, which would prove the most violent episode of the war. When images of the theater-cum-shelter slipped the siege and appeared on the world’s screens—that building standing there unbowed amid the rubble of industrial Mariupol like a temple time-transported from some more ancient siege, those drained but resolute faces within—the theater became a symbol of resistance and hope. And then, on March the sixteenth of 2022, when those same screens were blackened by satellite images taken after an airstrike, showing a blast radius where the theater had been, the disbelief and outrage that had greeted the war rose to a newly piercing pitch.

“That day, we realized the Russians had come to kill us,” is how one theater survivor put it to me. “They didn’t come to fight with Ukrainian soldiers. They just wanted to kill us.”

“A clear war crime,” Amnesty International called the strike, dutifully, probably accurately, and inadequately. How could that legalism get at the thoughts of the Russian pilot who as he dove toward the theater and depressed the bomb-release button on his stick grip must have seen at least one of the two Russian-language signs reading дети, CHILDREN, that had been painted by the volunteers in meters-long white capital lettering on the ground in front and back of the theater precisely to implore pilots such as himself to show some mercy? How could it take the measure of the cold rage, or maybe simple indifference, of the commander who ordered the airstrike? Of the mind of Putin?

No, “war crime” wasn’t clear enough. Those CHILDREN were clearer. In the satellite images taken after the bombing, the дети written on the plaza in front of the main facade of the theater was untouched by the rubble and still legible. The дети written on the parking area in the rear was mostly covered over in rubble and intelligible only if you scanned your eyes across the ruins to compare the two. A before-and-after effect in a single image: on one side what the theater, this once stately Soviet neoclassical affair with a red roof set among pine trees in a hilltop park, had been; and on the other, what it’s been reduced to. You saw those twin CHILDREN, one intact, the other entombed alive, reaching from the debris as though trying to claw its way out, and whether you understood Russian or not, you understood. You understood that in this most sadistic of sieges, the theater was a set piece of sadism; atrocity downstage and key lit; propaganda of the deed, as the Russian radicals of old called their theatrical terror. Here was the marquee and the tongue of the whole heinous enterprise.

And while those CHILDREN spoke, that blast radius, a charred and smoking void looking for all the world like a mouth of hell—it fairly howled. Peering into it, you heard what Putin had been howling on about in print and at the podium ever since the seed of this war was lodged in his mind: that the republic of Ukraine, sovereign these thirty years, was not a real state, but a wicked misturn of history, a Western cartographical conspiracy; that Ukrainian culture did not exist, Ukrainian history did not exist, the Ukrainian language did not exist; that the Ukrainian people did not deserve to exist, not unless they submitted to exist as Russians, and if they did not submit to that, well then the devil take them.



AT LEAST, THAT IS what the void howled at me. When its image blackened the screen of my phone and I peered in, the first of many times, I was in the back of a pickup truck in Zaporizhzhia, a city northwest of Mariupol, where I was reporting for The New York Times Magazine. The war was still so new as to be unreal, yet already so far enough advanced as to plainly be the most consequential conflict in Europe since the Second World War. The Russians were taking land rapidly. Mariupol was encircled and under total siege. The highway between Zaporizhzhia and Mariupol was a free-fire zone, and the jumpy Ukrainian troops at the checkpoints were, rightly, turning away all comers, including all of us journalists, whom they suspected were mostly spies anyway. Earlier I’d been forced from the truck at gunpoint by a trio of twitching trigger fingers.

The Ukrainian government in Kyiv was trying to negotiate with Moscow for the creation of a humanitarian corridor to Zaporizhzhia from Mariupol, so that the desperate Mariupoltsi, living in basements without power or heat, many without food or water, could be evacuated. Just days into the siege, Mariupol was already a humanitarian catastrophe. But the city, situated forty kilometers from the Russian border, commanding the coastal approaches to southeastern Ukraine, was crucial to the Kremlin’s invasion plan, and so the Kremlin was granting Mariupol no quarter. At the off-ramp from the highway in Zaporizhzhia, you could watch those Mariupoltsi who’d been brave or insane enough to evacuate themselves arriving in caravans of passenger sedans and station wagons, the vehicles punctured with shrapnel and bullet holes, their windows shattered. As they drove, they passed volunteers on the roadsides filling sandbags and building tank traps: if Mariupol was taken, everyone knew, the Russians would next move on Zaporizhzhia. The volunteers worked to the sound of explosions. The city was already being shelled, as was the nearby nuclear plant, for reasons no one could fathom and with implications no one dared fathom.

When they took a break from their work, the volunteers looked at their phones. They read about developments in Mariupol, including at the shelter in the theater, which by that day, March 16th, had become a cause célèbre on Ukrainian social media and beyond. People around the world were pulling for those refugees in the theater, for them to find a way out of Mariupol, or if they couldn’t do that, to hold on long enough to tell the Russians who came for them—the invaders were now just a few hundred meters from the theater—to go fuck themselves. “Go fuck yourself,” the rousing last words of a Ukrainian fighter before he was cut down in the Russian invasion of Snake Island, on the first day of fighting, had become one of the country’s semiofficial wartime mottoes. Variations on it were already printed on billboards around the country. My personal favorite depicted the Kremlin clock tower in black silhouette aboard a black ship that was sinking into a bloodred sea. “Russia Go Fuck Yourself,” it read. Another billboard read, “Welcome to hell.” Perhaps the most poetic: “We are on our land. You will be in it.”

Sometime after noon that day, the first satellite images of the blasted theater appeared on my phone and the phones of the Ukrainian driver and translator in the truck with me, and all that jaunty billboard bravado deflated. The translator, who had picked up salty phrases working with the American military, said, as I recall, “Jesus fucking Christ.” The driver cursed in Ukrainian.

We started driving around to the hospitals to find the wounded. In the intensive care unit of Zaporizhzhia’s central hospital, I met a woman who’d been driving from Mariupol with her daughter when they came to an enemy checkpoint manned by Chechen paramilitaries. The men let them pass on, then opened fire on the car. A round went through the little girl’s jaw. The mother was sitting on the edge of her daughter’s hospital bed, holding the girl’s limp torso upright so that she could squeeze the contents of an orange juice box into her mouth, where a small opening had been left by the nurses in the bandages that encased the rest of her head.

In another room in the same hospital, I met another mother and daughter. The daughter was on the edge of the bed this time, and she seemed already to be talking to me as I entered. Olga was her name, and she spoke tart idiomatic English. She jointed her story with the phrase “Can you imagine?” In the bed was her mother, whose right leg was in a cast that didn’t hide the fact the limb was not at all where it should have been in relation to the rest of her. She had been crushed under rubble. Her face was scabbed over from shrapnel wounds. She was conscious but barely, unable to talk because of a jaw broken in several places. Olga, for her part, was unhurt but in a state. What she wanted me to imagine was the last three weeks of their lives.

“We haven’t washed in all that time, I’m wearing the same underwear I was when it began,” she said. “Can you imagine?”

After the building in which they were taking refuge exploded, Olga explained, she carried her mother on a door out to the road. She slapped the hoods of passing cars until someone finally took pity on them and stopped. Olga didn’t know why the building had exploded. Some said a bomb, others a missile. There was a rumor that explosives were planted inside by Russian saboteurs, or maybe Ukrainian ones. All Olga knew was that one moment the building was a building and the next it was flaming ruins.

“What building, where was this?” I asked Olga.

“The theater,” she said. “We were living in the theater.”



OLGA AND HER MOTHER were the first theater survivors I got to know. Over the next several years, I tracked down every other survivor I could, traveling across Ukraine and Europe to interview them. This book tells their stories. Their stories may amount to the fullest accounting we will ever get of the destruction of the Donetsk Regional Academic Drama Theater. More than four years on, the official record of the attack does not far exceed in detail Olga’s understanding of it in the hospital. What remains of Mariupol is still occupied by Russia, or simply Russian, depending on whom you ask. The ruins of the theater have long since been carted away. No forensic investigation was ever undertaken at the site, unless it was undertaken by Russians, which is unlikely, to put it charitably. Maybe one day the archives of Putin’s Kremlin will be opened, as those of the tsars and the Soviet finally were, and we will learn more about what happened that day at the theater. Until then, what we know is this:

On March 16th, the twenty-first day of the Ukraine War, a Russian jet lifted off and flew toward Mariupol, a port city on the Sea of Azov which had about 450,000 inhabitants before the war. Exactly what sort of jet it was and whence it originated remain matters of conjecture. There is no publicly available photography of the bombing, only the satellite images and some smartphone footage of the aftermath. Probably it was a fighter-bomber. Russia has a motley aviary of these. Given the shockingly archaic hardware with which the Kremlin went to war—one is tempted to say comically archaic, until remembering that, at the time I write this, roughly a hundred fifty thousand Ukrainians have died, and perhaps half a million Russians—the jet may well have been a Sukhoi Su-25, a subsonic snubnose relic first deployed in the Soviet war in Afghanistan. On the other hand, if we’d like to give the Russian military some credit for learning on the job, or to impart to the commander who dispatched this particular sortie some impulse to protect at least his pilot’s life, we could note that, by mid-March, the Ukrainians had amply shown their will to fight back, not least by shooting down Russian aircraft, and suppose the commander may have chosen one of the 25’s more agile progeny, the Su-30 or the Su-34. In any event, we know these were the three models of jet being scrambled from the Millerovo and the Primorsko-Akhtarsk installations in Russia, the bases providing the air component of the siege of Mariupol.

Whatever sort of jet it was, the photographs of the theater’s ruins suggest that hanging from its underside as it approached Theater Square was a pair of roughly five-hundred-kilogram bombs which between them delivered the equivalent of as much as twelve hundred kilograms of trinitrotoluene, or TNT, according to the most comprehensive report on the airstrike, published by Amnesty International later in 2022. It is a peculiar archaism of ballistic science that the strength of bombs is still measured in relation to TNT, a chemical compound first used as an explosive in the 1890s, by, among others, the armies of Tsar Nicholas II, to put down nationalist revolts in the Russian Empire, and by those Russian radicals of old, in their efforts to put down Nicholas II; though admittedly less archaic in the case of this pair of bombs, because presumably neither was laser-guided. They were, in military parlance, gravity bombs, or “dumb bombs.” Presumably, because so little of the ordnance that Russia dropped on Ukraine was precision-guided. In 2022, Russian pilots were using roughly the same methods to fell buildings that their predecessors would have midway through the Cold War, never mind in Afghanistan. A point of fact that, again, would be comical if it were not so lethal. Nevertheless, dumb as the bombs may have been, old as the plane may have been, its pilot was evidently an adept, because the munitions could hardly have been better aimed. The Amnesty International report states they “likely achieved two direct hits, center of mass.” That is, they “pierced the roof of the eastern side of the theater and detonated in the performance space, most likely at stage level.”

The bombs exploded simultaneously or so close to simultaneously as made no difference. The survivors remember hearing one blast—at most. Some don’t remember hearing any blast, because they were knocked unconscious; or because they were so engulfed by the “quaking” of the structure of the theater, as one young man put it, that any other sounds were drowned out; or because the dust produced by the explosions was so thick it dulled their senses and fogged their memories; or, in the case of Olga, the woman I would meet in the Zaporizhzhia hospital, because she happened to be deep in a meditative reverie, of all things. The Amnesty International report goes on, “When the ordnance detonated, it destroyed the adjacent interior walls framing the wings of the performance space and then breached the exterior load-bearing walls.” This is another way of saying that the bombs gutted the theater, leaving that gaping blast radius, along with two distinct rubble fields stretching out into Theater Square and the roadway beyond.

The Amnesty International investigators could not determine when exactly the bombs were dropped. Their estimate of between ten and eleven a.m. is based on a median of recollections of survivors. By March 16th, the power had been out across Mariupol for weeks and any clock that required electricity had stopped working. Ukrainians are as digitally dependent as everyone else, including for telling time, and most of the refugees in the theater had by that morning stopped carrying their mobile phones and smartwatches. Only one survivor whom I know was both wearing a functioning watch and remembered checking it after the bombing. He says the attack didn’t occur until noon. Most of the other survivors agree with the midmorning estimate, though not because they saw the time, but because they’d recently come back inside the theater from the outdoor kitchen area, where they lined up every morning to wait for hot water and to cook breakfast on camp stoves they’d built. Others believe it was the midmorning because they happened to notice the position of the sun in the sky just after the explosions. The eerie thing about that is they noticed the sun not while outside, but from within the theater: the bombs didn’t just destroy the interior walls and exterior load-bearing walls, but tore off the theater’s roof and collapsed its upper floors, so that refugees as low as the ground floor could peer up three and four stories through the haze of atomized cement and pulverized human tissue into the sky. The sky was pristine, they recall. It was a cloudless day, the first sign of spring.

Another thing many survivors couldn’t tell me until they’d had a look at a calendar and did some addition was how long they’d been living in the theater when it was destroyed. None had been there more than three weeks and most only a short matter of days. Yet to some, it seemed months; to others, minutes. None will ever forget the date of March 16th, and yet by that day, measured time had lost all meaning for them. Outside the theater’s walls, history was accelerating, Europe and the global order rearranging before our eyes. Yet within the theater, time had frozen.

That is, until the blasts. With the blasts, the survivors recall, time seemed to restart. As the theater was turned inside out, there was, for some of them, a moment of internal eternity. That is not my interpretive diction. “Eternity” is a word they chose.



ONE SURVIVOR WHO CHOSE that word was Dima Murantsev. “I thought we were there for an eternity,” he told me of those seconds after the bombs exploded. Dima, an acting student, was in the theater’s basement, sitting next to his girlfriend, Liza. Before the war, Liza lived with her mother and worked in a supermarket to save money for university. In her spare time, she acted in amateur theater productions and the occasional professional show around Mariupol, a city known for its blue-collar character but also for its thriving theater scene. In a former Soviet republic where staged drama was still taken seriously and theaters were still state-funded, this was not contradictory. That scene revolved around the theater, which was, as it happened, where Liza had first seen Dima, a student at the Mariupol Professional College of Culture and Arts, perform. When Mariupol came under siege, Liza and her mother stayed in their home until the bombardment consumed their neighborhood, when they and Dima moved into the theater.

Liza recalls the moment when the bombs struck as, first, seismic in character. “We were sitting there, and I felt everything bounce,” she said. “We bounced along with it.” She and Dima had by then grown accustomed to the constant shelling and tank blasts and firefights of the siege, which sent tremors every few minutes through the theater, but this was different. “The walls shook like never before,” she recalled. Dima called it a “quaking.” The seismic went sonic when the quake was joined by a percussive roar, a sound Dima described as “a falling, falling, falling.” His and Liza’s eyes pressed shut instinctively. Liza does not know how long hers were shut. When she opened them, the walls were still shaking, but she could no longer see the walls, nor anything else, because the drywall and ceiling panels had burst, saturating the atmosphere of the basement with plaster dust. So thick was the dust that, though they were sitting side by side, Liza and Dima lost sight of each other. It filled their mouths and nostrils. As they opened their eyes, their eyelids blinking spasmodically, they coughed out dust.

They sat, stock-still, silent. As actors, Liza and Dima trained and aspired to be “in the moment.” Now they were in a moment that wouldn’t end. Liza recalled, “It felt like time physically stretched. The sounds began to slow down. Everything became slow. I don’t know how many seconds passed, but it felt so long, like I had been lowered underwater.” Finally, she saw Dima’s face emerge, as though from a blizzard, and “everything sharply came back to my mind, almost as if it had been pierced through. Like pulling a rubber band very tightly and then releasing it.”

Dima said, “I was looking, and thinking, ‘That’s it. That’s how my life ends.’ ”

Above them, Nadia Navka was in what had been a prop storeroom and was now the theater-shelter’s scullery. Before the war, Nadia had worked at the Azovstal metalworks, the city’s largest employer and to Mariupol’s industrial life what the theater was to its cultural life. While Mariupol was a proudly industrial city, Nadia had taken no pride, nor pleasure, in her work of weighing pieces of steel and pig iron. She’d always wanted to cook in a restaurant, and so it had been something of a fantasy come true when, after she’d sought refuge in the theater with her husband and mother, the director of the shelter’s volunteer corps had asked Nadia to take charge of the scullery. A fantasy within a nightmare, Nadia thought, but a fantasy all the same.

Nadia had spent most of the previous week and a half on her feet, preparing vegetables and meat for the outdoor kitchen, where the shelter’s volunteer chefs turned her ingredients into meals, most importantly the midday soup, the main source of nourishment not just for the refugees living in the theater but for many locals who emerged from their basements, as the siege tore down their neighborhoods, and came to the theater to eat. Nadia reveled in the work. She could move her knife for hours, dull as it was, without even having to stretch the muscles in her hands, cramped as they were. The work of the scullery took her mind off the war, kept her warm, and had a value she could see up close: if not for her efforts, the people here would starve. Nadia had always been a chronic clock-checker, but now, without a clock, or a phone, or a watch, each moment blended into the next, each hour into the next, each day into the next, in a way she found, to her surprise, deeply pleasing.

Nadia was standing at the scullery’s worktable, talking with her husband and another volunteer, when the bombs struck. “I still remember every second, but I don’t remember the actual hit,” Nadia told me. “One moment I was chopping potatoes, and the next moment I was opening my eyes.” The blasts threw her across the room. She came to on the floor, in a sitting position, pinned by the table and a collapsed storage locker. The space they’d left was just enough to accommodate her spare frame. But on first opening her eyes, Nadia couldn’t see any of that. All she could see was the dust, so thick that even those things inches from her face were obscured. “I couldn’t see. I couldn’t hear. It was like being in a vacuum.”

Her perception turned inward. Her body occurred to her. Was she still attached to it? She seemed to be. Was anything missing from it? She moved her attention to a leg, then the other, then to her arms. She could feel all of them. Before her attention could turn to the blood that was flowing onto her face, she noticed light cutting through the dust. It was coming from above. It seemed to be sunlight, which was odd, because the scullery was on the ground floor of the theater, topped by two more floors. She looked up. Instead of the ceiling that had been there when she last checked, there was a sheet of blue. “I saw the sky,” she said, still wondering at the memory long after. Nadia knew the sky wasn’t supposed to be there, but there it was. She doesn’t know how long she looked up at it before she had her first whole thought, which came to her as a question: Can you even survive something like this?

As Nadia was about to be sent hurtling, Yevgen Hrebenetskyi and his mother were in the theater’s auditorium (the “performance space” in the Amnesty International report). Yevgen had also worked at Azovstal, as a machinist’s assistant, and lived near the plant. His parents were living in a city north of Mariupol. When the war began, his parents drove down to Mariupol to be with their only child. They moved into Yevgen’s apartment to wait out what they thought would be a few days of skirmishing before Vladimir Putin got whatever concession it was he was rattling his saber over and withdrew his troops. By the time they set out from Yevgen’s apartment for the theater, their hometown had been leveled and Yevgen’s neighborhood was in flames. The Hrebenetskyi family home was now an opera box in the theater’s auditorium.

Yevgen and his mother were in the box. The stage was in the right corner of her field of vision, when, all of an instant, it wasn’t. Where the stage had been there was now a wide and bright flash—“a very white, white light,” she recalled. At the same time, Yevgen, glancing up at the ceiling, was witness to a comparable jump cut. Where the ceiling had been, there was now a brief glimpse of blue. Before they could turn to one another, the blast waves sent them toppling backward.

Yevgen opened his eyes on the floor. He couldn’t breathe. For an eternal moment he was certain he was dying. This is it, this is the end, he thought. But the conviction of death and the will to defy it can come as partners, and so while he thought he was done for, he also thought, While I’m still conscious, I will try and get us out. He could see nothing in the dust, including his mother, and he was deafened, so he knew shouting for her would do no good, even if he could shout, which he couldn’t, because his mouth was full of dust. Crawling on all fours, he groped about in the opera box. He touched the fabric of his mother’s coat. He could tell by her heaving that she too was choking on the dust. He struggled to his feet and leapt out of the box into the corridor. He choked and spit and exhaled. Then he inhaled, dashed back into the box, grabbed hold of the hood of her coat, and dragged her into the corridor. They bent there, gasping.

In an office nearby, in the administrative wing of the theater’s second floor, was living Dr. Olena Matiushyn, the only doctor in the theater-shelter. By the morning of March 16th, Olena was so exhausted, she couldn’t get up from the sofa that was her bed. She sent word to the volunteer nurses in the theater’s makeshift infirmary, in a dressing room on the ground floor, that they were to handle that morning’s duties, and she would be down later if she could muster the energy. The night before, a windowpane in the office had been shattered by a blast, and as Olena pulled her blanket around her, she looked over at the window, where her daughter and a man who was sharing the office with them were trying to nail a vinyl poster over the hole.

At that same moment, Olena’s husband, who had become a volunteer policeman when the siege began, was driving toward the theater, his window open, when he heard a tremendous detonation. He listened to explosions all day, but even for him, this was loud. When he saw where the smoke was rising from, he got a sickening feeling. As he did, Olena was on her back, on the floor. She came to as a man she didn’t recognize shook her by the shoulders. His face was bloodied. He was yelling something. The ringing in her ears made it unintelligible.

Downstairs, in a dressing room next to Olena’s infirmary, Olga, the woman I would meet in the hospital, was meditating. Typically, Olga could have been found at this hour handing out needful items to refugees. The director of the theater’s volunteer corps had appointed her the keeper of the shelter’s stockroom of toiletries and other supplies, a posting that came with a constant flow of conversation, which Olga, whose mood toggled between the solitary and the social, usually enjoyed. But this morning Olga had told everyone to leave her alone for a few minutes so she could meditate, as she had to do several times a day in order that she might keep sane. She was alone in the dressing room, its door locked, her eyes closed, her breathing slowed, her mind focused on a vision that came to her during these wartime contemplations. She pictured the theater from the outside, a numinous field around it. Nothing could hurt her when this image was in her mind’s eye, she’d convinced herself.

Yet there it was in her mind’s eye when the bombs struck. So focused was Olga on the image, she didn’t register the explosions. The first indication something was wrong came through her nose; she became aware she couldn’t inhale properly. She opened her eyes to find herself in blackness. She thought, It’s the morning, how has it become so dark? At first she worried that something had snapped in her brain and she’d suddenly gone blind. She closed her eyes and reopened them. Now the dressing room was white. She looked down at herself: she was also white. Dust, she realized. Dust also clogged her nostrils. Nothing was wrong with her, she determined, but something somewhere was definitely very wrong. She felt her way to the door. She turned the key and pushed. The door wouldn’t open. She pushed and tugged. Nothing. It was stuck. Looking at the doorframe, she noticed it was strangely askew. So for that matter was the wall that contained the doorframe. Olga smelled fire smoke. Becoming frantic, she began ramming the door with her shoulder.

Evgenia Zabogonska and her husband, Serhii, were on the far side of the theater, behind the auditorium, in a storeroom. Evgenia was the main organizer of the shelter and the director of its volunteer corps, the one who had assigned Olga to the stockroom and Nadia to the scullery. Evgenia had won this role or submitted to taking it on—her view of that varied by the day—because she knew the theater as well as anyone. She had worked there since she was a teenager, making her way up to lighting director. She and Serhii had met when he’d joined the repertory company, nineteen years earlier, and since then, the theater had been their second home. Then the war began and the theater became the only home to hundreds, and then thousands, of other Mariupoltsi. The city government had designated the theater as an official bomb shelter and then proceeded to supply it with nothing—no personnel, no food, no beds. With Mariupol encircled and besieged, no humanitarian aid was getting into the city. So Evgenia and Serhii moved into the theater to look after the refugees. They had no qualifications to care for people, never mind hordes of traumatized, malnourished, homeless people in the Ukrainian winter, but what they did have, as artists who worked in a state-funded theater in a former Soviet republic, was a talent for improvisation and the stretching of meager resources.

Evgenia and Serhii heard the bombs before they struck. They were in the storeroom when her ears were overcome by an atmospheric shriek. Her vision was consumed by a flash of blinding light and sparks. She felt an indomitable weight. The roof above them stoved in and fell down, the debris sending her to the floor. Serhii, standing a few feet away, heard the shriek, too, and then, closer by, a sickening pop—the sound of the storeroom’s fireproof metal door bursting from its hinges, as he would come to realize when the door flew into him. It spun him around and knocked the wind from him. Yet he managed to stay upright and conscious. He looked up. Where the roof had been, there was now sky. The blue was obscured by black smoke. He looked about the storeroom, now a pool of rubble. He couldn’t see Evgenia. He called out to her.

“Are you alive?” he said.





CHAPTER ONE THE INVASION

THE SIEGE OF MARIUPOL had started twenty days before the bombing of the theater. It began as the war began, in the predawn hours of Thursday, February 24th, 2022. Russian heavy artillery and planes bombarded Ukrainian air defense systems, military installations, airports, government buildings, and critical infrastructure. Armored columns carrying roughly a hundred and ninety thousand troops began crossing the Ukrainian borders and moving toward four strategically crucial cities. They made for the capital of Kyiv via Belarus; toward Kharkiv, Ukraine’s second-largest city, from southeastern Russia; and toward Kherson from the Crimean Peninsula.

They moved on Mariupol from the Donetsk People’s Republic, a breakaway statelet which Russia had carved off Ukraine in 2014 after annexing Crimea, and which Moscow had run as a crypto-satrapy ever since, arming one side of a stalemated low-volume shooting war that had dragged on for the previous eight years: the Russo-Ukrainian War, as we now call it. Putin had always denied he controlled the Donetsk People’s Republic, a fable which dissolved once and for all when Russia’s 58th Combined Arms Army and its 150th Motorized Rifle Division linked up with fighters from the DPR’s so-called People’s Militia. This combined force swept in a crescent north of Mariupol, cutting off land routes into the city and setting up firebases. With field guns, tanks, mortars, and the multi-barrel mobile rocket launchers commonly known as Grads, they commenced a barrage of Mariupol’s eastern outskirts that would spread west across the city and continue for eighty-six days. At the same time, Russian jets scrambling from the Millerovo and Primorsko-Akhtarsk bases bombed the railways, power plants, and water pumping stations around Mariupol, and the 810th Separate Naval Infantry Brigade detached from the Black Sea Fleet in Sevastopol and steamed for the Mariupol port. With a rapidity that shocked Ukrainian commanders, and probably the more competent Russian ones, Mariupol was being encircled.

Elizaveta Fatayeva didn’t learn those details when she awoke that first morning to news of the war. Few Ukrainians did. The news was stinting in specifics. The same footage of Russian tanks rolling over the border was replayed again and again on television. Addressing the nation, President Volodymyr Zelensky offered, instead of details about the invasion, attempts at fortitude and solace. “We know for sure that we don’t need the war. Not a cold war, not a hot war, not a hybrid one,” he said. “But if we’ll be attacked by the troops, if they try to take our country away from us, our freedom, our lives, the lives of our children, we will defend ourselves. Not attack, but defend ourselves.”

It was not the most stirring call to arms from Zelensky, who had not yet transformed into the inspiring wartime leader the world would soon come to know, but then Liza, as she went by, a willowy nineteen-year-old with long blond hair and eyes that seemed demure until you realized they were studying your eyes, didn’t require martial stirring, nor solace, not yet. She wasn’t too worried. She thought the impudent bear to the north was merely baring its teeth and growling, just as it had been doing on Ukraine’s eastern border for most of her life. Putin wanted some concession or another from Ukraine or the West, she told her mother, Oksana, with whom she lived in an apartment in Zakhidnyi, a residential district of drab concrete apartment blocks north of the theater. Maybe it was more assurances from NATO that it had no intention of admitting Ukraine, maybe a pledge from Washington to keep long-range missiles out of the country, or something more obscure, but once he got it, Liza told her mother, he’d withdraw. Oksana wanted to believe her daughter, who knew more about these things than she did. If this all sounds tragically complacent in hindsight, it must be remembered that such was the prevailing attitude of most Mariupoltsi, indeed most Ukrainians, including Zelensky, before the war. Few thought Putin, who was known for his risk-averse pragmatism as much as he was for his cruelty, could be reckless enough to try to conquer all Ukraine.

Liza left to go to her job in the bakery department of a supermarket. The shelling to the east of the city was still so distant, it was barely audible as she made her way. While certain stores in Mariupol had already closed, their owners sensing there would be a siege or perhaps knowing there would be
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