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DÉJÀ VU VKV

	Volodymyr Vakulenko-K.'s book A Heart Attack for Gourmets consists of 13 monologues written from the perspectives of different characters, often unnamed but identified in the chapter titles (e.g., "The Child," "The Father," "The Actor"). Only a few of these monologues intersect in the plot—such as The Heart of the Abducted Son and The Heart of a Disillusioned Writer—while most merely resonate with each other in mood and theme, sometimes through contrast.

	Every writer, as we know, writes primarily about themselves—if not about the facts of their biography, then about the issues that concern them, the situations that preoccupy their minds, and the images that flare up in their subconscious. Some of Vakulenko-K.'s (hereafter VKV) monologues are autobiographical, but as many have no direct relation to his life. Among the latter are accounts dedicated to the events of 1933 in the author's native village, a librarian’s confession of how she became a maniac and then a victim, a young monk’s story about his entanglement with Satanists, and an elf’s narrative about a prolonged bloodless war. VKV strives to speak about himself and experiment with various genres—documentary writing and fantasy, thriller, and absurdist literature. (Perhaps it is this genre-blending that led to the novel being called "experimental.")

	It seems that the chapters with the least autobiographical content—such as The Heart of the Apostate Monk, The Heart of a Psychiatrist, and The Heart of a Father—are among the most compelling in the book. The memoir-laden essays, like The Heart of a Disillusioned Writer and The Heart of a Nonconformist (the latter not devoid of self-irony), do not have the same impact. However, I suspect the final chapter may attract the reader's attention—particularly the embedded essay on contemporary Ukrainian literature, where the author provocatively critiques a whole literary generation (seemingly referring to the 2000s writers). Undoubtedly, VKV’s polemic contains some truth, but his accusations against young authors sound as if he is made of entirely different material. Yet earlier chapters of A Heart Attack for Gourmets contain plenty of violence and sex—precisely the elements the author criticizes modern literature for overindulging in. There is also an irony in the fact that VKV’s critique comes alongside his acknowledgments of supporting young writers.

	Perhaps this embedded essay in the final chapter should be perceived as part of the novel’s artistic whole—similar to the letters and articles in The Heart of a Psychiatrist—rather than as a straightforward declaration. While recognizing VKV in the narrator of The Heart of a Disillusioned Writer, we should not forget that he is also a character, just like the monk, psychiatrist, or librarian-maniac. Depending on the reader’s interpretation, he may share their fate—becoming an apostate, a patient, or a victim.

	Everything depends on context. In the first chapter, a person’s fate is determined by medical staff; in the second, by bureaucrats; in the third, by parents; in the fourth, by children; in the fifth, by professional status and mental disorders; in the sixth, by eros; in the seventh and eighth—I am not even sure by what; in the ninth, by physical defects and higher powers… Ultimately, the fate of Vakulenko-K., as the author of this book, depends on us, the readers.

	Just as his characters—where an infant turns out to be exceptionally intelligent, an artist becomes a homeless drifter, and an actor turns into a law enforcement officer (not to mention the librarian, psychiatrist, and monk already mentioned)—VKV remains an ambiguous figure. The psychiatrist’s words—that we are slaves to our own whims, habits, food, computers, televisions, and so forth—apply to him as an author.

	And no matter how much we hide behind the mask of innocent readers, these principles apply to us.

	Ihor Kotyk
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P R O L O G U E

	--------------------------------------------

	 

	 

	The Illusion of Renewal: A City’s Dream of Liberation

	 

	 

	"A city’s soul is not rebuilt with slogans and paint, but with truth and memory—yet those who claim to restore it are the first to erase its past."

	 

	 

	Lately, the City has been dreaming the same dream. As if the heavy cobblestones had vanished from its gray palms, its back was freed from the weight of sagging buildings, and no more epaulet hotels were pressing on its shoulders. Like a person, the City feels relief and breathes the musty, damp, acrid air of its sleepless existence deeply. Whatever drifts through that air today, the City rejoices in it and wanders into an unknown valley, savoring the road untrodden.

	Like an old friend, the wind curls its long locks and whispers in its ear: “Sleep, today you are free!” The road rises somewhere toward the green patch of the Swampy Hollow, but its feet, leaving the imprint of heavy boots on the barely awakened grass, stray toward a strip of mirror-green bogs. For some reason, the City decides to take a shortcut, and from nowhere, black teeth of roots emerge from the swamp’s embrace. One, two… Oh, heavens! The third root coils upwards, its wet belly exposed, and suddenly, the City finds itself neck-deep in the mire.

	People gather on the shore—dozens, then hundreds, then thousands. Some children, with crooked fingers, point at the mud-clad body and ask:

	“Mom, can I throw a stone at it?”

	“No, let it drown on its own.”

	“But that takes too long! I want to see the bubbles now!”

	Seconds, hours, and days pass for the City until, at last, the cold, sorrowful waters engulf it. The City sinks—and in an instant, gentle rings of duckweed smooth over the hollow left in the depths.

	On the shore, the air fills with the tempting aroma of barbecue smoke, expired firecrackers explode with hollow bangs, and a cheerful firework slices the sky in two. Drum bands pound their rhythms so the crowd won’t hear the primitive rhymes and words; jazz musicians prepare to perform, eager to play their hearts out for a stranger’s coin; people gulp down adulterated beer laced with toxic additives while others poison their insides with the nation’s sacred ethanol elixir.

	Suddenly, a confident voice rises above the noise, drowning out all other sounds:

	“And the sponsor generously provided the swampy mud for this sacred ritual, the ‘Cultural Renewal Corporation’! Here's a pleasant announcement for our visitors: tomorrow, your city might be the next to sink! The glory of our corporation reaches unprecedented heights. We have already claimed the cities of X..., S..., Y... and many more…”

	Under the roar of applause, the drunken masses begin to disperse in all directions, and the City—drenched in cold sweat—awakens, once again burdening itself with the rumbling of cars, the weight of buildings, and the towering hotels.

	Renewed? Why do they want to pseudo-renew it when it already carries German-Polish architecture? With what, and how? An inner voice replies:

	“What did you expect? Almost everything happening within you is fiction. Some need to launder their dirty money while hiding behind slogans like ‘The City Open to the World’ or ‘The Cultural Capital of the Country!’ Just look around!”

	Indeed, something heavy constantly churns in its chest. This wasn’t the case under the Austrians or the Hebrews. The hierarchy of embroidered festivities had not yet been exhausted and politicized. People were genuinely sincere and honest, and few would stab another in the back.

	But who today is willing to throw their money away to turn me into their ‘cultural’ garbage dump? Those same funds will have to be laundered before the Capital multiple times. Why, after nearly a thousand years, do I remain so genuine and not need any purification of my soul? And do you know why? Because I am too old to change!

	So why does the oldest pig grunt that it is the most modern? And the officials (who, by the way, are primarily ancient or young people with no other means of earning a living) cry through the loudspeakers of their lips:

	“Come to us, look at our bright flags! We will restore, repaint, and refashion our city. Look at this house—our beloved government has ‘re-re-re’… in short, a fine house, and we’ll do more of this ‘re-re-re’ if only you support our candidate—an elder so old you won’t find his equal in the world! He has been in every party and has more mandates than banks in the city!”

	Indeed, an overdose of propaganda from these ‘re-re-re’ agitators could happen any moment—thankfully, the minibusses pass by the psychiatric hospital often. But why doesn’t this loudmouth show what’s behind Potemkin’s facade? Behind the building—stinking dumpsters, graffiti in three-letter words, and hobos pissing into a discarded toilet. On the other side are campaign tents: costumed clowns selling fools the illusion of a freebie from a well-known non-existent company. They later split the profits among themselves—rarely do pawns display greed.

	Though one chosen candidate had already attempted to impose double taxes on all these merchants, things miraculously settled when a heap of mad dollars ‘burned’ in one of the city’s crumbling banks.

	There were times when money didn’t decide everything, and people fought not for PR but for a free country. The disdain for the defiant people still spits out the tuberculosis of Siberian frost. How much was destroyed and shattered after the barbarian ‘renewal’! The somber plaques on chapels still whisper about those days.

	And yet today, others profit off the PR (and hefty dividends!) of erecting monuments in honor of the nation’s true heroes. But the heroes weep with bronze and stone tears, seeing that what they fought for has become a source of shame. A half-fed nation, gray-haired veterans stripped of any social status, stuffed-cheeked elites, and filth, filth, filth...

	The country's most honored hero still (even as a monument) requires police protection under the directive of the eternally living secret marshal of the KGB & NKVD. What if he once again joins the Germans to save me from ruin?

	His marshal’s hand, most likely, dispersed the punks near ‘The Toad’; next in line—students peacefully lying on the ‘Great Frank’s’ green lawns; they won’t forget the crowd near ‘The Pony’ either. That same marshal and his gang will momentarily rename the slang term ‘Toad’ into the overused and propagandized name of the First Genius. At the same time, ‘The Pony’ might be returned to the prince himself. And perhaps, they’ll even assign a guard in the form of a monument to his unloved son…

	And soon enough, they might even shut down the university…

	Old Office Lice fights for every square meter of free audience space, stubbornly refusing to make way for the young. Yet even after each death, a bribe awaits the vacant seat. And so, professors torment young minds, savoring the students’ daily failures in their attempts to navigate the assigned material. The university curriculum has been repeatedly overhauled and stuffed with foreign names into the voids of local reasoning to appear wiser before the fresh-faced first-year students. Endless academic plans are crammed into pitifully short hours and weeks so that students barely hold on to their sanity by the fifth year.

	And for what? Among the aging bureaucrats at their first job, they find no like-minded souls, are eventually accused of incompetence, and are dismissed. Soon, these so-called specialists are sweeping my vein-like streets, slapping pavement squares onto my palms, painting my buildings’ hair in fantastical colors, and pasting pseudo-tattooed propaganda onto my rain-washed skin. And the rest? Those with red diplomas? They stand in unemployment lines… Neither group had enough money or connections to claw into the feeding trough.

	Meanwhile, privileged children can order a diploma online—without ever attending classes or racing from lecture to lecture.

	Many students traveled to Kyiv during the Orange Revolution. And primarily not for money. But now, the most terrifying thing has surfaced—disillusionment. The Church has stopped protecting people, and those few believers who still go to services are squeezed for the most extensive possible offering. Parishioners forget what truly matters, strutting into cathedrals to show off new dresses and freshly dyed hair, greeting each other out of habit with a hollow “Glory to Jesus!” while keeping a stone behind their backs, ready to throw through a neighbor’s window. And once they leave the church, a few steps away, they allow themselves to curse and swear to their heart’s content.

	Why not? Welcome to hell! Everyone is busy overcooking their fate, knowing full well what awaits them.

	…Once, a dreadlocked Polish traveler photographing the "Pencil" (Monument to Adam Mickiewicz in Lviv) skyscraper whispered in awe, “I can feel the heartbeat of truth in this city!” He took his shots and disappeared into the crowd. Many more artists will be silenced before the truth of their so-called “cultural renewal” is fully unraveled!

	 


C H A P T E R   O N E

	--------------------------------------------

	 

	Conception: Born into the System: A Newborn’s Perspective on Life

	 

	"From the moment of birth, life is already a battle—with rules I never agreed to."

	 

	 

	No, it’s better to observe the movement around me from outside the womb. And that woman who feeds me occasionally is now called my mother. At least, that’s what the adults say, though I already know it myself. Didn’t I feel her warmth before emerging into this world?

	There’s only one moment I can barely remember—my very arrival. It’s frustrating, but when something unknown happens to you, is there time for memories? I wasn’t fully conscious, yet I recall the rough voices around me, the snake-like hissing of water, and the burning strands of light piercing into the depths of my gray eyes. I screamed a lot then—what else was I supposed to do, surrounded by a crowd of gawking strangers? The air was stuffy, and seeing anything was nearly impossible. So, my first impressions of this world weren’t exactly pleasant.

	As soon as the haze lifted a little, they carried me off—half-washed from all the mucus and blood—like a worthless kitten doomed to be drowned in a lake. The nursery was already filled with helpless creatures like me. And what a commotion! Most were wailing as if they’d been scalded with boiling water. Quiet down, boys and girls, you’re already born! Well, I get it—no meaningful conversations for me today.

	A gruff nurse was finishing off a jar of souring borscht, its rim coated in grease. Come on, lady, have some decency—I haven’t had a single drop in my mouth since four in the morning! I want my mom, and especially what she has under her blouse! Aha, she’s moving at last—what a clumsy oaf. Ugh, what’s this thing she’s shoving into my mouth? Gross. Later, I overheard the white-coated figures calling it glucose. Someone even joked, “So that they don’t fade away.”

	Soon after, they started giving us cappuccino under a secret code name—bifidobacteria. Well, that was tolerable; I could live with it. But on the second day, they finally brought me to my mother. Ah, the sweet moments of bliss in those delicious drops of milk!

	The doctor who brought me into this world is a rather soulless man. He resembles those monsters I often see in the parallel world. Yes, we children have this ability early in our lives. Among us infants, there’s a saying that these are the souls of negligent nurses and doctors who couldn’t find refuge in heaven and are now working off their past sins by trying to save the lives of mothers or babies. Still, sometimes they don’t make it in time—what can they do against the corrupt living? After all, they were once the same themselves.

	I also overheard a conversation that mothers receive compensation for each of us—perhaps for the hardship of carrying a child. So, in a way, our cries aren’t entirely in vain. Above us, tiny winged beings, no bigger than butterflies, flutter around, dressed in leather boots, camouflage pants, and t-shirts with unknown scribbles. The other kids call them angels, but to me, they’re nothing more than hallucinations from the vaccines they give us "just in case" for absolutely nothing. And it will stay this way until we transition into proper childhood—at the very least by the age of two, at most by four.

	My well-read father passed down his innate knowledge to me, so this world doesn’t seem unfamiliar. According to books, children start understanding everything only after their first year. And you believe that nonsense? It’s total rubbish! I already see this reality clearly, with all its flaws. I see, for example, the long-legged or fat, clueless nurses who treat us as nothing more than slabs of living meat. They think nothing of carelessly yanking us by the leg, dropping us, or letting us fall, only to tell our mothers with feigned sympathy later:

	"Oh dear, we didn’t notice at first, but the baby had a congenital dislocation! It looks like you didn’t handle the delivery properly, Mommy. But don’t worry, it’s fine—register your child as disabled, and you’ll receive more money!"

	And then, with their eyes, they silently plead: GIVE…

	Sometimes, they forget to feed us that disgusting glucose and the first days of a newborn become their last. Later, they justify themselves:

	"We tried, but couldn’t you tell the baby was doomed from birth? Don’t be so upset—you can always have another. And with the new year approaching, there’ll be even bigger promises... You’ll be millionaires!"

	Have they never given birth themselves? How can they turn life itself into just another routine job? We are not the products of their labor! We are the new generation! We want to live!

	I see how the gynecologist rejoices over the president’s bonuses, peering into every pregnant woman… down there—it goes without saying. But nowadays, women have acquired a new instrumental organ called a pock-et! Exhausted fathers run around, searching and borrowing, but they find the money because where else can poor sinners like them turn?

	I was born via C-section, and from what I overheard, they squeezed more than five hundred bucks for me—that’s three months of my father’s salary. Maybe it’s for the best that they performed the surgery; sometimes, they don’t clean mothers out properly. And then, after leaving the maternity ward, it all begins—raging fevers, antibiotics, and, for us, formula substitutes like Nutrilon, NAN, and other imitations of real food. I don’t know; I haven’t tried it, but I’ve heard it tastes like starch mixed with some inedible chemicals.

	In our ward, there’s a girl whose mother, for some
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