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You will ask who we are.

We are the ones who lived on Zavodska Street. We stood in line for bread while the loudspeaker read out the news. We went to church on Sundays and crossed ourselves so sincerely that we believed ourselves.

You should hear this right away, because from here on we will speak of ourselves very kindly, and you must not believe a single word. We knew everything.

We are not wicked people. Remember that, because we will keep repeating it. We lent our neighbors salt. We carried borscht to wakes. We knew how to offer condolences in a way you would have liked. If you had come to Verkhosiazh back then, we would have fed you, made up a clean bed for you, and told you what a calm, quiet, decent place ours was.

And you would have believed us. Just as we believed ourselves.

The Town

Verkhosiazh lies in a valley between the river and the pipe works. There was once a forest here, they say, but we do not remember it. We remember the chimneys: four tall black ones, smoking day and night. The smoke settles on the roofs, on the washing hung out on lines, on the windowsills and on children’s cheeks. We stopped noticing it long ago. Who notices the air?

In the middle of town stands a cathedral with a golden dome that grows dull from that same smoke, so every Sunday it is polished anew. Father Yosyp has served there for many years. His voice is warm and deep, like hot tea, and when he speaks of humility you want to submit at once, without asking to whom.

In the square, on a tall pole, hangs the loudspeaker: gray, rusty, with a square horn. At seven in the morning it clears its throat, and a man’s voice, kind and confident, tells us how we are doing.

We are always doing well. The voice guarantees it.

Once, within our own memory, the voice told us otherwise. We know this, though we cannot say what exactly it said. It is like a smell: you remember that it existed, but no longer what it was. It did not trouble us. The new truth was more convenient than the old one, and we were practical people.

Zavodska Street

There were twenty-three houses on our street. We knew one another better than we should have.

Marfa from number four knew which husbands had no work and which of them drank out of shame. Old Havrylo from number six knew whose son had come back from the army a different man. Tetiana from the corner house knew whose children cried at home more quietly than they should. And the boys from number nine knew that their father was the director of the plant, and therefore that everything was permitted to them.

Everyone knew about everyone. But there was one unspoken rule: what you see stays with you. It is not passed on, not carried out into the street, not asked about aloud. This was our law of hospitality, and we kept it the way others keep their faith.

That is exactly why our street was called quiet. That is exactly why it was so pleasant to boast about.

Anna

In one of those twenty-three houses lived Anna.

She baked bread. Not for everyone, but to order for the plant canteen, and it was her trade and her pride. She got up before dawn and kneaded dough in a kitchen where the oven gave off a soft yellow warmth, and at exactly seven, with the loaves still hot in the basket, she handed them to the porter. The whole plant breakfasted on her bread. We bought it too, when there was any left. It really was good.

Anna did not know how to keep quiet. She could say aloud everything she thought about the director’s sons, about the overseer at the plant, about how we pretended that everything was fine. We disliked her a little for it. Probably because this quality of hers was a mirror, and none of us likes to look into a mirror in the morning.

She raised her daughter alone, and the whole street knew that her daughter mattered more to her than the oven, the bread and the truth put together.

Morning

It was a July morning, and the whole street smelled of bread.

Anna delivered the order and came back home. She stoked the oven, set the dough for a second baking, and hummed something without words, softly, only for herself. We heard it, because the windows were open and our walls were thin.

Little Lia sat on the doorstep, picking at the peeling paint on the step. Her hair was tousled, her knee scraped, and sunlit dust sat on her nose. She was watching the yard, where her dog Lynx was chasing a butterfly through the grass, missing every time and never once feeling sad about it.

Lynx loved everyone. That was his only flaw.

He ran up to anyone who passed the fence and wagged his tail so hard that his whole back end swayed. He licked the hands of postmen, poked his nose into strangers’ baskets, rolled onto his back for anyone who might pet him. He carried other people’s shoes home and laid them under the doorstep like prey, and then the neighbors walked up and down the street asking one another whose they were. He did not know there were people who do not pet dogs. He knew nothing about people except that they exist and that they can be loved.

“Lynx!” Lia called.

He came racing over, leaped, and knocked her off the step onto the grass. She laughed, and her laughter rolled down the street like a little bell that does not know how to be quiet. Then she pressed her nose against his muzzle and sang, off-key and full of confidence, her mother’s tune, of which she knew only one line:

“Sleep, don’t be afraid, I’m with you...”

Lynx did not want to sleep at all. He licked her face.

Marfa looked out of her window, smiled and waved to her. She always smiled. Afterward we all remembered that smile, and each of us believed that such a smile could not be a verdict.

“Liechko, time to eat!” her mother called.

On the table stood bread that was still warm, honey in a saucer, and milk in a jug with a broken handle. Anna cut the loaf in half, and steam rose from it. Lia seized a slice with both hands and bit into it so that honey ran down her chin.

“Don’t rush,” said her mother, and wiped her face with the hem of her apron. “It isn’t going anywhere.”

Then she dipped a finger into the flour and touched Lia’s nose.

“So you don’t forget where your nose is.”

Lia snorted, and the bread almost flew out of her mouth.

“Mama, why is the sky blue?”

“Because it wants to be.”

“And why are we so happy here?”

Anna stopped. She looked at her daughter, at the light in her hair, at the crumbs on the table, at the dog peering in at the door with somebody’s shoe in his teeth.

“Because we are together,” she said.

Lia nodded so seriously, as if it were the most important answer in the world. Then she ran off to play again, leaving wet footprints from the grass on the floor.

What We Saw

We saw that morning. Father Yosyp passed by with his prayer book and nodded to Anna, and she nodded back. Someone said, “Fine day.” Someone answered, “Thank God.”

We also saw a thin boy in a jacket from someone else’s shoulders, who sat behind the vacant lot with a jar, catching frogs. He was always somewhere off to the side, that boy. We hardly noticed him.

And in the afternoon, when the town dozed off in the heat, the director’s sons came along the street, shoving each other and laughing. One carried something long, wrapped in sacking, and no one paid it any attention.

It was an ordinary day in an ordinary town. We repeated this to ourselves for a long time afterward: that everything had been ordinary, that nothing had foretold it, that no one could have known.

That is not true.

We knew that Anna did not know how to keep quiet. We knew that Lynx was trusting, and that trust is dangerous in our town. We knew what kind of boys lived at that end of the street and what happens when they are bored. We knew whom in our town it is best not to provoke.

And each of us told himself that it was none of his business.

What Is to Come

We will not tell you everything at once. We cannot yet: the words stick like fish bones. You will see what happened that day. You will see what we said to one another afterward, and how the loudspeaker, which read us the truth, suddenly learned to read something else.

You will see how a small child learned to be silent by watching us.

And you will see what we would rather not show: that we were not monsters. We were people. Ordinary, tired, frightened, polite. We simply chose the easiest thing every time. And out of those small choices, like brick upon brick, a wall grew, behind which one little girl was left alone.

We will not make excuses. We have tried that already, and it did not help.

When you read about what happened in Verkhosiazh, you will of course think: “I would not have kept silent. I would not have shut the window. I would have done something.”

That is exactly what we thought too.

The Last Line

That morning Lia ate her bread and honey, petted her dog, ran through the grass, and asked her mother why the sky is blue.

It was her happiest day.

And it was the last day she believed in smiles.
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After lunch the town slept.

That is how it goes in Verkhosiazh in July: at two o’clock the heat settles on the roofs, the smoke from the chimneys grows thick as cotton wool, and even the loudspeaker falls silent, as if it too wanted a rest. Only dust moved along Zavodska Street, lazy and golden, without any direction.

Anna had just finished the second baking. Twenty loaves lay on the table under a cloth, and a heavy sweet smell rose from them, one we would go on smelling in our dreams for a long time afterward. She wiped her hands on her apron, sat down on a stool and closed her eyes. Only for a minute. We know this because the window was open and our walls, as we have said, are thin.

“Mama,” said Lia from the doorway. “Are you asleep?”

“No.”

“Your eyes are shut.”

“I’m listening.”

“To what?”

Anna opened one eye.

“To you standing there wondering whether you can go to Lynx.”

Lia laughed. Mama always knew. She knew when Lia stole sugar, when she pretended not to see the shirt on the chair, when she was hatching something forbidden. Lia was certain that Mama had a third ear that you could not see.

“So can I?”

“You can. Just don’t go outside the fence.”

“Why?”

“Because I said so.”

That was Mama’s best answer. It meant: “I don’t know how to explain it to you, but trust me.”

Lia ran out into the yard. Anna did not stay in the kitchen. She took a bowl of peas that needed shelling, went out after her and sat down on the step. The peas rattled against the bottom of the bowl, and the mother split the pods with a quick, practiced movement, without looking at her hands. She hummed something without words, and Lia, without turning around, picked up the tune the way one picks up something heard from the cradle. This was what her mother always did: she kept watch over her daughter without letting it show.

The Hole

The yard was their world. From the doorstep to the apple tree, seven steps; from the apple tree to the fence, another twelve; and Lia knew every one of them: where the split stone lay, where the nettles grew, where the ground was warm and where it was cool. In the fence on the street side there was a hole: one board had long since fallen off, and a medium-sized dog could squeeze through the gap, and a little girl even more easily.

Lia considered this hole her secret. Her mother knew about it but pretended she did not. Lynx knew it as well as he knew the taste of sausage, and often stuck his muzzle through it, sniffing the street with curiosity.

Now he lay under the apple tree with his paws stretched out, breathing so that his sides heaved. A bowl of water stood beside him, but he slept and did not drink: it was too hot even to drink.

Lia sat down next to him and scratched him behind the ear. He opened one eye, then the other, sighed deeply and laid his head on her knees. His fur was warm and smelled of sun, dust and, faintly, of apples.

“You’re my best,” she whispered.

“Woof,” said Lynx quietly, without opening his eyes.

“No, you have to say: ‘Me too.’”

Lynx sighed once more, the way dogs sigh when they entirely agree.

She did not know how long they sat like that. The silence was thick, yellow, comfortable. Somewhere at the end of the street a bird was twittering, and Lia was almost dozing off, hugging the dog, when she heard voices.

They were coming down the street: two, or perhaps three. Laughter. Stamping feet. Someone shouted something hoarsely. Someone laughed in reply.

Lynx lifted his head. His ears stood up, his nose began to twitch.

“Lie down,” said Lia.

But Lynx was already on his feet. His tail, which had been swaying lazily, went faster, ever faster, and his whole body strained toward the fence, toward the hole, toward the street where there were people. And people, in his opinion, were always kind.

“Lynx, no.”

He glanced at her as if apologizing and pushed his muzzle into the gap between the boards.

The Three

Anna was on her feet before Lia understood why.

She did not shout. She carefully set the bowl down on the step so as not to spill the peas, and walked across the grass to the fence. We would say she walked calmly, but afterward everyone remembered one thing: her shoulders were raised, as if she were carrying something heavy.

Lia crawled up to the hole too and peered through.

Three boys were coming down the street: one older, one in the middle and one very small. They were neatly dressed, in white shirts and polished shoes, and looked the way children look when no one has ever punished them. The eldest, tall, with slicked-back fair hair, carried something long on his shoulder, wrapped in sacking.

Lia knew them. They were the sons of the plant director, from number nine. The eldest was called Orest.

“Look,” said the smallest, and pointed. “A dog.”

Lynx was no longer simply looking out through the hole. He was climbing through it, squeezing his shoulders in, delighted, entirely certain that they had come especially for him.

“Lynx!” Lia grabbed him by the collar. “Back!”

But he resisted, whimpering with joy and wagging his rear so hard that she was thrown onto the grass.

“Look how friendly he is,” said Orest, and stopped by the fence.

Lia froze. She suddenly felt something she had no name for: not fear, not foreboding, but simply a chill that ran down her neck, as from a draft. Though there was no wind.

“Is he yours?” he asked. His voice was polite. Even friendly.

“Yes,” whispered Lia.

“A nice dog.”

Lynx finally broke free, climbed out through the hole, leaped up at Orest and pushed his muzzle into his hand. The boy lowered his gaze. Then, slowly, unhurriedly, he stroked him on the head.

“A very nice dog,” he repeated.

The sacking on his shoulder rustled.

“Lynx,” said Anna. She was already standing right at the fence, and her voice was quiet, even, without a single crack. “Come here.”

This was what we, hearing from our windows, remembered most afterward: she did not shout. She spoke the way one speaks when one wants everything to go well.

Lynx looked at her. Then at the boys standing close by, smiling and fondly petting him. Then at her again, with that foolish, trusting expression dogs have when they do not understand why grown-ups are worried, when everyone is so kind.

“Don’t worry, ma’am,” said Orest. His voice was soft. “We won’t take him away.”

It was said so sincerely that even Lia believed it for a moment.

“We’ll just go for a walk,” he added.

Anna laid her hand on the fence. The board under her fingers was warm from the sun.

“Give me the dog.”

“He’s going by himself,” the boy said, spreading his hands. “See?”

And it was true: Lynx, joyful, exhilarated at being welcomed, at being petted, at the day being so fine, was already walking beside them, wagging his tail, without looking back.

“Lynx!” Lia called.

He looked back. Only for a moment. And in that look was what she would remember all her life, though she would forget much else: “Come with us, it’s so interesting there.”

He went. He simply went, happily, without looking back.

We

We must stop here and tell you the truth.

We watched. Not all of us, but many. Marfa stood at her window with a towel over her shoulder. Old Havrylo sat on the bench by his gate peeling an apple. Tetiana from the corner house came out to empty a bucket. All of them saw three boys in white shirts leading someone else’s dog, with a long bundle in sacking, toward the vacant lot. And each of them thought roughly the same thing: “Where are they taking him?”

And immediately thought: “Maybe they’re just playing.”

It was the most convenient thought of all the ones we had that day. It demanded nothing.

Anna, of course, thought otherwise.

She turned to Lia. She crouched, took her daughter by the shoulders, and for the first time Lia saw in her mother’s eyes something she had never seen: fear. Not for herself. The kind of fear that comes when a person understands she will not make it in time.

“Liechko,” said Anna softly. “Listen to me carefully. You are going into the house now. You are bolting the door. You are sitting under the bed and counting. To a hundred. And again. Until I come back.”

“Mama...”

“Lia.”

That was not “Liechko.” Her mother almost never called her by her full name, and now it sounded short and stern, the way one addresses grown-ups.

“Do you understand?”

Lia nodded. There were no words. She had never seen anyone look at her like that: as if memorizing her face.

“Good girl.”

Anna kissed her on the forehead, quickly, roughly, and stood up. Then she looked toward the vacant lot, at the boys who had almost disappeared around the corner. She drew a breath, as if before plunging into water.

Then she ran.

She ran down the street in her house slippers, which flew off her feet, and she snatched them up and ran on. Her running was clumsy, unwomanly, desperate, breathless, her kerchief streaming behind her.

Lia stood in the middle of the yard, clutching in her hand a pea she had forgotten to let go of. She watched her mother run, and thought how small Mama was, and how long the street.

Then she turned, ran into the house, bolted the door, climbed under the bed, gripped the bed leg with both hands and began to count.

One. Two. Three.

Her mother’s voice rang out in the street. Distant, barely audible, but with a note in it that Lia had never heard before. She did not know what the note was. She knew only that it made her stomach clench.

Four. Five. Six.

She counted and counted, to a hundred, and again to a hundred, and again, while the voice in the street grew faint, then rose, and finally vanished altogether. Then Lia stopped counting. She pressed her cheek against the bed leg and quietly, barely audibly, sang the only line she knew:

“Sleep, don’t be afraid, I’m with you...”

No one answered her.

Only one boy on that vacant lot did not turn away. Thin, long, in a jacket from someone else’s shoulders, he stood in the thistles with a jar in his hands, and we do not know what exactly he saw. We did not ask. That was a mistake, because afterward we wanted him very badly to keep quiet, and he did not know how.

The rest we will tell not through Lia’s eyes, because she chose not to look. And we, who did look, do not yet know how to speak of it.
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First, about what we did not see.

We did not see the vacant lot. No one asked us to, and we did not go anywhere ourselves. But Zavodska Street is short, and sounds travel far along it, especially in July, when all the windows are wide open. So what happened next we did not see. We heard it.

We heard Anna reach them. First her footsteps, then her voice. She did not shout “Lynx,” and she did not shout “Give him back.” She shouted: “Stop!” in a voice that held neither anger nor pleading, only the command with which one halts a cart racing toward a child.

We heard laughter. That was the worst of it. Not a child’s laughter, but the kind with which people laugh when they have just learned something new about themselves and have not yet decided whether they like it.

We heard Lynx.

We will not describe it. You have already guessed, and those who have not guessed should be left not knowing. We will say only one thing: he did not bark. Dogs who trust people take a long time to understand what is happening. They look you in the eyes and wait for you to stop.

Then Anna cried out again, and this time the voice was different. People cry out like that not when there is still time, but when they already know they are too late.

After that came silence. Such a silence that we could hear the sun-baked sheet metal ticking under the roof.

Old Havrylo laid his apple on the bench. Marfa closed her window. Tetiana, who had been standing with her bucket, quietly set it on the ground and went into her house without drawing any water.

We did not conspire. We did not even look at one another. But at that moment the windows on Zavodska Street closed, almost all at once, the way a flower closes before a storm.

Under the Bed

Lia counted.

She reached a hundred, began again, reached it again, and so on many times. Her arms were wrapped around the bed leg and her forehead was pressed against the cold board, and from this a red mark was left on her forehead that did not fade for a long time. She heard everything we heard, only more sharply, because she was small and did not know how to dilute anything.

She did not remember when the screaming stopped. She remembered only that silence came, and then someone knocked at the door.

“Liechko,” said a voice behind the door. Quiet, even, unfamiliar. “Open up, it’s me.”

Lia did not move. It seemed to her that if she crawled out from under the bed, everything would become true, and if she did not, then perhaps there was still a way out.

“Liechko.”

She crawled out. She shuffled barefoot to the door and slid back the bolt with both hands. The door opened.

Her mother stood on the threshold.

She was covered in earth to the knees, in grass, in something dark that was drying on her palms. Her head was bare, her hair had come loose, her face was white, as if the skin had been taken from it. In her arms she held a bundle wrapped in her own kerchief. Small, heavy, motionless.

Lia looked at the bundle. Then at her mother. Then at the bundle again.

“Is he asleep?” she asked.

It was the only thing she knew how to ask.

Anna did not answer. She stepped over the threshold, forgetting for the first time in a long while to close the door, and went into the kitchen, where twenty loaves still lay on the table under the cloth. She laid the bundle on the bench by the window. Carefully, the way one lays down something that can still be hurt. Then she went to the basin and washed her hands, long and slowly, and the water in the basin turned a color that made Lia look away.

“Mama.”

“I’m here.”

“Is he asleep?”

Anna stood with her back to her. Her shoulders did not tremble, and for the first time in her life Lia thought that perhaps her mother did not know how to cry, the way some people do not know how to whistle.

“No, Liechko,” said Anna. “He’s not asleep.”

That was all. She explained nothing more. Lia stood in the middle of the kitchen looking at the embroidered edge of the kerchief showing from under her mother’s arm, and understood that her question had just been answered, but she was not ready to accept the answer.

She went to the bench, sat down beside the bundle, tucked up her legs and laid her palm on the kerchief. The fabric was warm, still warm.

Anna did not move her hand away.

You Saw Everything

In the evening, when the sun had set behind the chimneys and the smoke from them had turned red, Anna came out into the street.

We saw her from our windows, from behind curtains, from behind fences. She walked down the middle of the road in a clean kerchief, with a washed face, but she carried her hands slightly in front of her, as if she did not know where to put them. Barefoot. She had lost her slippers on the vacant lot, and none of us picked them up.

She stopped where she could be heard from every side, and said, loudly, evenly, without shouting:

“You saw everything.”

It was not a question. It was a fact.

No one answered. All that could be heard was a bird tapping on iron somewhere far away, and the smoke from the chimneys quietly sinking onto the roofs.

“You saw everything,” she repeated. “And you all know whose children they are.”

She was not crying. That was the most frightening thing. She spoke calmly, like a person who has already passed beyond words and is now simply listing.

“I will go to the district constable. I will go to the town board. I will go to the priest. I will go to the director. And every one of you will tell what you saw.”

We were silent. She swept her gaze over us, long and slow, as if memorizing each face. Marfa turned away.

“Well?” said Anna.

Then a voice spoke up from behind a fence. We do not remember exactly whose. One of the men, perhaps Havrylo, perhaps someone else. The voice was quiet and weary, almost sympathetic:

“Anna, don’t. You know how it will go.”

She turned toward the voice and did not answer. She only looked. And then she went home, and the door closed behind her without a knock.

What We Decided

We spoke about that moment for a long time afterward. Not to one another, because such things are not spoken of aloud. But each of us, lying awake at night and staring at the ceiling, returned to that phrase: “You saw everything.”

It was the truth. We knew it. A truth that is not spoken aloud lives in the house like an invisible lodger: it takes a place at the table, breathes down your neck, sleeps in your bed.

We decided not to notice it.

First we decided that it had been the hysterics of a mother whose animal had died. We decided that in such grief a person can say a great deal, and that one should not take offense at her.

Then we decided that perhaps she had been a little to blame herself. Was it right to let the dog out past the fence? Was it right to let him near other people’s boys? Didn’t she know it was better not to get entangled with the director’s family?

In this way we gradually rebuilt that day. The hole in the fence became her negligence. The dog’s trust became his stupidity. Anna’s cry became her lack of restraint. And the boys, who went home to wash and change into clean clothes, became simply boys who had gone for a walk.

It is done very easily. You only have to decide that you saw nothing, and then conscientiously persuade yourself of it.

At seven in the evening the loudspeaker in the square cleared its throat as usual and announced that all was calm in the town, that the pipe works had overfulfilled its plan by twelve percent, and that the director, Walter Zorin, had been awarded an honorary certificate for exemplary work.

About the dog nothing was said. Because in our town, as we all came to understand later, whatever the loudspeaker did not announce did not exist.

We listened, and each of us thought his own thought. One, that Zorin was a worthy man after all. Another, that the award had been given for good reason. And a third, and there were few such, felt something faintly in his throat, like a fish bone. But we quickly swallowed it.

The Apple Tree

Anna buried Lynx at night under the apple tree, alone, with a spade she had borrowed from a neighbor and never returned. She dug for two hours. Lia stood beside her in her nightgown and watched her mother fill in the hole with earth.

Lia did not cry. She did not say anything at all, only stood and watched.

When Anna had finished, she set two stones on the mound, the same ones that had once lain by the doorstep. Then she lowered the spade and sat down right on the ground, because her legs would not hold her.

Over the fence, from the street side, a dark head flashed for a moment and at once hid. Someone was standing there in the darkness, watching. Anna noticed this too, but did not turn around. She already knew that not every eye that watches you is waiting for you to stay silent.

Lia crouched by the mound and, without looking at her mother, whispered the only thing she knew from her mother’s song:

“Sleep, don’t be afraid, I’m with you...”

Anna flinched. Then, very quietly, in a voice that had never sung in front of people, she finished it for her daughter:

“Dawn will come from behind the hill.”

They did not sing any more.

“Mama,” said Lia at last. “Why did nobody come?”

Anna was silent for a long time. The smoke over the chimneys had thinned, and a few stars could be seen through it.

“Because it was more convenient for them not to come,” she answered.

That was the second bitter truth of the day that Lia heard spoken aloud. And we, listening from behind our closed windows, felt for almost the first time in our lives real shame. But we hurriedly hid it, the way one hides a half-eaten slice of bread so that no one will see.

We turned out the lights and went to bed.
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Anna went in search of justice the way one goes to work: in the morning, washed, in a clean blouse, with her hair braided. We watched her come out onto the street, and each of us thought she must have changed her mind. But she did not come out alone. She was leading Lia by the hand.

For two days before that, her mother had not slept. Lia heard it through the wall: Anna paced the room, picked something up, put it back and paced again. Once Lia got up, went barefoot to the door and saw her mother sitting at the table with her hands laid on the board where she usually kneaded dough. The hands lay flat. Her mother looked at them as if they belonged to someone else.

“Mama, why aren’t you sleeping?”

“Thinking.”

“About what?”

“About what you need to see.”

Lia did not understand. But the next morning her mother dressed her in her best frock, braided her hair into pigtails and said:

“You’re coming with me. And don’t say anything. Just look.”

“And you won’t forget me afterward in some office?”

“Forget you? You, with those pigtails? I’d find you by them.”

So Lia found herself in the street, holding her mother’s hand, in a holiday dress that chafed under the arms. She looked at people and did not understand why they looked away.

The First Door: The District Constable

District Constable Okhrim Kalnyk received visitors in a booth by the plant’s gatehouse. It was cramped there, and smelled of coarse tobacco, wet tarpaulin and tea that no one had finished. On the wall hung a portrait of someone in a tunic, so faded that the face had blurred and only the mustache remained.

Lia sat on a chair in the corner, her feet not reaching the floor, studying the mustache. Her mother stood before the desk.

Okhrim listened without interrupting. We know this from the man himself: afterward he retold that scene with the air of a man who had done nothing wrong. He nodded, picked up a pen, even wrote a few words on a sheet of paper.

“So, a dog,” he said when Anna had finished.

“My dog.”

“Killed. On the vacant lot.”

“By the boys. The director’s.”

Okhrim put down his pen. He was not a bad man; we will have more than one occasion to see that. He simply had a wife, two children and a service apartment that he could lose in a single conversation.

“Mrs. Anna, are there witnesses?”

“Everyone who was in the street.”

“Who exactly?”

Anna listed them: Marfa, Havrylo, Tetiana. Okhrim wrote them down. Then he looked at the list.

“Will they say so themselves?”

“They saw it.”

“I’m asking whether they’ll say so.”

Anna fell silent. She already knew the answer. Okhrim knew it too. He sighed, glanced at Lia, who sat quietly in the corner, and at once looked away.

“Children, you know. They play without measuring their strength. Do you want me to interrogate them? Do you want a scandal with their father over a dog?”

“I want it written down.”

“What exactly?”

“That it happened.”

He looked at her for a long time. Then he took the sheet, folded it neatly in half and put it in a drawer.

“It’s written down,” he said. “You can rest easy.”

We learned later that the scrap of paper lay in that drawer for many years and was then thrown out during a clean-up. Anna did not know this. She thanked him and went out. She was not at ease.

And Lia, at the door, looked back and saw the constable standing over his desk, looking at the drawer. She had no word for that look. Only later, grown up, would she understand it: it was the look of a man who has just buried something alive.

The Second Door: The Town Board

At the town board they were made to wait three hours. Lia sat on a bench in the corridor, swinging her legs and counting the floor tiles. There were forty-two. The secretary with the tall hairdo went in and out of the neighboring office from time to time, each time with the exact same expression on her face: “Just a little longer.”

Lia counted in a whisper, and Anna, who sat beside her, silently dug her fingers into the edge of the bench. She knew why her daughter was counting.

“Forty-two,” said Lia.

“A good number.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s even. Even is easier.”

At last they were let in.

The official was young, in a pressed shirt, with a straight parting. He listened to Anna with a courtesy that chilled. On the desk in front of him stood a nameplate, and Lia, who was learning to put letters together, tried to read it, but got only “L-E-H...” and then lost her place.

“A complaint about what?” he asked again at the end.

“About cruelty to an animal.”

“That’s not for us.”

“Then for whom?”

“The veterinary service. But it deals with farm animals. Pets...” He spread his hands. “There’s a gap in the law here.”

“Then about murder. Let it be murder.”

“That’s a criminal case. That’s for the police.”

“I’ve just come from there.”

“Then I don’t know how I can help.”

He spoke with such sincere readiness to help that Anna stood a long time before his desk, feeling something inside her slowly set hard. She understood: none of these people was refusing her. They were simply pointing, one after another, to the next door along. It was a polite corridor leading nowhere.

He held out a blank form to her.

“Fill this in. We’ll see.”

She took the form and put it in her bag. She kept it for many years afterward. Perhaps as a reminder, perhaps as evidence.

On the way out Lia tugged at her mother’s sleeve.

“Mama, he wasn’t listening to us.”

“He was,” said Anna.

“No. He was nodding.”

Anna stopped in the middle of the corridor and looked at her daughter as if seeing her for the first time.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “Nodding.”

The Third Door: The Priest

They reached the church toward evening. Father Yosyp stood by the altar adjusting the candles, and from him, as from the walls of the cathedral, there flowed a soft yellow light in which everything seemed kinder than it was.

“Child,” he said. “Sit down.”

Anna did not sit.

“Have you come to me on business? Or to light a candle?”

“On business.”

He sighed, as if he already knew. She told him. Briefly, without embellishment, the way one tells a doctor one’s symptoms. Lia stood beside her and looked at an icon where a saint with a long beard held in his arms someone small, like a lamb. She was not listening, because she could no longer listen.

The priest listened with lowered eyes, running his rosary through his fingers. When Anna fell silent, he said nothing for a long time. Then he spoke in the voice in which, as we remember, he always spoke in his sermons: warm, deep, wheedling, like hot tea:

“Your heart is aching, Anna. But look at what it breeds. Anger. Enmity. A thirst for revenge. Do you want that to settle in you?”

“I don’t want revenge. I want justice.”

“Justice belongs to the Lord.”

“And was the Lord in the street?”

He raised his eyes. For the first time during the conversation. And in those soft brown eyes flickered something familiar to all of us: that look with which grown-ups regard a child who has asked too clever a question.

“An animal,” he said slowly, “is a creature without speech. Scripture says of man that he is the crown of creation. One should not carry sin in one’s heart over a dog. And the boys... they are children. Forgive them. Humility commands it of us.”

“Humility to whom?” asked Anna. “To them?”

“To the Lord.”

“And if they do it again?”

He did not answer. He only crossed her, quickly, and said:

“Go in peace. Prayer gives strength.”

Then he looked at Lia and smiled at her so tenderly that she felt something tighten inside her.

“And you, little one, do not keep malice in your heart. The Lord sees everything.”

“Everything?” Lia asked.

“Everything.”

“Then why didn’t he come?”

Father Yosyp smiled once more, but something in his smile trembled, like water from a thrown stone.

“Because his ways are beyond measure, child.”

Lia turned back to the icon. The saint went on holding the lamb and looking somewhere past them both.

Anna glanced at the golden dome in the dusk and suddenly felt that up there no one was home. No judgment, no compassion, no attention. Only a pretty gleam and the smoke that drifted from it.

They left the church, and Anna did not cross herself.

The Fourth Door: The Director

She went to the director last, and it was the hardest. Not because she was afraid, but because she already knew what she would hear there.

Walter Zorin lived in a large house with a veranda, which we all feared a little and envied a little. He opened the door himself. He was a tall, broad-shouldered man in a house jacket, with kind, slightly tired eyes and the expression of people who decided long ago that they are good.

“Anna,” he said. “Come in. I was expecting you.”

Those were the most terrible words of that whole day.

He led them to his study, poured Anna tea, set a sugar bowl before her, and held out to Lia a sweet in a shiny wrapper. He sat down opposite, folded his hands on the table, and looked tenderly into Anna’s face.

“I am very sorry about your dog,” he said. “Truly. It is dreadful. The boys, naturally, spoke with me. They are repentant.”

“Repentant?”

“Sincerely. The youngest even cried.”

Anna said nothing. Lia held the sweet in her palm without unwrapping it. She looked at Zorin and thought that he had the same eyes as the eldest boy: polite, pleasant, and behind them nothing.

“Children, Anna. They don’t understand. At that age it seems to them a game. Of course, they will be punished.”

“How?”

Zorin smiled, as one smiles when the other person asks the right question, though too hastily.

“Educationally. At home. I don’t think you need to know the details.”

He took a sip of tea. Anna did not touch hers.

“But I want to be honest with you,” he went on. “Because I like you. You are a hardworking woman. Our canteen has been taking your bread for a long time now, correct? Everyone says it is excellent. The whole plant breakfasts on it. It would be a pity if we had to look for another supplier.”

He said nothing more. He only watched, gently and expectantly, the way one watches a person who is just about to grasp the obvious.

Anna understood.

Lia understood too, though in her own way: she saw her mother’s fingers on her knees turn white and her mother slowly, very slowly, straighten up.

“I’ll go,” said Anna, and stood.

“Of course. Thank you for coming. And, Anna...” He rose too, and walked her to the door, carefully, the way guests are seen out. “I sincerely hope we will remain good neighbors.”

“Can I not eat the sweet?” Lia asked suddenly.

Zorin looked at her. His smile froze for a second.

“Of course, little one. It’s for you.”

“I don’t want it,” she said, and set the sweet on his desk. “Thank you.”

The door closed behind them quietly, almost lovingly.

Evening

They walked home, on foot, the long way through the whole town, in the dark: Anna did not want to go straight onto the street where they would be watched from windows. Smoke hung above the roofs, and in the square the loudspeaker, as always, was telling everyone that the day had passed peacefully, that the pipe works had met its plan, and that citizens were asked not to yield to rumors.

Anna stopped under the pole.

“Rumors,” she repeated aloud.

She did not laugh. She only shook her head faintly, and perhaps at that moment she understood for the first time: what was being done to her was not a conspiracy. In a conspiracy there are people who know what they are doing. This was worse. Here everyone simply performed his own part, quietly and conscientiously, and no one answered for the whole.

She picked Lia up, though she was already too heavy for it, and carried her home. Lia laid her head on her shoulder and for the first time in all those days cried. Not loudly, but the way children cry who have held on too long.

“Mama, they won’t help us.”

“No,” said Anna.

“Ever?”

“Ever.”

She did not lie. And in that was the greatest cruelty of that evening: she was honest with her child, because she knew no other way.

“You’re as heavy as a sack of flour,” she added after a while, when Lia had quieted.

“I’m not a sack,” Lia muttered into her neck.

“Of course not. Sacks don’t cry on my blouse.”

Lia sniffled and smiled faintly, for the first time since Lynx was gone.

We saw them from our windows when they finally turned onto our street. Two figures under the plant’s smoke: a big one carrying a small one. None of us came out. None of us asked. Someone only quietly drew a curtain.

Morning

And in the morning there was a knock at the door.

Anna opened it. On the threshold stood Marfa, in a clean apron, with a towel in her hands. She was smiling the same smile as always, wide, warm, a little pitying.

“Anna,” she said. “I baked a pie. Cherry. I thought: maybe you haven’t had time for breakfast. Such grief...”

She held out the pie, still warm, wrapped in an embroidered towel.

“Don’t be angry with me,” she added quietly. “You understand. We all have to live here, and we have to somehow...”

Anna took the pie. She looked at it, then at Marfa. Marfa’s whole face was one great plea: “Accept it. Say you understand. Say I’m not to blame.”

“Thank you,” said Anna.

Marfa exhaled in relief, smiled wider and left. Her step across the yard was light, springy, like that of a person who has paid off a debt.

Anna put the pie on the table. Lia jumped down from her stool and reached out a hand.

“Don’t eat it,” said her mother.

“Why?”

Anna looked for a long time at the pie, at the honest golden crust, at the cherry juice seeping through the dough.

“Just don’t eat it.”

Lia drew back her hand. She did not understand. But she remembered. Just as she remembered that whole week: not with her mind, but with her skin.

The pie lay on the table until noon, and then her mother carried it out into the yard and set it under the apple tree, on the earth where Lynx lay.

It was the first thing Anna gave back.

We saw this from our windows. Marfa did too. And each of us, looking at the pie under the apple tree, felt that something had ended. But we did not yet know what. We learned it only later.
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On Tuesday at seven in the morning the porter from the plant canteen did not come.

Anna stood on the threshold with two baskets covered with cloth. Steam rose from the bread, and it smelled so good that a strange dog stopped in the street and lifted its nose. She stood very straight, the way one stands when one has not yet decided whether this is a mistake. Lia peeped out from behind her skirt and asked:

“Is he late?”

“Probably.”

At half past seven Anna put the baskets down on the bench. At eight she sat down beside them. By nine the bread was merely warm, and by ten it was merely bread.

We saw this from our windows. We saw her sit on the bench with a straight back, looking to the end of the street, from where the cart was meant to come. We saw Lia quietly slide up to her and lay her head on her lap. No one came out. We already knew the cart would not come, because at a quarter past seven the loudspeaker had read the orders, and among them was one read so fast that supposedly no one heard it: “The plant canteen is transferring to supply from a new contractor.”

Supposedly no one heard it. Everyone heard.

The Baskets

Anna carried the bread herself.

She took Lia by the hand, one basket on her elbow, the other in her free hand, and they walked across the whole town to the plant gatehouse. Lia was in her holiday dress again, because her mother had said: “Let them see that we aren’t afraid.” But the girl had already learned to tell her mother’s words from her mother’s intonation, and when she heard this “let them see,” she knew it meant almost the opposite.

The canteen manager, a stout woman named Stepanyda, came out to them in a white coat, wiping her hands on her apron. For years she had taken bread from Anna every morning, drunk tea with her on Saturdays and boasted that her daughters were studying to be seamstresses.

“Anna,” she said, not coming closer than three steps. “You understand.”

“No, I don’t.”

“There’s an instruction.”

“Whose?”

Stepanyda looked at the sky, as if it were written there. Then at her hands. Then at the baskets.

“They telephoned me. A new contractor, they said. Better terms.”

“Better how?”

“Well... new.”

Lia stood between them and looked up at Stepanyda from below. She noticed for the first time that above the pocket of the coat a name was embroidered in red thread, and the threads had frayed a little. She thought this was important, though she did not know why.

“Stepanyda,” said Anna evenly. “Do you like my bread?”

“I do. Very much.”

“Then why are we talking?”

Stepanyda pressed her lips together. Her fingers clutched desperately at her apron.

“Don’t be angry with me. I have children.”

It was not an excuse. It was an admission, and Anna probably understood it better than Stepanyda would have liked. She nodded, set the baskets on the ground by the doorstep and said:

“This is today’s. I won’t take any money.”

And she left. Lia looked back and saw Stepanyda standing over the baskets without moving. Then she quickly glanced around in every direction and carefully lifted one loaf. Held it to her face. Breathed it in.

And put it back.

Gratitude

The whole town gradually discovered that it did not like something about Anna.

Not in the sense that we hated her. We were not wicked people, remember. It was just that suddenly we had a great many things to do. We walked past her fence faster. We spoke more loudly in the shop when she came in, and about something else entirely. We remembered that we had bread of our own at home.

Old Havrylo from number six was especially telling in this.

The winter before, his wife had died, and Havrylo did not know how to cook, did not know how to wash, and generally had no idea where in the house the salt was kept. Anna had left a loaf for him every day by his gate. She asked nothing, said nothing. The bread simply appeared, still warm, and Havrylo silently took it. This went on all winter. Then he learned to live alone, and the bread stayed in the past, the way things do that have done their work.

But he remembered. He himself nearly wept when he spoke of it in the tavern. “A golden woman,” he would say. “You won’t find another like her today.”

And now, that same week, Lia stood by the fence and watched Havrylo walk down the street with a basket. He walked looking at his feet. He saw her. She knew it, because when she called, “Good day, Grandfather Havrylo!” his shoulder twitched. Just twitched, as if from a draft.

He nodded without raising his eyes and went on faster.

“He didn’t hear me,” said Lia when her mother came out of the house.

“He heard.”

“Then why didn’t he answer?”

Anna was silent for a long time. Then she crouched and straightened Lia’s hair.

“You know, Liechko, there is a gratitude that warms. And there is one that is afraid. They look alike, but with the second one there is nothing to be done.”

Lia did not understand. But she remembered: gratitude can have two faces, and one of them turns away.

What We Said

For a long time we did not speak of it aloud. But words, like water, find their way.

First Marfa said to Tetiana, without raising her voice, when the two of them stood in line for salt: “Poor Anna. She was such a good woman. Grief has broken her.”

Tetiana replied: “I heard too that she’s not herself.”

Then Havrylo heard it and said in the tavern: “They say she ran around the precincts complaining about people. Nerves.”

Then the constable’s wife told a woman from the town board: “She came to my husband, crying. With the child. Terribly upset over a dog.”

Who said it first, and when, and where, no one afterward remembered. But by Thursday the whole of Zavodska Street knew that Anna, though a good woman, was suffering from a nervous disorder. It was a convenient word. It demanded nothing of anyone and stirred no one’s conscience. It turned the dog, the vacant lot, the boys and the scream into symptoms.

It is one thing if a person tells the truth. It is quite another if a person is ill.

An ill person need not be answered.

The Children

Lia was the first to find out.

On Friday she went out to the fence with a doll her mother had sewn from scraps. In the neighboring yard two girls were playing: Tetiana’s Olenka and Marfa’s Yaryna. Both were a little older than she. They were building something out of pebbles, and Lia came closer, as she always did.

“Can I play with you?”

The girls exchanged glances. Olenka nudged Yaryna with her elbow.

“No,” said Yaryna. “Mama says not to.”

“Why?”

“Because your mama is sick.”

“She isn’t sick.”

“She is. Mama said so. She says strange things and she might even... ” Yaryna stopped, searching for the word. She found it. “Be dangerous.”

Lia stood with the doll in her hands. She did not cry. She simply looked at the pebbles the girls were arranging in a little ring, and thought that the ring was crooked.

“You’re putting them wrong,” she said at last. “The second one from the top has to be moved over.”

And she went home.

She did not tell her mother. She already knew: some things are not told. They settle somewhere inside and lie there, cold and hard, like pebbles.

Honey

The money ran out in three weeks.

Anna sold her shawl, the one she had once brought into the house as her dowry: woolen, dark blue, with red flowers along the edge. She sold it to a traveling peddler, who gave half what it was worth, but at least something. Then she sold the tea service. Then the old sewing machine, which did not work but looked valuable.

She bought flour in the next village, walking there on foot so that no one would see. She baked small loaves for herself and for Lia. She no longer sold to people: no one would buy.

That was when Lia first saw the empty honey jar. Her mother set it on the table and stood over it a little while, as if saying goodbye.

“Mama, where’s the honey?”

“It ran out.”

“And when will there be new?”

Anna turned to the window.

“I don’t know, Liechko.”

Lia took a slice of bread and looked at it. White crumb, dark crust, a little salt. She bit into it. It was tasty, but something was missing, and for a long time she could not understand what.

Then she remembered. That morning. The morning when she ran through the grass and honey ran down her chin, and Mama wiped her face with the hem of her apron.

She put the bread down on the table.

“I’ve had enough.”

“You haven’t eaten half of it.”

“I’ve had enough,” she repeated and went to her room, where she sat on the bed and stared at the wall. She already knew what a lie told out of good motives was, and had learned to use it.

Anna stood in the kitchen a long time with the empty jar in her hands.

In the evening she brought Lia a slice of bread spread with something in a thin layer. Lia sniffed.

“What is it?”

“Honey.”

“You said it had run out.”

“It has. This is sugar and water,” Anna admitted. “But if you shut your eyes, you can’t tell the difference right away.”

Lia shut her eyes and took a bite.

“You can tell the difference,” she said gravely. “But I won’t say.”

Anna laughed. It was her first laugh in many days, short and hoarse, like that of a person who has forgotten how.

Supper

One evening, toward the end of summer, they sat down to supper.

It was a modest supper: hot water, a few flour dumplings, an onion that Anna had cut in half and put in one bowl instead of two. She divided the portion so that Lia had more. Lia looked at her mother’s bowl, then at her own.

“Mama, why are you eating so little?”

“I’m not hungry.”

“You always say that.”

“Because it’s always true.”

Lia took her spoon but did not lift it. She looked at her mother for a long time, closely, the way children look when they suddenly notice something new in a grown-up. Her mother, this strong, large, warm woman who could make a miracle out of flour and water, had grown thin. Her shoulders had become sharp. Veins stood out on her hands, and under her eyes lay a gray shadow that water did not wash away.

“Mama,” said Lia. “Are we going to die?”

Anna choked on a dumpling. She coughed. She put down her spoon.

“Why do you ask?”

“Lynx died. And nobody came. And now we’re poor.”

“Being poor and dying are different things, Liechko.”

“How are they different?”

Anna thought for a long time. She could have lied: “No, of course not, everything will be all right.” She could have told the truth: “I don’t know.” She chose something in between.

“People die when they give up,” she said. “And we won’t give up.”

“And if they don’t leave us alone?”

“Then we’ll live without being left alone.”

Lia nodded. This seemed logical to her. She picked up her spoon and began to eat. Anna watched her eat, and only then, as if allowing herself, picked up her own spoon.

They ate in silence. Over the table hung the light of an oil lamp, yellow and soft, and within its circle it was warm, as on that July morning that already seemed a fairy tale.

We saw this through the gap between the curtains. We had no right to look, but we looked. One of us, we will not say who, felt something strange at that moment. Not guilt. That word would be too strong. But something like a quiet itch under the ribs that will pass if you don’t scratch it.

We did not scratch it.

Night

That night Lia could not sleep.

She lay on the bed staring at a crack in the ceiling that looked like a river, and listened to her mother not sleeping on the other side of the wall. The sounds were quiet: a chair, a footstep, the creak of a board. Her mother walked about the kitchen, picked something up, set it down, walked again.

Then it fell silent.

Lia quietly got up, went to the door and opened it a crack. In the kitchen Anna sat by candlelight with her back to her. Before her on the table lay the blank form, the one the official at the town board had given her. She looked at it for a long time without writing. Then she picked up a pen and on a scrap of paper lying beside it, slowly, as if these were not letters but something heavy that had to be pressed into the paper, wrote a few words. On the form she wrote nothing: it was meant to wait for a real letter.

Lia did not see what the words were. She saw only how her mother’s hand trembled, and how her mother, having finished writing, laid her head on the table and lay like that for a long time without moving.

She was not crying. Lia knew, because she listened. It was the kind of silence in which people do not cry but simply lie with their heads on their arms, like the sick.

Lia closed the door and went back to bed. She understood nothing. But for the first time in her life she felt that her mother, so big and strong, was also small. That she too could grow tired. That there are things even grown-ups cannot bear.

Quietly, almost without a voice, she sang to the ceiling her single line: “Sleep, don’t be afraid, I’m with you.” Not for herself. For her mother, sitting behind the wall.

Then she decided not to be a burden.

It was the first grown-up decision Lia made in her life. She decided to eat less, never ask for anything, not cry aloud, not ask “why” and not be in the way. And the next morning, when Anna woke her, she was already so quiet and obedient that her mother, glancing at her, turned away to the window.

She did not know then that her little daughter had only just learned what others learn over years. And that this was exactly what we had been waiting for from her.
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There is little we can tell about him, and that in itself is worth something.

His name was Timei. He lived with his father at the very edge of town, where Zavodska Street ended and the riverbank began, in a wooden hut by the sawmill. His father, Omelko, was a sawyer: from first light to dusk he cut logs at the mill and came home smelling of resin and sawdust. He had come from somewhere far away long ago, with a wife who died of a cough the very first winter. We called him “the newcomer,” though he had lived in Verkhosiazh longer than some of us.

Omelko was quiet, short, with gray stubble and hands like roots, scarred by the saw. He almost never spoke, and when he did, it was as if each word cost him money. We neither liked him nor hated him. We simply did not notice him. In small towns this happens: some people are present, while others only pass by.

Timei was his copy, only thinner and longer, in a jacket from someone else’s shoulders that hung on him as on a pole. He was always somewhere off to the side: by the river, behind the vacant lot, in the thistles with a jar for frogs. No one had ever seen him play with anyone. Children did not bother him, because no one was interested in him, and that is worse than mockery.

That is why we did not understand what happened that
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