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INTRODUCTION

This is intelligent writing. Its simplicity is deceptive, and its 
apparent artlessness is the product of experience and skill. 
The author’s restraint resonates in us with an unexpected 
strength of feeling.

Each of Elena Dolgopyat’s stories is unique, and could 
only have been written by her. Each painfully stirs the soul 
with a sense of the fragility, the evanescence, even, of human 
existence, in a world that is far from illusory: it is our world, 
very real, recognisable. Even those stories which contain 
an element of phantasmagoria reach us not as fantasy, but 
are somehow elevated to the level of our everyday lives. I 
cannot tell you about the techniques by which this effect 
is achieved; I do not know what they are. I suspect that 
the mystery of the impact of these texts on the reader is 
contained in something not taught on any writing course.

As someone with long years of schoolteaching 
experience, I know that if the children start to make a 
racket while you are talking in class, it is useless to force 
your voice. There is one of you and many of them; you will 
not out-shout them. The best way to make them listen to 
you is to lower your voice. In my view, something similar is 
happening today in literature. Desperate to be heard, we try 
to shout more loudly, to out-shout the noise of the world. 
For most of us, this simply does not work.

Elena Dolgopyat never tries to raise her voice. Her stories 
have long been appearing in literary journals, and have 
come out as books; but only in the last few years, it seems, 
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have we begun to understand that in her quiet voice, she 
is telling us of ‘the multicoloured underside of life’. She is 
telling us of things that matter to us all.

Leonid Yuzefovich
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LYOSHA

It happened involuntarily, without effort.
The queue was not moving. Lyosha’s mother was keeping 

him close to her, holding him by the co˚llar like a tiny tot. 
People were coming up and asking what was available.

Sausages.
They said not to join the queue.
A kilo, no more.
The shoppers stood patiently, close together. Every so 

often, someone tried to push in and was met with a hail of 
foul language.

The queue would stand stock still for a time and then 
take one small step forward. How many more shuffling steps 
to the saleswoman in her white bonnet? A thousand? A 
hundred thousand? Lyosha would have hopped out and 
measured, but his mother would not let him go; she kept 
tight hold of him.

‘I’m hot,’ complained Lyosha.
His mother let go of his collar, and bent down.
In that instant, at the very moment when Lyosha’s mother’s 

face came close to his, time stopped. His mother, all the 
people, all creatures and all objects froze, like in the fairy tale 
about an enchanted castle that Lyosha had read many times 
in a slim children’s book. The book had a picture of the castle’s 
inhabitants, frozen in a dance. Mind you, any picture shows 
the world with all its inhabitants frozen.

Lyosha stirred, and realised that for him, time had 
not stopped. Everyone was in suspension, while Lyosha 
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remained free. He showed no particular surprise. He took 
what had happened calmly. He stepped away from the 
queue. Walked along it. Noted that no sounds were audible; 
even his own footsteps made no sound. No squelching from 
the black gunge on the floor. He was walking as if in a void.

Lyosha stepped carefully, frightened of startling 
slumbering time. Frightened of waking it up. The way it 
might be best to sneak past a dozing lion.

A shiny new coin hung suspended in the air. A five ko-
peck piece. Lyosha made out the year: 1972. 1972 had just 
begun. The shop door was ajar; it had evidently not man-
aged to slam shut behind a chap who had gone purple with 
cold. The gap was wide enough for Lyosha.

The boy went out into the winter street. Diamond dust 
glittered in the air. There was a child skating along the icy 
path, arms flung wide. Lyosha glanced at his face, into his 
bright, clear eyes, then went on his way. Lyosha knew that 
the street should lead him to the river. He wanted to have a 
look at the ice, perhaps even walk across it to the far bank. 
The other kids said that the wind in the middle of the river 
was awful, howling, enough to blow you off your feet and 
drag you all the way to the plywood factory. The factory 
always smelled of sawn wood–though in this world on 
pause, Lyosha could not smell anything.

Walking turned out to be easy, weightless. Lyosha 
observed clouds of steam and cigarette smoke that looked 
as if they had been captured on photographic plates. The 
street running down to the river was lined with small one-
storey houses. Smoke stood motionless above the chimneys. 
A stream of ice like sparkling jewels was beating from a 
standpipe into a bucket. A lady was using a hook to hold the 
bucket, her feet planted firmly. Felt boots with sleek black 
galoshes, and a grey woollen jacket from under which a 
long dark skirt peeped out. Lyosha walked round the lady 
looking at her from all sides, like a statue in a museum. He 
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marvelled at her ample rear, at her legs as strong as concrete 
piles, at the hairy black mole on her upper lip.

She had screwed up her face; it looked as if she had been 
about to sneeze, but had not had time to do so.

Here I am, thought Lyosha suddenly, walking around 
and not the slightest bit cold, and not hungry, either. Yet in 
the queue he had felt very hungry, especially as the shop 
had smelled not only of cold and people; there was also the 
waft of fresh bread, and of the sausages brought in from 
Moscow to sell.

Now he did not want to do anything else; just look.
Lyosha left the lady and went on his way, lingering now 

in front of a fluttering sparrow, now in front of a passer-by. 
He walked out onto the carriageway, stepping out without 
fear of cars; their snarling was silent, and gone too was the 
animal smell of petrol, which Lyosha adored.

At the river, behind the sheds, an alleyway opened up, 
and in it Lyosha saw a small, crooked figure. It was a boy, 
lying on the snow, his legs tucked up and his hands covering 
his head, towards which a foot inside a boot as heavy as a 
stone was flying. Flying, but not reaching its destination; it 
had stopped in mid-air. The assailant’s face was twisted, and 
his grey army cap with a dent from a cockade had fallen off 
and was hovering just above the ground.

Lyosha knew both boys. The one lying down was Valya, 
a fellow fourth year of Lyosha’s. His executioner, nicknamed 
Bull, was an eighth year. He was not so much studying as 
serving time, as Lyosha’s mother would say. Valya did little 
to draw attention to himself, except that he had a quiet, clear 
voice. The teacher always had to go right up to him to make 
out what he was saying. Frozen nearby in the pose of an 
observer was another acquaintance and classmate of Lyosha’s, 
Petya. And not just an acquaintance and classmate, but his 
best friend. He was standing with his hands shoved into the 
pockets of his short coat, observing the beating with a smile.
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Lyosha looked in horror at his friend’s face. This was 
Petya! Cheerful, clever, deft, adored Petya! To whom (and 
no-one else) Lyosha had told his dream about death. Who 
had taught him to swim that summer. Petya, who knew how 
to make a blood pact. The best fellow on earth was watching 
the beating without turning a hair and with visible pleasure.

Lyosha knelt down and looked into poor Valya’s face.
Valya’s eyes were squeezed shut, his nose bashed and 

bleeding.
Lyosha thought, I’ll grab the stone boot and give it a yank. 

The back of Bull’s head’ll come smacking down onto the ice, and 
Valya and I’ll take off. To the plywood factory, across the ice.

Lyosha grabbed hold of the boot, and in that very 
instant came to in the queue. Sounds clattered around 
him, deafening him. Voices, footsteps, coughing, the door 
slamming. His mother said, ‘Chin up, son. Nearly there.’

She straightened, something distracted her, and Lyosha 
made a dash for the door.

The alley behind the sheds was already empty. Lyosha 
could see drops of blood on the trampled snow. He looked 
around and hesitated, waiting, though he was not sure what 
for. Then he trudged back towards the shop. His breathing 
gradually returned to normal.

Back home, his mother said there were no sausages for 
him. ‘I stood there for as long as it took to get my allowance, 
but you obviously didn’t want yours.’

After that, she didn’t say another word to him the whole 
evening. She didn’t even look in his direction, as if Lyosha 
was just an empty space. She cooked a sausage and ate it. 
Lyosha chomped his way through potatoes and sauerkraut, 
and sat down to do his homework. Lyubasha, as they called 
their class mistress, had promised they would have a test the 
following day. Lyosha felt old, one of life’s veterans.

The next day, Valya did not appear at school. Petya 
arrived with his eye all puffy and told Lyosha about how he 
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had been walking along the alley by the river, thinking his 
own thoughts, and suddenly seen Bull laying into Valya.

‘Obviously I went rushing in to pull him off, and caught a 
swinging fist. Good thing my uncle had done his army service. 
One chop on the neck and bam! Bull down. Uncle’s promised 
to teach me some moves. Fighting. You want to join in?’

Realisation dawned on Lyosha, something like: you can’t 
judge an event by an instant, by a thin slice. You can’t judge 
with absolute precision. With certainty. You don’t know why 
someone’s face is frozen in a smile. He’s looking at you, but 
maybe not seeing you; he’s smiling at a thought of his own, 
something you know nothing about.

After the fight, Petya had walked Valya home, and Valya 
had told him that he’d been on his way to get bread, minding 
his own business, when he’d seen Bull standing by the shed, 
crying. Valya had quickened his pace but sensed Bull catching 
up with him. Bull caught up, shoved him in the back, and Valya 
had fallen.

The bell rang. Lyubasha came in.
The class stood quietly. Lyubasha looked at them with the 

kind of sadness with which Lyosha’s mother sometimes looked 
at him, as if pitying him in advance for the rest of his life.

Lyubasha lowered herself onto the chair at her teacher’s 
desk, covered her young, round face with her small hands, 
and sat motionless.

The class, too, stopped. No-one moved a muscle. There 
was a chalk mark on the sleeve of Lyubasha’s cardigan. 
Lyosha wanted the white streak to disappear; looking at 
it was uncomfortable. It was all very like the way time had 
suddenly stopped yesterday. Except that on this occasion 
Lyosha was frozen in it as well.

No-one could move a muscle; no-one, until Lyubasha 
took her hands away from her flushed face, and sighed. And 
then everyone sighed.

The girls clucked, ‘Miss, Miss, what’s wrong, Miss?’
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Lyubasha waved a hand to silence the clucking. She took 
a delicate white handkerchief from her cardigan pocket and 
dabbed her eyes and nose.

‘You’re going to find out anyway. Boris Yevdokimov was 
found murdered this morning. You can sit down now.’

Boris Yevdokimov was Bull. Was.
The following day, Petya intercepted Lyosha outside 

school, before lessons started. He said the year eights were 
going to Bull’s funeral. A clapped out old bus was already 
waiting by the front entrance.

‘While they’re getting ready, let’s walk.’
Lyosha did not ask why. He felt he had to go. Petya 

likewise, probably. To say farewell, perhaps; or perhaps to 
clear something up.

Bull lived (once upon a time) on the outskirts, in a village 
adjoining the town. The boys walked through a neglected 
park by the Dzerzhinsky factory. They walked along the 
side of a narrow, ice-covered road, went over, crossed a little 
frozen stream, and there was the village, already in sight. 
They walked the whole way in silence.

A white field lay under a violet sky. Lyubasha had 
brought them here in December. They had cut through the 
snow with a shovel and looked at the layers. Light, dark, an 
impregnation of soot and a hard crust of ice meant it had 
thawed and re-frozen. They’d spotted a yellow trail of urine 
and giggled. Lyubasha said that by spring this whole snow 
book that she was teaching them to read would have melted 
away without a trace.

The clean white field under the dusky sky dazzled their 
eyes. The boys were approaching the village along a beaten 
path, and everything seemed age-old: the snow, the path, 
the wooden houses, the smoke from the stoves, and they 
themselves, the little people.

‘The Krysenkov brothers from Alexandrovka are in our 
class.’
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‘Yes, that’s right.’
People were loitering outside Bull’s house. A red coffin 

lid leaned against the fence beside a wide-open wicket gate. 
The boys walked through. The path was broad and swept 
smooth. The snow glinted. Men were smoking on the steps.

The room was cold, unheated.
Meagre light from a modest window. A mirror hung 

with a black shawl. On a bare table in the middle of the 
room, an open coffin, upholstered in red. On a chair beside 
it, a woman, all in black. Lips pressed together, dry eyes.

The boys timidly approached the coffin from the other 
side of the table. The body lying in it looked nothing like 
its old, living self. Bull was dressed in a black ceremonial 
suit and a white pressed shirt. His heavy black boots 
gleamed, and smelled of shoe polish. A clock stood on the 
sideboard. His face was frozen in the cold. Petya touched 
Lyosha’s hand, and the boys quietly backed away from the 
coffin.

They went outside and stood with the men on the steps, 
breathing in the bitter smoke.

The old bus pulled up, and its door opened. The year 
eights got out in silence.

‘Let’s go home,’ Petya decided.
‘I’ll stay a bit longer,’ said Lyosha.
Petya looked at him in surprise, but did not ask why. He 

shook Lyosha’s hand goodbye.
Lyosha stepped down from the porch and loitered 

nearby. God only knew what he was staying for, what else 
he wanted to see. Or understand, maybe.

Lyosha waited for the coffin to be carried out of the 
house, and followed the black, silent crowd.

In the graveyard, men were digging the earth and 
singing verses Lyosha had never heard before.

‘Holy God, Holy and Mighty, Holy and Immortal, have 
mercy on us.’
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There were no priests in the graveyard. A few old women 
were crossing themselves and crying (Bull’s mother was 
neither crying nor crossing herself), and the men were 
digging the earth and singing, singing, ‘Holy God, Holy and 
Mighty, Holy and Immortal, have mercy on us.’

It struck Lyosha as both scary and necessary.
He stayed on for the wake in the now-heated house, 

listened to the conversations, ate, and even took a sip of 
vodka.

Bull had been stabbed in the chest on the railway tracks, 
behind the depot. Snow had covered him during the night.

Bull’s mother sat in silence, then suddenly, in a voice 
low but audible to all, said, ‘He departed at the right time, 
without sin. He was killed. He didn’t kill anyone. It is God’s 
mercy.’

‘How do you know?’ asked one of the women, her voice 
young. ‘How do you know whether he has that sin on his 
soul or not?’

Bull’s mother was silent, thinking.
‘I don’t know. But I don’t know the opposite either.’
She filled a shot to the brim, and drank it down.
Lyosha arrived back home at nightfall. His mother did 

not reproach him. She offered him something to eat, but he 
said he was full. He brushed his teeth, had a wash, looked 
at his wet face in the mirror, and thought that he did not 
want to die, ever.
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 • A Flame Out at Sea by Dmitry Novikov
 • Jesus’ Cat by Grig
 • Want a Baby and Other Plays by Sergei Tretyakov
 • Mikhail Bulgakov: The Life and Times by Marietta Chudakova
 • Leonardo’s Handwriting by Dina Rubina
 • A Burglar of the Better Sort by Tytus Czyżewski
 • The Mouseiad and other Mock Epics by Ignacy Krasicki
 • Ravens before Noah by Susanna Harutyunyan



 • An English Queen and Stalingrad by Natalia Kulishenko
 • Point Zero by Narek Malian
 • Absolute Zero by Artem Chekh
 • Olanda by Rafał Wojasiński
 • Robinsons by Aram Pachyan
 • The Monastery by Zakhar Prilepin
 • The Selected Poetry of Bohdan Rubchak: Songs of Love,  

Songs of Death, Songs of the Moon
 • Mebet by Alexander Grigorenko
 • The Orchestra by Vladimir Gonik
 • Everyday Stories by Mima Mihajlović
 • Slavdom by Ľudovít Štúr
 • The Code of Civilization by Vyacheslav Nikonov
 • Where Was the Angel Going? by Jan Balaban
 • De Zwarte Kip (Dutch Edition) by Antoni Pogorelski
 • Głosy / Voices by Jan Polkowski
 • Sergei Tretyakov: A Revolutionary Writer in Stalin’s Russia  

by Robert Leach
 • Opstand (Dutch Edition) by Władysław Reymont
 • Dramatic Works by Cyprian Kamil Norwid
 • Children’s First Book of Chess by Natalie Shevando  

and Matthew McMillion
 • Precursor by Vasyl Shevchuk
 • The Vow: A Requiem for the Fifties by Jiří Kratochvil
 • De Bibliothecaris (Dutch edition) by Mikhail Jelizarov
 • Subterranean Fire by Natalka Bilotserkivets
 • Vladimir Vysotsky: Selected Works
 • Behind the Silk Curtain by Gulistan Khamzayeva
 • The Village Teacher and Other Stories by Theodore Odrach
 • Duel by Borys Antonenko-Davydovych
 • War Poems by Alexander Korotko
 • Ballads and Romances by Adam Mickiewicz
 • The Revolt of the Animals by Wladyslaw Reymont
 • Poems about my Psychiatrist by Andrzej Kotański
 • Liza’s Waterfall: The hidden story of a Russian feminist  

 by Pavel Basinsky
 • Biography of Sergei Prokofiev by Igor Vishnevetsky

         More coming . . .

 • Forefathers’ Eve by Adam Mickiewicz
 • One-Two by Igor Eliseev
 • Girls, be Good by Bojan Babić
 • Time of the Octopus by Anatoly Kucherena
 • The Grand Harmony by Bohdan Ihor Antonych
 • The Selected Lyric Poetry Of Maksym Rylsky
 • The Shining Light by Galymkair Mutanov
 • The Frontier: 28 Contemporary Ukrainian Poets - An Anthology
 • Acropolis: The Wawel Plays by Stanisław Wyspiański
 • Contours of the City by Attyla Mohylny
 • Conversations Before Silence: The Selected Poetry of Oles Ilchenko
 • The Secret History of my Sojourn in Russia by Jaroslav Hašek
 • Mirror Sand: An Anthology of Russian Short Poems 
 • Maybe We’re Leaving by Jan Balaban
 • Death of the Snake Catcher by Ak Welsapar
 • A Brown Man in Russia by Vijay Menon
 • Hard Times by Ostap Vyshnia
 • The Flying Dutchman by Anatoly Kudryavitsky
 • Nikolai Gumilev’s Africa by Nikolai Gumilev
 • Combustions by Srđan Srdić
 • The Sonnets by Adam Mickiewicz
 • Dramatic Works by Zygmunt Krasiński
 • Four Plays by Juliusz Słowacki
 • Little Zinnobers by Elena Chizhova 
 • We Are Building Capitalism! Moscow in Transition 1992-1997  

by Robert Stephenson
 • The Nuremberg Trials by Alexander Zvyagintsev
 • The Hemingway Game by Evgeni Grishkovets
 • A Flame Out at Sea by Dmitry Novikov
 • Jesus’ Cat by Grig
 • Want a Baby and Other Plays by Sergei Tretyakov
 • Mikhail Bulgakov: The Life and Times by Marietta Chudakova
 • Leonardo’s Handwriting by Dina Rubina
 • A Burglar of the Better Sort by Tytus Czyżewski
 • The Mouseiad and other Mock Epics by Ignacy Krasicki
 • Ravens before Noah by Susanna Harutyunyan
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