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	This text is not safe. It contains sex, war, and things better left untouched.

	 


For A.K.
You know why.

	 

	 

	 


Before giving me the assignment – to find a writer who hadn’t been published in Ukraine for a long time, he said:
“A writer from a factory is more dangerous than a writer from an office.”

	In his hands was a stack of papers that would soon turn into a book about knitting mittens. I had just written the sixteenth version of the blurb. The editor continued:

	“Charles Bukowski delivered mail. Exupéry flew combat planes. None of them studied to become writers. They just lived.”

	Every time I failed to write a blurb on the first try for a book about how to build garden furniture with your own hands, he would approach me with another lecture about “real writers.”

	“Experience is a wound. Experience is life outside the text. Show me that you have experience knitting mittens. Right now, as a reader, I don’t feel it.”

	I had never knitted mittens in my life. But I smiled and nodded like one of those plastic dashboard dogs with a bobbing head.

	That weekend I went hunting. Secondhand bookstores. Calls to my grandmother: “read me all the titles from the shelf.” Flea markets. Dust. Paper. Nothing.

	I found the writer lying in bed, scrolling through images online: Louis-Ferdinand Céline.

	A physical copy would come into my hands only three years later. In 2015, all I found was a collector’s edition from the early 2000s, costing more than my monthly salary at the publishing house.

	Céline hooked me because some of his texts were still banned in France. France endured Jean-Paul Sartre and Jean Genet. But Céline crossed the line. I wanted to understand how.

	That’s how I began the hunt for his most famous novel, Journey to the End of the Night.

	“Why is someone who doesn’t even know what fingerless gloves are writing a blurb for a book about mittens?” the editor complained about my work.

	My proposal to republish Céline was rejected. My friend Alice saved me. She found an audio version. Albert Camus wrote that Journey was the kind of book that “changes consciousness.” I usually don’t believe phrases like that. Marketing has worn them out. But for some reason, I believed Camus. So we decided to listen without stopping 23 hours and 26 minutes. That’s what my story was about. The one that got deleted.

	There were three of us. Three bottles of wine. A rented flat. We prepared for the listening like it was a ritual. Food. Water. Glasses. We even left the bathroom door open so we wouldn’t get distracted. We were going to stay awake for a full day and wake up different.

	Pouring wine into glasses, I watched Alice examine the books with interest. Three stacks as tall as a person. Unread. They stood in the corner – the physical peak of my disappointment in publishing.

	At university, I argued with professors about Dostoevsky. At the publishing house, I wrote blurbs for books sold at supermarket discounts. Three to five blurbs a day. That volume meant one simple thing: there was no time to read.

	Do covers that don’t match the content annoy you? That’s because the editing, the design, and the blurb are done by three different people. And two of them rely not on the book, but on the editor’s notes. That’s where all those covers with half-naked couples on books about divorce come from.

	Since I started working in publishing, I didn’t just stop reading, I began to feel disgust toward books. That “high literature” we talked about at university turned out to be unnecessary here. Every day I processed several mediocre plots. After that, reading became impossible. Plot stopped being life, it became a scheme. And if a scheme doesn’t reveal itself in a couple of minutes, it starts to suffocate you.

	But there were upsides. There were too many books in the office. Every edition left behind several copies. You could take them home. The shelves were divided into two types: books you could take and not return, and books you could take but had to bring back. I took everything. That’s how this mountain of books appeared in my flat, the one Alice was now looking at. But they were unread books. Books I didn’t even want to read. Teen novels. Career advice. How to find a hobby in retirement. Fifty tips for a young emigrant. Back then, I didn’t know I would become one.

	“Turn your passion into work and you’ll never work a day in your life…” Alice said, flipping through one of the books. “No. That’s bullshit. Turn your passion into work and you won’t have a passion left.”

	In five minutes we would start the audiobook. But right now, we didn’t know what it would become.

	My boyfriend, nicknamed Tushkan, was trying to wipe an unpleasant smell from his crotch with a wet wipe. He was literally trying to erase the smell as if it were a stain. I took my first sip of wine. White. Dry. Alice walked up to the mirror and began brushing her hair. She did it too carefully. As if she really believed the book might change her, so now it looked like she was saying goodbye to herself.

	At this point there should have been a strange dialogue. It would be here if I didn’t destroy my notebooks during every depressive episode.

	Alice would have said something like:
“If it gets bad, we’ll stop?”

	Tushkan would have added:
“Maybe we shouldn’t even start?”

	I would have answered:
“We’ll start and we won’t stop. If we stop, then it was all for nothing.”

	But no one reads my texts. So I delete them. As a child, I searched for treasure. In our mining town there was a legend that Peter the Great once passed through. Before the journey, he was given a ring. So beautiful it drove him mad. He wanted to show it to everyone. But the carriage got stuck in the steppe. No one saw the ring. And the tsar threw it away. He couldn’t stand having beauty that couldn’t be shared. All my childhood I searched for that ring. Now every text that turns out well but remains unread torments me the same way. That’s not what I wanted to find.

	After finishing a glass, we exchanged glances. Alice nodded. I pressed play.

	The audiobook began like this:
“Dear friends, the audiobook lovers’ club wishes you an enjoyable listening experience of this talking book from the ‘You Won’t Find It Anywhere’ series.”

	I didn’t expect the first hour to be the translator’s foreword. Ready to charge into a book that changes consciousness, we instead ran into the dull reflections of a man we knew nothing about. I wanted Céline. His dangerous thoughts. His blackest nihilism. Instead, we had to listen to boring chatter about him. As if we came on a date, but instead of the partner, their schoolteacher showed up and decided to read us a character reference.

	Forty minutes of foreword… that’s too much. I looked at Tushkan and saw him suppressing a yawn. The book hadn’t even started, and I was already angry at him for giving up. Alice, on the contrary, stopped blinking, as if she had taken the foreword as an endurance exercise. I kept touching my face, catching myself sitting unnaturally straight. I was performing seriousness instead of listening. Concentration slipped. I kept falling into control instead of becoming part of the experience.

	New rules began to appear without discussion. For example, it became clear without words that rewinding or speeding up the recording was forbidden. We had to endure exactly 23 hours and 26 minutes, no matter what. Then I heard Tushkan start repeating the narrator’s words. One sharp look from Alice was enough for a new rule to emerge.

	When the foreword ended, it felt like two hours had passed. In reality, only 47 minutes. Finally, we reached Céline.

	From the first minutes of the actual narrative, I felt something waking up inside me. Something corrosive. Ugly. Something, probably, not very loved in France. We banned talking. Even if a tooth falls out. Even if an eye leaks. Not a word. It worked for the first three hours, but it wasn’t enough. We had to start taking turns standing facing the wall.

	Tushkan came from a dysfunctional family. To get out of his parents’ house, he came up with nothing better than signing a contract with the army. That story dragged on for five years, maybe more. He served only because he was sure war would never happen here. But after 2014, war in Ukraine stopped being abstract, and he began thinking more and more about how to get out.

	The only thing that remained unchanged in his life, even after leaving home, was punishment. Oh, thanks to him, I learned so much about punishment I could have become a modern Marquis de Sade if I wanted to. Holding your arms up until they go numb. Breathing on command. Staring at one point until it blurs. Belts. Slaps. Insults. I needed these relationships as writing material. I wasn’t wrong about that, but I miscalculated something else: sometimes writing material can absorb you so deeply that you become unbearable to yourself.

	And now he steps away from the wall. Nods. It’s my turn. I have to straighten up and stand so close that my nose touches the wall. In the army, this is also so that a soldier hits his nose against the wall when jerked by blows to the back of the head.

	“Virginity can exist not only in lust, but also in horror,” the narrator says.

	Unexpectedly, I discover that wallpaper has a smell. It smells like office supplies. It smells like my office.

	When I got hired at the publishing house, there was no place for me. In fact, there hadn’t even been a position. I wrote to them myself. Told them I had loved reading since childhood. That I had a degree in philology. And that instead of working with literature, I was writing advertising copy so car parts would sell better. Bumper trims. Headlights. Seat upholstery. That’s where my love for books had led me.

	Surprisingly, they invited me for an interview. A week later, I had a position without a title and a chair in the editor-in-chief’s office. It happened simply because there was nowhere else to put me. So I became a silent witness to all important meetings and conversations with writers.

	When I get tired of standing at the wall, I remember the editor’s words:
“Show me that you have experience. Right now, as a reader, I don’t feel it.”

	Céline continues talking about war. About how death loses its meaning on the battlefield. About how sleeping soldiers are driven out of the barracks in the middle of the night so that a single commander can rest. About how there is always someone hanging around the commander, ready to carry out any order – to kill anyone who refuses to obey. The thing is, commanders are often driven not by hatred of the enemy, but by hatred of people in general. My argument with the editor about mittens starts to seem completely ridiculous, but for some reason it doesn’t stop tormenting me.

	Our next invention was synchronizing our breathing with the narrator’s voice. It helped us stay focused on the story instead of drifting into our own thoughts. The narrator speaks and we hold our breath. He pauses and we inhale.

	“This world is nothing but a vast enterprise for leaving it,” Céline said in the voice of a Russian narrator. Some phrases really sounded like slaps, but are they worth being banned?

	Alice had two younger brothers. Tushkan had a brother and a sister. Also younger. The book reminded me of that when the narrator started talking about soldiers. In war, you live off others. From that, something like kinship is born. I looked at them and thought: what if they take care of me the same way they take care of the younger ones? The deeper I go into trying to write a great novel, the thinner my connection to reality becomes. What if they see that? What if that’s why they’re here? What if weakness is the foundation of our closeness?

	I topped up Alice’s glass. Didn’t pour more for myself. Instead, I went to the window. Opened it to breathe in some cold night air. But the noise of cars immediately came in, and Tushkan gestured that I should close it.

	We banned talking, but we couldn’t ban laughter. The darker the narrative became, the harder we laughed. War. Corpses. Injustice. Nazis. Bastards. Humiliation. Loss of dignity. I had never heard anything funnier. We had to tape each other’s mouths shut for a while.

	Laughter turned into silence. Silence into gloom. Gloom into the desire to stop the audiobook. The tape was transparent. Under it, the shape of our lips distorted. Trying to smile only puffed the cheeks, but the lips stayed immobile.

	I tried to push my tongue through my pressed lips to taste the tape. The moisture of the tongue weakened its stickiness, illustrating that every action has a counteraction. I felt that with my tongue, saliva, and jaw movement, I could get rid of it. But I didn’t want to. And still, there was something false about remaining restrained when you know you can break free. And yet many people live like that their entire lives.

	I truly regretted the ban on talking only now, when I found myself staring at Tushkan. He was a good soldier: a charming liar, gifted at being liked by most people. People like him don’t go to war; they make others go. More than anything, I wanted to know his thoughts about the book that had been playing for six hours, but my curiosity was limited by a rule I had agreed to myself.

	“No, don’t believe people who say they are unhappy. Just ask them if they can sleep. If yes, then everything is fine. That’s enough,” the narrator continued.

	To stay awake, we wrapped threads around our wrists. Fingers and palms turned blue, as if they were those damn mittens I was supposed to write about. When the color became painfully dark, we cut the threads with a knife. Let the hands rest. Then repeated it, this time with the hands of the person next to us.

	If in the first hours alcohol made everything fun, now drinking felt pointless, and fatigue replaced the fun. Alice forgot to warn her brothers that she wouldn’t be home. After midnight, they started calling regularly. We had to put the phones into a plastic bag, fill the bathtub, and submerge the bag in water. It felt like we weren’t being entertained by the narrator, we were entertaining him.

	While we were hiding the phones under water, it became clear that the open bathroom door plan didn’t work. You could barely hear the narrator in there. But in the flat there was a huge round cactus, the size of a fitness ball. We dragged it into the center of the room. And started pissing on it. It matched perfectly with the ship scenes, another form of Céline’s hell. Emptiness. Disease. And the sound of piss hitting the elastic flesh of the cactus. That was our sea.

	While pissing on the cactus, I remembered the editor’s words:
“The mass reader no longer expects answers. They want the author to help them hide from uncomfortable questions. Until you understand and accept that, no one will read you.”

	I couldn’t take it. I kicked the cactus. The kick landed on the ceramic pot. Luckily, my anger didn’t turn into a crack. But even without a crack, I felt it – the line had been crossed. I saw it in Alice’s eyes. They showed a strange concern.

	If I ever get readers and no longer have to throw away Peter the Great’s ring, I’ll write about the editor who published romance novels under the name of an Eastern teenage girl. He liked to say: “Do you think Dostoevsky would be able to buy an apartment for his daughter today with his sad novels?” I can be as right as I want in my head. But they read him, not me. And I’m sure even Journey to the End of the Night sells worse than his books. And that makes me sad.

	When Céline shows war as meaningless chaos. When he describes the heat, disease, and decay of colonial Africa. Even then I feel less disgust than when I think about the editor I have to share an office with. Luckily, I have Zina. When I look at her, my desire to kill myself disappears.

	Zina is a painting, one and a half by one and a half meters. Too large to ignore. I stole it from an art school dormitory. Saved it from death. Before holidays, students put paintings in the hallway to be thrown away. Being a poor aesthete, I don’t go to exhibitions hoping to buy art. I sneak into art school dorms and try to spot a future genius there.

	I fell in love with Zina immediately. A nude woman with a bob haircut sat half-turned, her back to the viewer. A bit overweight. She sat on a cube, with fabric carelessly thrown over it. And now I look at her differently. Returning from Louis-Ferdinand’s war, I see that this woman lacks armor. I take a marker and draw stockings on her, like a prostitute. Steel boots. A cigarette in a long holder. And a tattoo with the name “Zina.” To this day, this mysterious whore is kept at my mother’s place.

	I want to know if Zina’s creator missed her. If Céline cared about me while writing. What the narrator was thinking while recording. But what really interested me was something else – if Journey to the End of the Night truly changes you, will you even notice?

	To stay awake, we touched each other. Danced. Yeah, Céline has rhythm even in translation. We pinched each other. But at some point it became unbearable. His war was too detailed: instead of heroism – meanness, instead of feat – perversion, instead of patriotism – profit and class division. The continuity and duration of the narrative created the feeling that these were not his memories, but ours. Have you ever tried to silence your inner voice? We were forbidden to do that by ourselves.

	“The poor have two ways to die: indifference in peacetime and a mania for killing in war.”

	Tushkan left the room and came back with three ice cubes. We had to put them in our pockets. We waited for them to melt. It helped us stay awake, but once the ice melted, the wetness quickly became pleasantly warm and that only provoked sleep.

	I stared at the wall. At one point. I remembered its smell. But completely lost the ability to understand what the narrator was saying. War. War. Injustice. Filth. A man creates ideals only to betray them. When it’s over, we’ll forget everything. Believe in ideals again. Killers will become heroes. Generals will get monuments and streets named after them. War. War. Poverty. Rotting soldiers in hospitals. They lie there, rot, go mad. And we aestheticize it, listening.

	I heard a phone vibrating under water in the bathtub. Of course, it was Alice’s brothers worrying about her. Only now did I think how strange it was. She could have texted them. But she took our experiment so seriously that she didn’t, refusing herself even the thought of anything beyond the book.

	Tushkan fell asleep first. He barely understood anything anyway. Once he said his favorite book was The Thorn Birds, a war detective. I didn’t argue. I even encouraged him to repeat it in front of my friends. They said they understood my choice. Loving him was like loving a child – you forgive everything for his sincerity.

	Soon I fell asleep too. Resisted like before kissing a beautiful boy, but gave in quickly. Wrapped myself in a blanket like in someone’s lips. Woke up sometimes. But in the end, I slept until morning.

	“When you lack imagination, dying is not a big deal; when you have it, death becomes unnecessary.”

	When I woke up, I saw Alice. Graceful like a stray cat, she was pissing on the cactus. The voice was still playing. France again. Poverty. Death. The hero worked as a doctor for the poor. The meaning of life was never found. No resolution. The novel didn’t end, it faded like an old animal before death.

	Where was this so-called end of the night? Where the desire to kill hides a desire to be killed.

	The room smelled of death. Booze. Piss. Leftover food. I wanted to stop all of it. But Alice was still listening. Tushkan was asleep. I left. I ran away. Didn’t even look back.

	In the hallway, I saw the narrator’s corpse. The face indistinguishable. I stepped over him. He slightly moved his head and asked for money. Something crunched in my boot. I found a bullet and a lump of wet soil there. Near the door – syringes with fever medicine. Draft notices and military propaganda scattered everywhere. As I opened the lock, I heard Alice shout:

	“Ilya, what the hell?!”

	On Monday, I said to the editor:

	“Let’s take Jean-Paul Sartre. He didn’t work at a factory. Didn’t carry sacks. Didn’t fight. He was an intellectual. And still he wrote Nausea and broke down anxiety and freedom in a way that still hits.”

	He had already returned another attempt at the mitten blurb.

	“And Anton Chekhov… yes, he had a hard life. Céline too. I understand what you’re saying. But a hard life doesn’t guarantee you’ll become a writer. It more likely makes you a tired person.”

	In 2018, I became the happiest person in the world when I bought a beautiful edition of Céline’s war trilogy from the publisher “Angedonia.”

	After the line about a tired person, the editor approved my blurb.

	I wonder why.

	 


Afterword

	 

	When I was finishing university, I promised my English teacher I would never teach English (yeah, I wasn’t the best student). And now I’m translating a piece of fiction into English. That’s a bit ironic. So… if you see mistakes, please write to me:

	i.kharkow@gmail.com 

	 

	An unpleasant fact

	Vincent van Gogh painted around 900 works and sold only one in his lifetime. Maybe we notice things too late.

	Thank you for reading this.

	 

	If you want to find more:

	Kharkow’s website – ikharkow.com

	Notes on Refusal – ikharkow.substack.com

	Support – buymeacoffee.com/ikharkow

	More stories – buymeacoffee.com/ikharkow/extras
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