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Fazil Iskander

Forbidden Fruit and Other Stories

Something About Myself

Let's just talk. Let's talk about things een't have to talk about,
pleasant things. Let's talk about some of the amgusides of human nature,
as embodied in people we know. There is ingthmore enjoyable than
discussing certain odd habits of our acquacd#an Because, you see,
talking about them makes us aware of our ownthegalormality. It implies
that we, too, could indulge in such idiosyncradiege liked, but we don't
like because we have no use for them. Or have we?

One of the rather amusing features of hunsuare is that each of us
tries to live up to an image imposed upon him heopeople.

Now here is an example from my own experience.

When | was at school the whole class was day given the task of
turning a patch of seaside wasteland into aeplafc cultured rest and
recreation. Strange though it may seem, we actsaltgeeded.

We planted out the patch with eucalyptusliisegs, using the cluster
method, which was an advanced method for thosestiAdmittedly, when there
were not many seedlings and too much wastelafidwle began to put only
one seedling in each hole, thus giving the neagmessive method and the
old method the chance to show their worth in fresgetition.

In a few years a beautiful grove of eucalgdtees grew up on that
wasteland and it was quite impossible to tell wltbe clusters and where
the single seedlings had been. Then it was baidhe single seedlings,
being in direct proximity to the clusters and emgythem with a thoroughly
good sort of envy, had made an effort and caught up

Be that as it may, when | come backntp hometown nowadays, |
sometimes take it easy in the shade of those enormous trees and feel
like a sentimental patriarch. Eucalyptus groesyvfast, so anyone who
wants to feel like a sentimental patriarch campla eucalyptus tree and
live to see its crown towering high above hita|éaves tinkling in the
breeze like the toys on a New Year tree.

But that's not the point. The point is thattlat far-off day when we
were reclaiming the wasteland one of the boywdttention to the way |



held the hand barrow we were using for carryingy skhe P. T. instructor

in charge of us also noticed the way | held thetsher. Everyone noticed
the way | held the stretcher. Some pretext for @ament had to be found and
found it was. It turned outthat | was holditige stretcher like an
Inveterate Idler.

This was the first crystal to form and itrstd a vigourous process
of crystallisation which | did all I could tassist, so as to become
finally crystallised in the preordained direction.

Now everything contributed to the buildim§ my image. If | sat
through a mathematics test not troubling anyarkecalmly waiting for my
neighbour to solve the problem everyone attribtitésinot to my stupidity
but to sheer idleness. Naturally | made no atteampisillusion them. When
for Russian composition | would write somethstaight out of my head
without looking anything up in textbooks and estikthis was taken as even
more convincing proof of my incorrigible idleness.

In order to preserve my image | delibesatedglected my duties as
monitor. Everyone soon became so used to thissthah any other member of
the form forgot to perform his monitorial dutiethe teacher, with the
whole form voicing its approval in the backgrounauld make me wipe the
blackboard or carry the physics apparatus intadben.

Further development of my image compelledongive up homework. But
to maintain the suspense of the situation | bazhbw reasonable results
in my schoolwork. So every day, as soon as iostm in the humanitarian
subjects began, | would lean forward on my desk@metend to be dozing. If
the teacher protested, | would say | was illdidt not want to miss the
lesson, so as not to get left behind. In thisimewy attitude | would
listen attentively to what the teacher was sawitgout being diverted by
any of the usual pranks, and try to remember ¢veny he told us. After a
lesson on any new material, if there was stithe time left, | would
volunteer to answer questions in advance for thx¢lasson.

The teachers liked this because it flattetieeir pedagogical vanity.

It meant that they could explain their subjectn&itl and so clearly that
the pupils were able to take it all in withe@wen referring to the
textbooks.

The teacher would put down a good mark forimtée register, the bell
would ring and everyone would be satisfied. Anbaay but | ever realised
that the information | had just memorised was atb@muomp out of my head
just as the bar romps out of the hands of thghtdifter the moment he
hears the umpire's approving "Up!"

To be perfectly accurate, | had beddd that sometimes, when
reclining on my desk pretending to doze, | woultually fall into a doze,
though | could still hear the voice of the dear. Much later on |



discovered that some people use the same, orsathe same, method for
learning languages. | believe it would not apgearimmodest if | were to
say that | am the inventor of this methodméke no mention of the
occasions when | actually fell asleep because\trerg rare.

After a while rumours concerning this Inveterkiller reached the ears
of our headmaster and for some reason he decidéed thas | who had taken
the telescope that had disappeared six monthsragothe geography room. |
don't know why he drew this conclusion. Possii#yreasoned that the very
idea of even a visual reduction of distance wayddeal most of allto a
victim of sloth. | cannot think of any other panation. Luckily, the
telescope was recovered soon afterwards, but fnem én people kept an eye
on me, as if I might get up to some trick at anynmeat.

It soon turned out, however, that | had nchsatentions, and that,
on the contrary, | was a very obedient and consoas slacker. What was
more, slacker though | was, | seemed to be gedfinigg decent results.

Then they decided to apply to me a mettfambncentrated education
that was fashionable in those years. The essertbesahethod was that all
the teachers in the school would suddenly conaentn one backward pupil
and, taking advantage of his confusion, turn hita a shining example of
scholastic attainment.

It was assumed that other backward pumhvying him with a
thoroughly Good Envy, would make an effort to fisdis level. Just like
the singly planted eucalyptus seedlings.

The effect of the method depended on the sutkss of the mass attack.
Otherwise the pupil might succeed in slipping ofirange or actually
discredit the method itself.

As a rule the experiment achieved its pugp8fore the hurly-burly
caused by the mass attack could disperse, thewetbpupil would take his
place with the bestin the class, impudentlyaring the smile of a
despoiled virgin.

When this happened, the teachers, envyingaoather with perhaps not
quite such a Good Envy, would zealously follow progress in their
markbook, and, of course, each teacher woyldo ensure that the
victorious upward curve of scholastic attainmenswat broken within the
limits of his subject.

Well, either they piled into me too enttastically, or else they
forgot what my own fairly respectable level hadrbbefore they started but
when they began to analyse the results of tegperiment it turned out
that they had trained me up to the level of a gaiemedal-winner.

"You could pull off a silver,” my class-sfiess announced rather
dazedly.

The potential medal-winners were a $smabitious caste of



untouchables. Even the teachers were somewhaitd afr them. It would be
their duty to defend the honour of the school, ndamage the reputation

of a potential medal-winner was equivalent to @teaing the honour of the

school. Every potential medal-winner had at stime by his own efforts

achieved distinction in one of the basic subjents &ad then been coached
to the necessary degree of perfection in all tee re

So, with my school diploma sewn into my jagietket together with my
money | got into a train and set off for Moscéwthat time the train
journey from Abkhazia to Moscow took three dayshad plenty of time to
think things over, and of all the possible varidotsmy future education
| chose the philosophical faculty of the universiy choice may have been
decided by the following circumstance.

About two years before this | had exchangedesbooks with a friend of
mine. | had given him Conan Doyl&kse Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, and
he had given me an odd volume of Hedadtgures on Aesthetics. | had
already been told that Hegel was simultaneouslly Bophilosopher and a
genius and that, in those far-off years, was angtrenough recommendation
for me.

Since | had not yet heard that Hegel wasfecdif author to read, |
understood nearly everything | read. If | came ssm@ paragraph with long,
incomprehensible words, | simply skipped it bessathe meaning was clear
enough without it. Later on, when studying atitistitute, | learned that
besides their rational kernel the works of Hegehtained quite a lot of
idealistic husk. | guessed that just those pardgrdpad skipped were the
husk. My way of reading him had been to oplea book at some verse
quotation from Schiller or Goethe, and then reaohdit, trying to keep as
near to the quotation as possible, like a camé¢he edge of an oasis.
Some of Hegel's thoughts surprised me by thegh Iprobability of truth.
For instance, he called the fable a servil@gewhich sounded true
enough, and | made a point of remembering thissstoaavoid that genre in
the future.

Eventually, for some unknown reason | gapereading that volume.
Perhaps | had used up all the quotations or perha@s something else. |
decided that | had far too much time ahead o&nekthat one day | would
read all the volumes in their proper order. Bstill haven't started on
them.

It may well be that this random reading of enand also a certain lack
of clarity in the actions of mankind on the rdad bright future were
responsible for my choice of the philosophical tacu

In Moscow, after certain adventures thatdllsnot relate because |
need them as plots for my stories, | enteradhmuniversity but the
Library Institute. When | had been studying therethree years, it dawned



on me that it would be more interesting and npooditable to write one's
own books than deal with other people's, anidsoved to the Literary
Institute, where they teach you how to write.

Since then | have been writing, although, @®w realise, my true
vocation is inventing. In recent years | have tiedit people are beginning
to impose on me the role of humourist and inv@auht somehow | am trying
to live up to this imposed image.

No sooner do | make a start on somethinggsithan | see before me
the disappointed face of areader waiting fax ta have done with the
official part, so to speak, and get on with somegHunny. This means that
| have to change horses in midstream and pretexidl only started by
talking seriously to make it seem all the funnatef on.

Every day, except for the days when | do sbmgt else, | shut myself
up in my room, put a sheet of paper into my varasi little "Kolibri" and
write, or pretend to be writing.

Usually my typewriter gives a few desultorgdand then lapses into a
long silence. My family try to look as if they areeating conditions for
my work and | try to look as if | am working. A&smatter of fact, while
sitting over my typewriter | am actually inventisgmething and at the same
time listening for the telephone in the next roamtlsat | can be the first
to run and answer it.

The reason for this is that my daughteralso listening for the
telephone to ring and, if she gets there first,\sHl cut off the caller
with a blow of her little fist. She thinks thisas kind of game, and she
IS not altogether wrong.

Of all my numerous inventions | will ntem here only two. An
instrument for stimulating spiritual activity (arkl of electromassage for
the soul), and also the method of "Mother-in-Lasolation by Shock", based
entirely on Pavlov's doctrine of conditioned andamditioned reflexes.

The instrument for stimulating spiritual &dly outwardly resembles
the conventional electric shaver. The diffigwdf using it lies in
determining the exact location of a given petsaoul. Apparently the
whereabouts of a man's soul in the organismraépen his character and
inclinations. It may be located in the stomachhiagall bladder, in the
blind gut and, of course, in the heel. This l&ct was known to the
ancient Greeks. Hence the expression "heel of kdiilThe heel being the
part of the body furthest removed from the braakes communication very
difficult between these two vital internal orgasfshe human body, that
IS, between the soul and the brain, and this ircthese of time leads to
an intellectual disease known as Chronic Mentafédéedness.

Regrettably, my instrument has not beenelyicadopted because the
voltages of the systems in general use are naldaifor it.



The method of "Mother-in Law Isolation by Skbbas, on the contrary,
become perhaps a little too widespread thanks exiteptional simplicity
and practical effectiveness.

To apply this method you must, of course, hemweother-in-law and also
a child. If you have both, there can be no dobdat the upbringing and
particularly the feeding of the child will be the hands of your
mother-in-law. And since she will put all the ovewing energy of her love
into the process, your child will quickly develofiam dislike of food.

So, one morning when your mother-in-law seatself formidably beside
your child and starts plying him (or her) with riggidding or something of
the kind, you quietly sit down on the other sidethe table and watch.
From time to time, in an apparent fit of absent-aleiiness you imitate the
actions of your child, opening your mouth whendoes and swallowing in
such a way as to emphasise the futility of the wiugeration.

Your child will soon begin to notice this. Tugh unable to grasp their
full meaning, he will feel that your actions areedited against the common
tyrant. He (or she) will look now at you, now tlaé tyrant. And if your
mother-in-law keeps a stiff upper lip and pretendsto notice anything,
he will call her attention to your behaviour in macertain manner.

Your mother-in-law then becomes nervous aadsstgiving you looks in
which a Freudian hatred is as yet disguisecduadmask of pedagogical
reproach. To this you respond with a sad ggaand an expression of
complete submission, and also a shrug of theldbos as if to indicate
that you are not asking for anything, you are fjosking, that's all. The
atmosphere becomes tense.

Eventually, after the usual mythological ediis or open blackmail,
when the most hated spoonful of all is being thdastn the child's throat,
you will say in a very quiet, uncertain voice:

"If she (or he) doesn't want it, can | finish'

Petrified with indignation, your mother-inalaglares at you with the
expression of Tsar Peter looking at his traitor & the famous painting
by N. N. Ghe. But there is still time for her tage a come-back, and you
must be ready to prevent this.

“No, only if she doesn't want it," you salpus explaining that there
Is no need for wrath. "She can eat it if she warts

At this point your mother-in-law faints. Yguick her up quickly, and
carefully--I stress the carefully becausems people are rather
rough--carry her to bed. Now you may calmly gowtbh@ur own affairs until
dinner time.

| must admit that lately | have begun toempof discovering and
popularising this method. Starkly before megitke problem of moral
responsibility for letting loose an immatureead among the masses. The



indiscriminate repudiation of mothers-in-law che attributed only to a
non-historical approach to the whole problem. Bornot mothers in-law in
the present period of history play a most progvessile in family life?

As a matter of fact, our mother-in-law is oeal wife. It is she who
cooks our meals, she who looks after the halse,who brings up our
children and simultaneously teaches us how todivdives. And as if this
were not enough, she gives us her own daughfeotode us with all the
honey-sweet pleasures of love. Who is more nablenore self-sacrificing
than she? She is surely our true wife or, at Jetst senior wife in our
small but close-knit harem.

Of my other minor discoveries | feel | camention one. It concerns
humour. | have a number of valuable observationths subject. | believe
that to possess a good sense of humour one sadt a state of extreme
pessimism, look down into those awful depths, coceioneself that there is
nothing there either, and make one's way quietbklagain. Real humour is
the trail we leave on the way back from the abyss.

A Time of Lucky Finds

It was a summer evening and my uncle had tguéfen they ran out of
wine, | was sent to the nearest shop for some nadrieh, as | now realise,
was not altogether the best thing for my upbringifige errand, it is true,
had first been offered to my brother but he hadlsornly refused knowing
that no one inthe next few hours would kelyi to punish him for
refusing, and that before tomorrow came he woutdlgiget up to some trick
which he would have to answer for anyway.

So off I went, running barefoot down the warampaved street, bottle
in one hand, money in the other. | clearipeenber the quite unusual
feeling of elation that came over me. It coubd Inave been inspired by
anticipation of my forthcoming purchase becausethinse days | showed no
particular interest in such matters. Even nowy interest is moderate
enough.

After all, what is the beauty of wine? Ortly power to take the edge
out of our personal worries when we drink witlefrds, and fortify what we
already have in common. And even if the only thwveghave in common is some
worry or trouble, then wine, like art, transfongi grief, soothes us and
gives us the strength to go on living and hopig.experience a renewed
joy in discovering one another, we feel we atl human beings and
together.



To drink with any other aim in view is $iwn illiterate. Solitary
boozing | would compare with smuggling or somedkof perversion. He who
drinks alone clinks glasses with the devil.

Well, as | was saying, on my way to the shejs seized by a strange
feeling of excitement. All the time, as | ran, pkeny eyes on the ground,
and now and then | seemed to see a wad of bagkhaing there. It would
pop up in front of me and | would actually stopritake sure whether it was
there or not. | realised | was imagining things thhe vision was so real
that | could not help stopping. Having made sheze was no money on the
ground, | only became even more elatedly convirthatl was just about to
find some, and on | flew.

| bounded up the wooden steps of the shbjh stood on a kind of
platform, and thrust the money and the bottle thtoshopkeeper's hands.
While he was fetching the wine, | took one lé&stk down, and there |
actually did see a wad of paper money wrapped pre-war thirty-ruble
note.

| picked it up, grabbed the bottle and dastféilome, half-dead with
fear and joy.

“I've found some money!" | shouted, runnimgo the room. Our guests
jumped nervously, some of them even resentfidltheir feet. A hubbub
arose. There turned out to be more than a hundt#ds in the packet.

“I'll go as well!" my brother cried, fired kakdly by my success.

"Get going then!" Uncle Yura, a lorry-driyshouted. "l was the one
who suggested a drink. I'm always lucky over pigkinings up."

"Particularly your elbow," our imperturbable#tie Sonya put in slyly.

"Back in the old days, in Labinsk..." Unclasha began. He was always
telling us about his ulcer or about the wondeélifalthey used to lead in
the Kuban country in the old days. Either he waiéatt off about life on
the Kuban and finish with his ulcer, or the othvealy round. But Uncle Yura
shouted him down.

"It was my suggestion! | ought to get a'tute clamoured. Once he
started there was no stopping him.

“If it was, | didn't hear it," Uncle Pashaarted gruffly.

"You said yourself a White Cossack slashed gau with his sabre!"

"That was my left ear and you're sitting my right," said Uncle
Pasha, delighted to have outwitted Uncle Yunad w&ith a well-practised
movement of his huge, workman's hand folded hiselaf forward. Just above
it there was a cleft large enough to hold a wialgveryone respectfully
examined the scar left by the Cossack sabre.

"Yes, it seems only yesterday. We was atatli at Tikhoretsky..."
Uncle Pasha resumed, trying to profit by the galretention, but Uncle
Yura again interrupted him.



“If you don't believe me, let the boy s@yhimself." Whereupon
everyone looked at me.

In those days | was fond of Uncle Yura, ahdveryone else atthe
table. I wanted them all to enjoy my successfetl they had all had a
part in it without any advantage for anyone.

"It was everybody's suggestion,” | proclainseditedly.

“I'm not saying it wasn't everybody's sugmgestbut who suggested it
first?" Uncle Yura bawled, but his voice was dnad in a joyful burst of
clapping, by which everyone sought to show thatl&Jivara was much too fond
of stealing the limelight.

"Oh, Allah," said Uncle Alikhan, who was thd@aest and most peaceable
of men because his job was selling honey-coatedrads, "the boy has found
money and they make all this noise. Wouldnhet better to drink his
health?"

This caused an even greater hubbub becalifiee ahenfolk got up and
wanted to drink my health at once.

"l always knew he'd make a man...."

"May this little glass...."

"Our young people have an open road befomathé

"Here's wishing him a happy childhood...."

"And what a road it is! A first-class highway!

“For this life," Uncle Fima was the lastpmclaim, "we fought like
lions, and the lion's share of us was left lyinglom battlefield."

"He'll be a learned man, like you," my aumérposed, to calm him
down.

"Even more learned," Uncle Fima cried and,jigvelevated me to this
unprecedented height, he drained his glass. Uniela tvas the most educated
man in our street and therefore always thé tios feel the effect of
drink.

| was jubilant. | wanted to show how fond Isa@f everyone | wanted to
give them my word of honour as a Young Pioneat lthvould find for them,
one and all, everything they had ever lost k. lifmay not have thought
in exactly those words, but that was the gistt.dflowever, | had no time
to voice my thoughts, because mother came ingeilidherately ignoring the
general merriment, plucked me out of the rdi&ma radish out of a
vegetable bed.

She didn't like my attending these festivihgangs at the best of
times, added to which she was offended that lilshimave run past my own
home with the money | had found.

"You'll be like your father, always doing ydoest for other people,”
she said as we went down the steps.

“I'l do my best for everyone," | replied.



"It doesn't work out like that," she saidlyataken up with some
thought of her own.

At that moment we met my brother returniingm his search. His face
showed that you can't draw the winning ticket twoger.

"Did you let them see all the money?" he asketlie went by.

"Yes," | replied proudly.

"More fool you," he snapped, and ran away.

None of these minor setbacks, however, cdatdp the new flame that
burned within me. Already | had decided that naghwould ever go wrong or
get lost in our house any more. If | could fimdnsuch money without even
trying, what should | find when | was really oretlook-out? The world was
full of treasures, above and below ground; all xad to do was keep your
eyes open and not be too lazy to pick them up.

The next morning, with the money | had foung family bought me a fine
sailor's jacket with an anchor on the sleeve, Wwhwas to wear for many
years to come, and before the day was out the redwsy find had spread
round our yard and far beyond its borders. Peoppped in to congratulate
us and learn the details of this joyful evenheTvomen eyed me with a
housewife's curiosity, and their glances shothetithey would not have
minded adopting me as their own son or, at leastplwing me for a while.

| told the story of my discovery dozenstohes, not forgetting to
mention the sense of anticipation that had precéded

"l felt it was going to happen," | would ysdl kept looking at the
ground and saw money lying there."

"Do you feel that now?"

"No, not now," | confessed honestly.

It really was a minor miracle. Now my theosythat the money had been
dropped by some profiteering driver, one ofkimel who often stopped at
that shop for a quick drink. When he got on tbad again, he must have
realised his loss, and his anxious signals had beeactly decoded by my
excited brain.,

That very same day a woman came round frothdawor and congratulated
my mother, then said she had lost one of her hens.

"Well, what do you expect me to do?" my motasgked severely.

"Ask your son to look for it," said the woman.

"Oh, go along, for goodness sake," mothenedplThe boy found some
money for once and now we shall never have anygeac

They were talking in the corridor and utbhear them through the
door. Overcome by impatience, | opened it.

“I'l find your hen," | said, peeping otlteerfully from behind
mother's back. A day or two before this mayl bhad rolled into our
neighbour's cellar. When | went to fetch it | hrediced a hen there and,



since no one in our yard had complained of losihgm, | now realised that
this must be hers. "l feel it's in the cellar nedor," | said after a
moment's thought.

"There's no hen down there," came the undggeetort from the owner
of the cellar. She had been listening to our cosateon while hanging out
her washing in the yard.

"It must be," | said.

"No need to go rummaging in there, knocldiogvn the firewood. You'll
only start a fire or something," she blustered.

| took a box of matches and dashed ov#raocellar. The door was
locked but there was a hole in the wall on theepside, through which |
crawled.

It was dark inside except for a faint glimmafrlight from the hole,
and | had to bend down all the time.

"What's he doing in there?" came a voice foutside.

"Looking for treasure," Sonka, my scatteritoed girlfriend of those
days, replied. "He's found a million."

Striking matches carefully and peering rounmeached the spot where
| had seen the hen before, and there she was &fenhad half risen and
was craning her neck, blinking dazedly in my diia@tt| realised she must
be sitting on some eggs. Townbred fowls usuatig & hidden nook to lay
their eggs. It was not difficult to catch her hetdarkness. | groped in
the nest she had made for herself with a few wapey, and put the warm
eggs into my pockets. Then | made my way backligloting any more matches
because | was now heading for the daylight.

At the sight of the hen, its mistress sthdieicking with joy, just
like her bird.

“That's not all," | said as | handed it over.

"What else is there?" she asked.

"Here you are," | replied, and starte#lirtg the eggs out of my
pockets. For some reason the hen got annoyéteasight of the eggs,
though | had made no secret of taking thenmftioe cellar. Perhaps she
hadn't noticed what | was doing in the dark. Hestrass put the eggs in
her apron and, tucking the hen under her arm, watke: of the yard.

"Come and see us when the figs are ripe,'skbated from the gate.

From then on | was always on the look-owdt aften made some quite
unexpected discoveries, with the result that clnee known as a kind of
domestic bloodhound. | remember a rather eccergiative of ours who had
lost his goat and wanted to take me off to hisagdl, so that | could make
a thorough search for it. | was sure of figdihe goat, but mother
wouldn't let me go because she was afraid dhtrget lost in the woods
myself.



| found many other things because | was ybwsearching and because
everyone believed in my powers of detection. Anbad would find chips of
wood baked in with the bread, needles lefkstpin cushions by our
absent-minded womenfolk, old tax receipts and bafidise new state loan.

One of our neighbours often lost her spectaatel would call me in to
look for them. | soon found them, if she had red kime to sweep them out
of the room with the litter. But even then | vauetrieve them from the
rubbish bin because they were the one thing tleepraivling round it never
touched. But soon she began to lose her spectadedten and in the end
| advised her to buy a spare pair so that, halasig one pair, she could
look for it with the other. She followed my adeiand for a time all went
well, but then she started losing the spare, fmor so | had twice as
much work to do and was compelled to keep d$pare pair hidden in
readiness.

| enjoyed presenting the people around mk things they had lost. |
worked out my own system of search, based onriheiple of first seeking
the lost object in the place where it had been,thed in places where it
had not been and never could have been. Muchiteliée | learned that
this is called the dialectical unity of opposites.

If the people around me stopped losinggdl sometimes had to
contrive my discoveries artificially.

In the evenings | would patrol the yard like@arden and hide things
that had been left lying about. Often it was savashing hanging forgotten
on the line. | would toss it up into the brarehef a tree and the next
day, when appealed to for help, after a cedanount of thinking and
asking questions about what had been hanging wastéough | were solving
an equation based on the speed and direction ofvihd, | would point out
the lost linen to the astonished housewivesraodver it from the tree
myself. Of course, | was not so silly as to egghis trick too often.
Besides, there were far more real losses requmy@ttention.

In all this time only one of my finds failéd please its owner. It
happened like this.

There was a girl living in our yard who haecently come of age. Her
name was Lyuba. Nearly all day long she wouldtsih@ window and smile
into the street, arranging her hair this way arad twith a little gilded
hair-comb, which | at the time mistakenly took &ogold one. At her elbow
stood a gramophone with its horn turned towandsstreet, almost always
playing one and the same tune:

Lyuba, Lyuba, Lyuba, my love....

The gramophone was like the looking-glasBushkin's fairy-tale; it



talked all the time of its mistress. | was soféhis anyway, and so,
judging by Lyuba's smiling face, was she.

One day that summer, in the rather overgraitla arden by our house
| found Lyuba's comb lying in the grass. | wasestivas her comb because
| had never seen another like it. The same egdmaced about the yard,
waiting for sounds of panic and for someoneame out and ask me to
conduct a search. But Lyuba was not to be sednthere was no sign of
alarm. The next morning | was even more surpriedthtt no messenger at my
bedside. | could only conclude that someonerelsst have lost the golden
comb, but | had to make sure that Lyuba's wakirsits place. As luck
would have it, she stayed away from the windowdail and appeared only in
the evening. And now the gramophone was playintequdifferent tune.

| didn't know what song it was but | understdloat the gramophone was
no longer talking about her. It was a sad song, aviten Lyuba turned her
back to the window, | saw that there was no camther hair and realised
that she and the gramophone together were mouitsifgss.

Her mother and father were standingamdther window leaning
comfortably on the sill.

“Lyuba," | asked, when the song was over, "gaven't lost something,
have you?"

"No," she said with a start of fright, and¢bed her hair in the very
place where the comb had been before. And fmeseason, she blushed so
violently that | could see she knew what | wasitagjkabout. The only thing
| didn't know was why she was concealing her loss.

"Didn't you lose this?" | said, and with thie of a conjurer who had
grown rather tired of being gaped at by everyomeotuced the golden comb
from my pocket.

"Nasty little spy," she shouted quite unexpdlyt and, snatching the
comb away from me, ran into the room. This veagjuite meaningless and
foolish insult.

"Silly fool! | shouted through the windowying to pursue her with
my voice. "You have to read books to know whatisp

| turned to go away but her father called over. Now he was at the
window alone, Lyuba's mother having run after rearghter into the room.

"What's this all about?" he asked, leaningaduhe window.

"She lost her comb herself in the gardemy aow she's cross about
it," | said, and took myself off, still not realng what it was all about.

That evening Lyuba got into hot water.

Later on an air force man appeared in theirse, and a new record
called "Dear Hometown" began to play.

A week later the air force man left and togkilha with him and now her
mother would sit sadly at the window with the goginone whimpering like a



big faithful dog for its mistress, "Lyuba, Lyubayrove...."

| continued my quest, venturing further diodther into unexplored
territory.

It was particularly rewarding to search tea¢h after a storm. At
various times | found there a sailor's belt withugkle, a buckle without
a belt, live cartridges dating from the time of tinal war, sea shells of
all shapes and sizes, and even a dead dolphind@nkdiscovered a bottle
tossed up by a storm, but for some reason thesenavanessage initand |
took it back to the shop.

Quite near town, on the bank of the Rivezlasuri | found a whole
creek of gold-bearing sand and spent all day stgrichee-deep in the cold
paleblue water, panning for gold. | would scoopmuwgouble handful of sand
and water, then tilt my cupped hands and watehwiater run away. Little
golden sparks flashed in my palms, the waterdatkhy toes, big blobs of
sunlight quivered on the crystal clear bottom loé treek, and | had never
been happier in my whole life.

Later | was told that this was not gold butan but the feel of that
cold mountain water, the hot sun, the clear lbottof the creek and the
quiet happiness of the prospector is with nie €Dne day | made yet
another discovery that | want to describe in ma&id

We used to play a game of seeing who could deepest. We would start
at a depth of about two meters and go deeper apkdentil our breath was
spent.

On the day | am speaking of another boy lamere competing in this
way on the Dogs' Beach. The beach still has tlasa) either because it is
strictly forbidden to let a dog bathe there, oréchese that is exactly what
people do there with their dogs. Well, anyway, deany last dive, reached
the bottom, tried to scoop a handful of sand agatly bumped my nose on a
big square slab, on which | glimpsed what looklesl a picture of two
people.

"Ancient stone with a picture on it!" | shodteildly as | reached the
surface.

"You're kidding," the other boy said, swimmgiover to me and looking
into my eyes.

"Word of honour!" |insisted. "It's a heiglab with prehistoric
figures on it."

We began diving in turns and nearly evang we saw in the dim
submarine light that white slab with its two bearfigures. Then we dived
together and tried to move it, but it wouldn't badm inch.

Eventually the cold drove us out of the wabeit not before | had
taken careful note of the place where we haghlgiving. It was exactly
halfway between a buoy and an old pile stickingpupof the sea.



School began a few days later and | toldform-master about my
discovery. He used to take us for geography artdrigisHe was a powerfully
built man with withered legs. A Hercules on chds. His whole presence
breathed mental vigour and spiritual integrityalmger he was terrible. We
loved him not only because he had such an istiage way of telling us
about everything, but also because he treateskususly, without that
casual air of condescension in which youth alwasteds indifference.

“It must be an ancient Greek stellag'shid, after listening
attentively to my story. "That's a splendid disagve

It was decided that we should go down to t&ch after school and, if
possible, lift the stone out of the water. "Alstg | kept repeating to
myself with delight, and the rest of the dayéssbns passed in joyful
anticipation of the expedition.

So off we went down to the sea. Our P.T. utdor was sent with us as
labour power. He hadn't wanted to go at first hetlhleadmaster had managed
to talk him into it. There was no one in the schibak the P.T. instructor
was afraid of because, as he often told us himisel€ould take a job as a
boxing coach any day. We believed that heldckiock out the whole
pedagogical council at one blow. Perhaps this waghis face always wore a
somewhat contemptuous expression, which seamée aimed at everything
that was done at school, as though he lived inaapen of the day when
his one fatal blow would have to be delivered.

If anyone disobeyed him during a P.T. les$® could administer a
mighty finger flick on the forehead, equal iniaghto a jump from the
sports ground wall on to the well-trodden schoatlydhis we all knew from
experience.

We undressed and charged pell-mell intasd@ Only our form-master
was left on the beach. He stood there leamindnis crutches in his
immaculate white shirt with the sleeves rolled apd waited.

There had been a storm the day before ara$lafraid the water would
be hazy but it was just as clear and still as lgefor

Reaching the spot first, | dived to the bwtt@and saw nothing. This
didn't worry me much because | might not have gpbearings quite right. |
plunged again, and again saw nothing. All roumd the whole form was
snorting, squealing and splashing. Most of themewamply playing about,
but some must have been diving to the bottecabse they brought up
handfuls of sand and threw them at each otheoridoreported sighting any
stone. | swam over to the buoy to see whetherdtdmane adrift, but it was
still firmly anchored in its place.

Soon the P.T. instructor appeared on the sceleehad been slightly
delayed by the need to put on bathing trunks.

"Well, where's the statue?" he asked, puffiagf the water was too



hot for him.

"It should be here," | said, pointing.

He took a deep breath and, executing a gal®mersault, shot into
the depths like a torpedo. He could certainly swmd dive, you had to give
him that. He stayed under for a long time andast came up, as if
propelled by an underwater explosion.

"You've made the bottom all muddy,” hedssnorting loudly and
shaking his head. "Now then, you young skeletofigjou go from here!" he
bawled and, striking the water with the flat of Hhand, sent a great jet
of water at the other boys.

"You're not making this up, are you?" hekeal me severely, still
puffing and blowing as if the water was too hot am.

"Do you think I'm crazy?" | said.

"How should | know?" he replied, surveying surface of the water as
though seeking a suitable hole to dive througHast he found one and,
having taken a deep breath, plunged again.

This time he reappeared with a chunk of rusty from the pile.

"Is this it?" he asked, eyes bulging from skrain.

"Do you think I'm crazy?" | said. "l saw @ié slab with people on
it."

"How should | know?" he repeated and, tagawvay the chunk of iron,
made yet another plunge.

Left to myself, | began to think it was tineerhake for the beach, but
anticipation of the shame | should endure intfrohmy form-master was
stronger than fear. After all, | had seen it héreouldn't have floated
away!

This time the P.T. instructor came to theface, spluttering with
fright.

"What's happened?" | asked, frightened mydéihking he had been
stung by a sea-horse or something.

"What happened! | forgot to take a ddmpath--that's what," he
snorted, mimicking me wrathfully.

"So you forgot and I'm to blame," | said, oified by his tone.

The P.T. instructor was about to retorthiefore he could do so a
girl's voice said, "What are you looking for?"

| glanced round. A strange girl was swimmiagteously towards us.

"Yesterday," the P.T. instructor began crqdsly he soon melted when
he turned his head. "Well, an ancient Greek statially... Perhaps you'd
like to dive with us?"

"l don't know how to dive," she said walsilly smile, as though
inviting him to teach her. Her hair was tied omired scarf. The P.T.
instructor gazed at this scarf in silent admimatias if trying to puzzle



out where she had got it.

"And where are you from yourself?" heeskirrelevantly, having
apparently established where the headscarf had frome

"From Moscow. Why?" the girl replied, antamced towards the shore,
striving to make up her mind whether it was dangeto talk to strange men
at such a depth.

"You're in luck,” the P.T. instructor saidill teach you how to
dive."

This time she smiled more boldly. "No, I'dhat watch you."

"Well, if I don't come up again you can comsiglourself responsible,"
he said, intercepting her smile with a smile af dwvn that he enlarged to
positively brazen dimensions.

He did a particularly impressive somersaid plummeted into the
depths. | realised that now he had started galiingme wouldn't have any
more time for my stone.

"Did you really see a statue?" the girl aséed, lifting her hand out
of the water, tucked a straying lock of hair untther scarf with her little
finger, which in her foolishness she took to be st than the others.

"Not a statue but a stella," | corrected atching her shameless
attempts to pretty herself up for the P.T. instouct

"What is that?" she asked, calmly continuieg &fforts.

| decided to take action before the P.T. utgbr came up again.

"Don't interfere,” | said. "Isn't the se&y Bnough for you? Go and
swim somewhere else."

"Don't be rude, boy," she said haughtily,remigh speaking to me from
an upstairs window of her own house. How quickythvere to sense which way
the wind was blowing! She knew the P.T. instruetould appear sooner or
later and take her side.

He surfaced noisily, like a dancer burstingp a ring of onlookers.

He had been a very long time under water btiadt been a wasted dive,
because he had done it not for us but for her.

“Well, did you see it?" she asked him, asgioshe had been with him
all along, and even swam a little closer to him.

"They're just a lot of day-dreamers!" halsarthen he had got his
breath back. This was his pet name for anyoneohsidered a weakling or
good-for-nothing. "Let's have a swim instead."

"All right, but not too far," she consenteeéylpaps just to spite me.

"What about the stone?" | said, mournfully nresing him of duty.

"You'll get such a clump in a minute you# lying under that stone
of yours," he explained calmly, and they swam aw&y dark head with its
broad sunburnt neck bobbing beside her red kerchief

| looked at the beach. Many of the other bogse already lying on the



sand, warming themselves. Our form-master wlslstre, leaning on his
crutches, waiting for me to find the stone. Hambt seen my friend only
the day before, | would have decided the wholegtiiad been just a dream.

| dived another ten times or so, combingldbgom all the way from
the pile to the buoy. But the wretched stonevedshed. Meanwhile our
form-master had called me several times but esuld not hear him very
well | pretended not to have heard him at dkltitoo ashamed to come
out of the water. | didn't know what | should sayhtm.

| was very tired, cold and had swallowetbtaf sea-water. It was
becoming harder and harder to dive and | no loagent right to the bottom
but merely ducked below the surface to avoiddpseen. Many of the other
boys had dressed by now and some had gone homeny form-master still
stood there waiting.

The P.T. instructor and the girl had gorneoas. He had carried his
clothes over to her place and they werengitibgether, talking and
throwing pebbles into the sea.

| was hoping they would all go away sood dat me get out of the
water. But my form-master was still there, so | tvem diving.

The P.T. instructor had now tied the gstarf round his own head.
While | was wondering why he had done this, he saflddid a hand-stand and
she started timing him with his watch. He stooch@hands for a long time
and actually talked to her in this position, whghe, of course, found
very amusing.

| admired him mournfully for a moment, andtj then my form-master
shouted to me very loudly and startled me intkilog at him. Our eyes met
and now there was nothing | could do but swim ashor

"You must be frozen," he shouted, when | swaarer.

"You don't believe me, do you?" | said tlgbhwchattering teeth, and
crawled out of the water.

"Why shouldn't | believe you?" he said selse leaning forward and
gripping his crutches tightly with his gladiaghands. "But you've been
bathing far too long. Lie down at once!"

"There was a boy with me," | said in the whgvoice of the failure.

“I'll point him out to you tomorrow."

“Lie down!" he commanded and took a steywatals me. But | stood my
ground because | felt it would be hard enoughrfe to argue with them
standing, let alone lying down.

"Perhaps that boy has pulled it out alreadyf® of our lads asked.
That was a tempting suggestion. | looked at my faraster and realised from
his glance that he was expecting only the truth, that what | was going
to say would be the truth, and so | just coulti@'tl was too proud of
the trust he had placed in me.



"No," | said, regretting, as always inlswases, that | was not
lying, "I saw him yesterday and he would have tolel"

"Perhaps afish found it and carried itagW the same lad added,
hopping about with his head on one side to gewidter out of his ear.

That was the first jibe and | knew thererevmore to come, but our
form-master put a stop to all that with a glanaed said, "If | didn't
believe you | should never have come here infitee place." He looked
thoughtfully at the sea and added, "It must haaenldragged down into the
sand or carried away by the storm."

But fifteen years later the stella was foumat very far from the
spot where | had seen it. And the person who foymacidentally, was my
friend's brother. So | was in on that too.

The experts say it is a rare and valuable wbdt--a stella with a
gentle and sorrowful bas-relief that had once néegrave.

| remember our form-master with affection @ndle, his thick curly
hair and fine aquiline features, the face oGeeek god, a god with
crippled legs.

Our seas have no tides, but the land of bbid is like a beach, wet
and mysterious after the tide has gone outyevbre may find the most
unexpected things.

| was always out there searching and peritamade me a little
absent-minded. Later on, when | grew up, thawigen | had something to
lose, | realised that all the lucky finds of chitcbd are the secret loans
granted to us by fate, which afterwards, asltaduve must redeem. And
justly so.

And another thing | came to understand waksdharything that is lost
may be found--even love, even youth. The one thimgt can never be found
again is a lost conscience.

But even that is not so sad a thought as yt apgear if one remembers
that it cannot be lost simply through absent-mimzsd.

The Cock

As aboy | was much disliked by all farngyaocks. | don't remember
what started it, but if a warlike cock appearethim neighbourhood there
was bound to be bloodshed.

One summer | was staying with my relaiwreone of the mountain
villages of Abkhazia. The whole family--the mothevo grown-up daughters,
two grown-up sons-- went off to work early in tim@rning to weed maize or



pick tobacco. | was left behind in the house aldwhe duties were pleasant
and easy to perform. | had to feed the goats gooe bundle of rustling
hazelnut branches), draw fresh water from themastrfor the midday break
and in general keep an eye on the house. Theraothamg special to keep
an eye on, but now and then | had to give a tsfooonake the hawks feel
there was a man in the vicinity and refrain framaeking our chickens. In
return for this |, as a representative of thebfe urban branch of the
family, was allowed to suck a pair of fresh egisight from the nest,
which | did both gladly and conscientiously.

Fixed along the outside wall of the kitchearthwere some baskets in
which the hens laid their eggs. How they knew thveye supposed to lay them
there was always a mystery to me. | would stantipstoe and grope about
until I found an egg. Feeling simultaneously l&keuccessful pearl diver
and the thief of Baghdad, | would break the tgpgapping it on the wall
and suck the egg dry at once. Somewhere nelaghdyans would be clucking
mournfully. Life seemed significant and full of waber. The air was healthy,
the food was healthy, and | swelled withguiike a pumpkin on a
well-manured allotment.

In the house | found two books: Mayne Réliis Headless Horseman and
The Tragedies and Comedies of Wi Iliam Shakespeare. The first book swept me
off my feet. The very names of the characters wausic to my ears: Maurice
the Mustanger, Louise Pointdexter, Captain Cas€lakhoun, El Coyote, and
the magnificent Dofa Isidora Covarubio de los LE&no

"My pistol is at your head! | have one sl&ft--an apology, or you
die!'...

"It's the mirage!' the Captain exclaimed witie addition of an oath
to give vent to his chagrin.”

| read that book from beginning to eneéntfirom the end to the
beginning, and skipped through it twice.

Shakespeare's tragedies seemed to me ecuadadl pointless. On the
other hand, the comedies fully justifiece thuthor's efforts at
composition. | realised that it was not thetges who depended on the
royal courts but the royal courts that dependethenesters.

The house we lived in stood on a hill arelwhnds blew round it and
through it twenty-four hours a day. It was asang sturdy as a veteran
mountaineer.

The eaves of the small veranda were tufteth wwallows' nests. The
swallows dived swiftly and accurately into tkeranda and hovered with
fluttering wings at a nest, where their greedgciferous young waited
open-beaked, almost falling outin their eagss. Their gluttony was
matched only by the tireless energy of their pa.eSometimes having fed
its young, the father would hang for a few motadeaning back from the



edge of the nest, its arrow-shaped body motiordadsonly the head turning
warily this way and that. One more instant anglatld drop like a stone,
then deftly level out and soar away from the vesand

The chickens foraged peacefully in the yatde sparrows and chicks
twittered. But the demons of rebellion weot slumbering. Despite my
preventive shouts, a hawk came over nearlyeday. In a diving or
low-level attack, it would snatch up a chicken antth mighty sweeps of its
burdened wings make off in the directiontbé forest. It was a
breath-taking sight and | would sometimes Igeit away on purpose and
shout later just to soothe my conscience. Theucag chicken hung in an
attitude of terror and foolish submission. If |sleaenough noise in time,
the hawk would either miss its prey or drop iflight. In such cases we
would find the chicken somewhere in the bushkessy-eyed and paralysed
with fright.

"She's a goner,” one of my cousins would sdneerfully chopping off
its head and marching away to the kitchen withcdreass.

The chief of this barnyard kingdom was a hregefeathered cock, rich
in plumage and cunning as an Oriental despdhikvia few days of my
arrival it became obvious that he hated me veal only looking for a
pretext to come openly to blows. Perhaps he h#datbthat | was eating a
lot of eggs and this offended his male vanity?w@s he infuriated by my
half-heartedness during the hawk attacks? kthooth these things had
their effect on him but his chief grudge wadg $s@meone was challenging
his power over the hens. Like any other despd, lieiwould not tolerate.

| realised that dual power could not lastgl@amd, in preparation for
the forthcoming battle, kept him under close obston.

No one could deny the cock his share ofqueak bravery. During the
hawk attacks, when the hens and chickens dv@lutter clucking and
squawking in all directions, he alone would remaithe yard and, gobbling
fiercely, try to restore order in his timid hareide would even take a few
resolute steps in the direction of the swoopirgy faut since nothing that
runs can overtake that which flies, this made gor@ssion of mere bravado.

Usually he would forage in the yard or thischen garden accompanied
by two or three of his favourite hens but wiih losing sight of the
others. Now and then he would crane his nedd@ok up at the sky in
search of danger.

As soon as the shadow of a gliding hawk pheser the yard or the
cawing of a crow was heard, he would throw wgh@ad belligerently and
signal his charges to be on the alert. The henddvlisten in a scared
fashion and sometimes scuttle away for cover. Mden than not it was a
false alarm, but by keeping his numerous misé®8s a state of nervous
tension he crushed their will and achieved comatamission.



As he scratched the ground with his hofdaws he would sometimes
discover a delicate morsel and summon the heths lwud cries to join in
the feast.

While the hen that got there first waskieg his find, he would
circle round her a few times, dragging his wingleerantly and apparently
choking with delight. This operation usually ended rape. The hen would
shake herself bemusedly, trying to recover basss and grasp what had
happened, while he looked round in victorious &a&ttson.

If the wrong hen ran up in response to hils ¢ee would guard his
find or drive her away while continuing to summas hew beloved with loud
grunting noises. His favourite was a neat whém,las slim as a pullet.
She would approach him cautiously, stretch outnleek, cleverly scoop up
the morsel and run away as hard as she could,ispaw signs of gratitude
whatever.

He would pound after her humiliatedly, tryito keep up appearances
though well aware of the indignity of his pasit Usually he failed to
catch her and would eventually come to a haltathiag heavily and trying
to look at me as though nothing had happenedaniitle trot had been
entirely for his own pleasure.

Actually the invitations to a feast weretquoften sheer deception.

He had nothing worth eating and the hens knewuitiiey were betrayed by
their eternal feminine curiosity.

As the days went by he grew more and mordensdf | happened to be
crossing the yard he would run after me for a stiistaince just to test my
courage. Despite the shivers going down my spimauld nevertheless stop
and wait to see what would follow. He would stwm, and wait. But the
storm was bound to break and break it did.

One day, when | was eating in the kitchea,narched in and planted
himself in the doorway. | threw him a few piecesofminy but to no avail.
He pecked up my offering but | could see hermadntention of making
peace.

There was nothing for it. | brandished d-bairnt log at him but he
merely gave a little jump, stuck out his neck l&kgander and stared at me
with hate-filled eyes. Then | threw the log. Il feeside him. He jumped
even higher and flung himself at me, belchingreash of barnyard abuse. A
flaming red ball of hate came flying towards mendnaged to shield myself
with a stool. He flew straight into it and cqited on the floor like a
slain dragon. While he was getting up, his wingatlos the earthen floor,
raising spurts of dust and chilling my legs witle thind of battle.

| managed to change my position andeatttowards the door,
protecting myself with the stool like a Roman letaoy with his shield.

As | was crossing the yard he charged setieras. Whenever he came



at me | felt as if he was going to peck my eyes d¢uthade good use of the
stool and he bounced off it regularly on k@ ground. My hands were
scratched and bleeding and the heavy stool wasybegaever harder to hold.
But it was my only means of protection.

One more attack. With a mighty sweep of hisgsithe cock flew up and,
instead of colliding with my shield unexpectedlyged on top of it.

| threw the stool down and in a few bouretsched the veranda, and
from there darted into the room slamming the dadrifd me.

My chest was humming like a telegraph pole may hands were streaming
with blood. | stood and listened. | was suret ttitee wretched cock was
lurking at the door. And so he was. After a whieerhoved away a little and
began to march up and down the veranda, his @taws clacking loudly on
the floor. He was calling me out to do battle bpiteferred to lie low in
my stronghold. At length he grew tired of wadgfiand, perched on the
railing, gave vent to a victorious cock-a-doodledo

When my cousins learnt of my affray with tleek, they started holding
daily tournaments. Neither of us gained any deeiadvantage and we all
went about with scratches and bruises.

The fleshy, tomato-like comb of my opponeoitdoseveral marks of the
stick and his glorious fountain of a tail showegihsi of drying up, but far
from losing any of his self-assurance he had beahike more insolent.

He had acquired an annoying habit of crowirgm a perch on the ralil
of the veranda, just under the window of the raunere | slept. Evidently
he regarded the veranda as occupied territory.

Our battles were held in all kinds of plgces the yard, in the
kitchen garden, in the orchard. If | climbed aetfer figs or for apples,
he would stand and wait for me patiently beneath.

To cure him of some of his arrogance | resbre various stratagems.
| started treating the hens to extra food. He ld/fly into a rage when |
called them but they treacherously deserted hithalsame. Persuasion was
useless. Here, as inany other field, abistpaopaganda was easily
deflated by the reality of profit. The handfulsmoéize that | tossed out
of the window conquered the tribal loyalty afainily traditions of the
valourous egg-layers. In the end the pasha himgeuld appear. He would
reproach them indignantly but they, merely pretegdo be ashamed of their
weakness, went on pecking up the maize.

One day, when my aunt and her sons were wgiki the kitchen garden,
we had another encounter. By this time | was areapced and cold-blooded
warrior. | found a forked stick and, using itdika trident, after a few
unsuccessful attempts pinned the cock to tbergt. His powerful body
writhed frantically and its vibrations came up titick like an electric
current.



| was inspired by the madness of the bravéhd\t letting go of the
stick or releasing its pressure, | bent down aeizjrsg my chance, pounced
on the cock like a goal-keeper on a ball and meadato seize him by the
throat. He writhed vigourously and dealt me sutios on the head with his
wing that | went deaf in one ear. Fear reinforcgdamurage. | squeezed his
throat even tighter. Hard and sinewy, it jerked amidted in my hand and |
felt asif | were holding a snake. With the othand | grasped his legs.

His long claws worked desperately to reach ngyband fasten on to some
part of it.

But the trick was done. | straightened up #red cock hung suspended
by his feet, emitting stifled squawks.

All this time my cousins and aunt had beearing with laughter as
they watched us from behind the fence. So muelbétter! Great waves of
joy flowed through me. In a very short timtegwever, | felt rather
confused. My vanquished opponent showed nossingiving in. He was
throbbing with a furious desire for revenge. Ikt him go, he would come
at me again, and yet | couldn't go on holding hkma this forever.

“Throw him over the fence," my aunt advised.

| went up to the fence and tossed him ovehn \@iaden arms.

Curse it all' He, of course, did not fly oxke fence but perched on
it, spreading his massive wings. The next morherftung himself at me.
This was too much. | made a wild dash for safetyfamm my breast rose the
ancient cry for help of all fleeing children:

"Mummy! "

One must be very foolish or very brave to tome's back on an enemy.
In my case it was certainly not bravery, and | ghelprice for it.

He caught me several times while | was mgrtill at last | tripped
and fell. He sprang ontop of me, he rollad me, he gurgled with
bloodthirsty glee. He might quite easily have petkrough my spine if my
cousin had not run up and knocked him off in® bashes with his hoe. We
decided that this had killed him, but in the emgrthe cock came out of
the bushes, subdued and saddened.

As she bathed my wounds, my aunt said, "Isdbelook as if you two
will ever get on together. We'll roast him tomorrow

The next day my cousin and | set abouthtagcthe cock. The poor
fellow sensed that fate had turned against hienfletl from us with the
speed of an ostrich. He flew into the kitchen egarde hid in the bushes.
Finally he flapped into the cellar, and there waught him. He looked
persecuted and his eyes were full of mournfuloaph. He seemed to be
saying to me, "Yes, we were foes, you and |. Butais an honourable war,
between men. | never expected such treachery fyom" | felt strangely
upset and turned away. A few minutes later my icolepped off his head.



The cock's body jerked and writhed, the wingpdkd and folded as if to
cover the gushing throat. Life would be safer mw all the fun had gone
out of it

Still, he made us a fine dinner, and the spiglysauce that went with
it diluted the pangs of my unexpected sorrow.

Now | realise that he was really a splendighting cock, but born too
late. The days of cock fighting have long sinasged, and fighting the
human race is a lost cause from the start.

The Thirteenth Labour of Hercules

Nearly all the mathematicians | have ever kmdwave been untidy, slack
and rather brilliant individuals. So the sayaitgput the perfection of
Pythagoras's pants is probably not absolutely cbrre

Pythagoras's pants may have been perfectiddidtiples seem to have
forgotten the fact and pay little attention to trmvn appearance.

Yet, there was one teacher of mathematiosiaschool who differed
from all others. He was neither slack nor untitigon't know whether he
was brilliant or not, and that is now rather diffiicto establish. | think
he probably was.

His name was Kharlampy Diogenovich. S&e Pythagoras, he was of
Greek origin. He appeared in our form at the bagip of a school year. We
had never heard of him before and had nesaspected that such
mathematicians could exist.

He immediately established the rule of exempsilence in our form.
The silence was so terrifying that our headmasteridvsometimes throw open
the form-room door in alarm because he was no¢ whether we were at our
desks or had all run away to the sports ground.

The sports ground bordered onthe scyara and at all times,
particularly during important competitions, intéd with the pedagogical
process. Our headmaster had actually writt@tterlrequesting that it
should be moved elsewhere. He maintained thasgwets ground upset his
pupils. In fact, we were upset not by thertgpground but by the
groundsman, Uncle Vasya, who never failed to reisegns, even without our
books, and chased us out of his domain with ahfubreal that showed no
sign of waning with the years.

Luckily, no one listened to our headmaster thiedsports ground stayed
where it was, except that the wooden fence wdaceg by a brick wall. So
even those who used to watch events through tinésn the fence now had



to climb the wall.

Nevertheless, our headmaster had no reasdre afraid of our
absenting ourselves from a mathematics lesdaa.Wwas unthinkable. It
would have been just as bad as going up to thdrhaster between lessons
and silently snatching off his hat, although rgeee was utterly fed up
with that hat. He went about in it all the yeaund, winter and summer
always the same soft felt hat, evergreen like gnaka. And he was always
afraid of something.

To the uninitiated it might have appeared thlaat he feared most was
the commission of the Urban Department of Pulectucation, but in fact
there was no one he feared more than our dire€tstudies, a demon of a
woman about whom | shall one day write a paenByronic vein. At the
moment, however, | have a different story to tell.

Of course, we could never have escaped fraomathematics lesson. If we
ever managed to miss a lesson, it was usuallyrgingi

As soon as our Kharlampy Diogenovich entéined room, the whole form
would fall silent and remain so till the edl the lesson. True, he
sometimes made us laugh, but this was nohtapeous laughter; it was
amusement master-minded from above by theh&ahimself. Far from
destroying discipline, it actually ministered it, just as a converse
proposition assists proof in geometry.

This is how it worked. Let us suppose thgtupil was late for a
lesson and arrived, say, about half a second #fteibell had rung, when
Kharlampy Diogenovich would be on the point ofezimg the room himself.
The wretched pupil would be wishing he could ttalough the floor, and
would have done so if the teachers' common roormbateen underneath.

Some teachers paid no attention to such ammffence, others would
flare up and give you a reprimand on tpet;sbut not Kharlampy
Diogenovich. In such cases he would halt in therday, shift his register
from one hand to the other and with a gestureofulespect for his pupll
motion him towards the door.

The pupil would hesitate and his embagdstce would express a
fervent desire to somehow creep in behisl teacher. Kharlampy
Diogenovich's face, on the other hand, wouldsf a joyous hospitality
moderated only by politeness and an understanditigegeculiar demands of
the situation. He would make it felt that the maneval of such a pupil
was a delightful occasion for the whole form andgelf personally, that
none of us had been expecting him but now thatdelvere no one would dare
to reproach him for being a mere fraction of a seldate, least of all he,

a humble schoolmaster, who would naturally enterfénm-room behind such a
splendid pupil and himself close the door after torshow that we were not
going to let our dear guest out again in a hurry.



The whole thing would last only a few secoraddhe end of which the
pupil having edged awkwardly through the door, l@aiumble on towards his
desk.

Kharlampy Diogenovich would watch his progresd make some splendid
comment. For example, "The Prince of Wales."

The form would roar with laughter. Though waelmo idea who the Prince
of Wales was, we realised that he could not pogsippear in our form. For
one thing there would be no point in it becauseges were mainly engaged
in chasing the deer. And if this particular prifze got tired of chasing
his deer and felt like visiting a school, they Wbbe sure to take him to
School No. 1, near the power station, becausest wanodel school. At any
rate, if he had insisted on coming to ours, weukhbave been warned long
beforehand and thoroughly briefed for his arrival.

This was why we laughed, realising that oysilbcould not possibly be
a prince, and certainly not any Prince of Wales.

But the moment Kharlampy Diogenovich satd@w his desk the form
would fall silent and the lesson would begin.

A shortish man with a large head, neatly sedsand carefully shaved,
he controlled his form with calm authority. B#ss the form register he
kept a notebook in which he made notes aftéingea boy's knowledge. |
cannot remember his ever raising his voice ata@yor urging him to work
harder or threatening to send for his pareHis. had no use for such
methods.

During a test he never stalked about betwihendesks peering inside
or looking round vigilantly at the slightest res#s other teachers did.
Nothing of the kind. He would sit at his ovadesk, reading calmly or
fingering a string of yellow beads, which lookekklicat's eyes.

Cribbing during his lessons was almost usdbesause he never failed
to recognise something that had been copretiweuld hold it up to
ridicule. So we cribbed only in cases of extrenmegency, when there was
no other way out

Sometimes during a test he would relinqums beads or book for a
moment and say:

"Sakharov, would you mind going and sittingtn® Avdeyenko, please."

Sakharov would stand up and stare toumesgly at Kharlampy
Diogenovich, unable to understand why he, onéefest boys in the form,
should be relegated to a place next to Avdeyenko, was an absolute dud.

"Take pity on Avdeyenko. I'm afraid he willdak his neck."

Avdeyenko would gaze stolidly at Kharlampyogenovich as though--or
perhaps because--he could not understand whyakeénndanger of breaking
his neck.

"Avdeyenko thinks he is a swan," Kharlampyod2novich would explain.



"A black swan," he would add a moment later, atligdperhaps to Avdeyenko's
sullen sunburnt face. "Carry on, Sakharov."

Sakharov would sit down again.

"You may carry on too," Kharlampy Diogenoviegbuld tell Avdeyenko, but
with a perceptible change of voice which nowrieara carefully measured
dose of sarcasm. "If you don't break your ndatoarse, Black Swan!" he
would conclude firmly, his final phrase somehowmssing the valiant hope
that Avdeyenko would acquire the ability to work ltes own.

Shurik Avdeyenko would pore furiouslyeo his exercise book,
demonstrating a great effort of mind and will dtetto this end.

Kharlampy Diogenovich's chief weapon was kmack of ridicule. The
pupil who defied the school rules was not a kdacnot a dud, nota
hooligan, he was simply funny. Or rather, not syrfphny--many of us would
not have minded that at all--but ridiculous. iRidbus without realising
that he was ridiculous, or being the last to guess

When a teacher makes you appear ridiculaus, iynmediately lose the
traditional support of the rest of the form andythé laugh at you. It is
all against one. If one person laughs at you, youusually deal with the
situation somehow. But you cannot turn the laagainst the whole form.
Once in this ridiculous position, you will go any length to prove
yourself a little less ridiculous than you inevitabppear.

Kharlampy Diogenovich had no favourites. Weravall potential victims
of his wit and I, of course, was no exception.

That day | had not solved the problem we lbexeh set for homework. It
had been about an artillery shell flying somewtleagra certain speed for a
certain time. We had to work out how many kilorastit would have flown if
it had been travelling at a different spesd, perhaps, even ina
different direction.

As if one and the same shell could possilyhafldifferent speeds. It
was a muddled, stupid kind of problem and my amgust wouldn't come out
right. Incidentally, the answers given at the baxflsome of the textbooks
in those years--it must have been sabotage--we@rect. This did not
happen very often, of course, because by thatrnigagly all the saboteurs
had been caught. But apparently there were oneastill at large.

However, | was still troubled with doubts. $&urs may be saboteurs,
but it's no good relying on them. So, the neay tarrived at school a
whole hour before lessons started. We were isélcend shift. The keenest
footballers were in the yard already. | asked dnéhem about the problem
and it turned out that he had not been able tdt gght either. That set
my conscience completely at rest. We split up tnto teams and played till
the bell rang for school.

In we went. Almost before | had got my brelaéick, | asked our top boy



Sakharov,

"Well, how about that problem?"

"Not so bad," he said. "l solved it." He gavbrief, meaningful nod,
indicating that there had been certain diffi@dtibut he had surmounted
them.

"How could you? The answer in the back is wgrdn

“No, it isn't," he said, nodding again, thiee with such an annoying
expression of assurance on his clever, consoienface that | at once
began to hate him for his good fortune. | was ualto express a few more
doubts but he turned away, thus depriving methef falling man's last
consolation--grabbing at air.

Apparently, at that moment Kharlampy Diogewbvihad appeared in the
doorway but | had failed to notice him and conéd my gesticulations,
although he was only a few feet away from meefgth | realised what had
happened closed my textbook in frightened hastdrazd to my desk.

Kharlampy Diogenovich took his place by thadiboard.

| cursed myself for at first agreeing withe footballer that the
solution in the book was wrong, and afterwardgeigg with the top boy
that it was right. Now Kharlampy Diogenovich wid be sure to notice my
anxiety and call me to the board first.

Next to me sat a quiet and meek member ofaitme whose name was Adolf
Komarov. Nowadays he called himself Alik Komarodaven wrote Alik on his
copybooks because the war had started and hetidvant to be nicknamed
Hitler. It made no difference. Everyone rememldéhis proper name and
reminded him of it whenever they had the chance.

| liked talking in class and he liked kegpiguiet. We had been put
together to exert a good influence on eachrdtit it hadn't worked.
Neither of us had changed.

Now | noticed that even he had solved thélgm. He was sitting over
his open notebook, neat, thin and quiet, and mslfidying on the blotting
paper before him made him seem even quieterh&tethis stupid habit of
keeping his hands on his blotter, of which | justild not break him.

"Hitler kaput,” | whispered in his direction. He made no lyemf
course, but at least he took his hands ofblater, which was some
relief.

Meanwhile Kharlampy Diogenovich greeted thierf and sat down in his
chair. He flicked back the sleeves of his jackktwly wiped his nose and
mouth with a handkerchief, which he examined fansoreason, then put away
in his pocket. After that he removed his wateid Began to thumb through
the pages of the register. It looked as if theceioner was speeding up
his preparations.

At last, however, he finished marking thoseeattt and looked round the



room, selecting his victim. | held my breath.

"Who's the monitor?" he asked unexpectddsighed with relief,
thanking him for the respite.

There turned out to be no monitor tbat day and Kharlampy
Diogenovich told our form captain to wipe the boakthile he was doing so,
Kharlampy Diogenovich lectured him on the dutésa form captain when
there was no monitor. | began to hope he woulduiseBome story connected
with the subject, or one of Aesop's fablessomething out of Greek
mythology. But he refrained from any further iliiagion of his lecture
because the scrape of the dry rag on the blackbeasidistracting and he
was anxious for the form captain to finish histating task. At last the
form captain returned to his place.

We waited in suspense. But at that momentitloe opened and a woman
doctor and a nurse appeared.

"Excuse me, is this 5A?" the doctor asked.

"No, it is not,” Kharlampy Diogenovich regdi with polite hostility,
seeing that some medical project was about &fere with his lesson.
Although our form was nearly 5A, because its\B8, he had answered as
firmly as if we had absolutely nothing in commoExcuse me," the doctor
said again and, after lingering for a moment, witwdand closed the door.

| knew they were going to inoculate us aghiyphus. Some of the
forms had been done already. Inoculations wererrevweounced beforehand so
that no one could slip away or stay at home orpth&ext of being ill.

| was not afraid of inoculations becauséald had plenty, against
malaria, the nastiest of all.

And now the white-coated hope that had solydéuminated our form
had disappeared. | just could not let that happen.

"May | show them where 5A is?" | said, growimgjte brazen in my fear.

There were two factors to justify the audaoityny proposal. My place
was near the door and | was often sent to the ¢esiadloom for chalk and
other things of that kind. Besides, form 5A wasaiéd in an annexe in the
school yard and the doctor might indeed get losabse she was permanently
attached to School No. 1 and rarely visited us.

"Yes, do," Kharlampy Diogenovich said,daraised his eyebrows
slightly.

Trying to conceal my joy, | shot out of theno.

| caught up the doctor and nurse while theyenstill in the corridor
on our floor.

"I'l show you where 5Ais," | said, fallingto step beside them.

The doctor smiled as if she was handimg sweets instead of
inoculations.

"Aren't you going to do us?" | asked.



"During the next lesson," the doctor said| siniling.

"But we are going out to the museum fer thext lesson,” | said,
rather to my own surprise.

There had, in fact, been some talk of our mgkan organised visit to
the local museum to see the prehistoric resnamshow there. But our
history mistress kept putting it off because lHbeadmaster was afraid we
might not get there in an organised fashion.

Last year a boy in our form had stolen a @adjgat had once belonged
to an Abkhazian feudal prince, because he watiadn away to the front
with it. This had caused a great rumpus and théinaster had decided that
it had all come about because the form had wandkre to the museum in a
crowd instead of marching there in double file.

In fact, that lad had worked everythiagt very carefully long
beforehand. Instead of taking the dagger at oheehad hidden it in the
thatch of an exhibit labelled Pre-revolutionapoPMan's Hovel, and only
months later, when the fuss had died down, diddhegre in a coat with a
slit in the lining and complete his theft.

"We won't let you," the doctor said cheerfully

"But we're all going to assemble in the yatdsaid, getting worried,
"and go on an organised visit to the museum."

"So it's an organised visit, is it?"

"Yes, it is," | said seriously, afraidathshe, too, like our
headmaster, would doubt our ability to visit theseum in an organised
fashion.

"Well, Galochka, let's go back to 5B, justaéase," the doctor said,
and stopped. | had always liked these nicenao@men doctors in their
little white caps and white coats.

"But they told us to go to 5A first," thatubborn creature Galochka
protested, and looked at me severely. Anyonedcee® she was trying to
make herself out a grown-up.

| never gave her so much as a glancetqudtow that nobody would
ever take her for one.

"What difference does it make," the docsaid, and clinched the
argument by turning round.

"So you can't wait to show us how brave y®Pashe added.

“I'ma malaria sufferer,” | said, disnings the implication of
self-interest. "I've had thousands of injections."

"Well, lead on then, malaria sufferer," sdid tloctor, and we started
back.

Having made sure they were not going to gbatheir minds, | ran on
ahead so as to cut out any connection between fraysgkheir arrival.

When | entered the form-room, Shurik Avddy@was at the blackboard



and, although the solution to the problem was amithut in three stages on
the blackboard in his beautiful handwriting, loeld not explain it. He
stood there with an expression of sullen fury mféce, as though he had
known just how it went before but was now unableestzall the course of his
reasoning.

Don't worry, Shurik, | thought. You may notdw it but I've saved you
already. Now | wanted to be kind and benevolemviryone.

"Good work, Alik," | said as | took my pkacbeside Komarov. "Fancy
solving such a difficult problem."

Alik was considered a good plodder. He waslyareprimanded and even
more rarely praised. Now the tips of his earsivhd gratefully. He bent
over his exercise book once more and placed hidshamatly on the blotter.
Oh well, | suppose he just couldn't help it.

A few moments later the door opened andltdetor and that Galochka
kid entered the room. The doctor said the wholmfbad to be inoculated.

“If it must be done now," said KharlampyBenovich, with a quick
glance in my direction, "how can | object® ®ack to your place,
Avdeyenko," he added with a nod at Shurik.

Shurik put down the chalk and walked backisodesk, still pretending
to be engaged in a concentrated effort of recall.

A stir of excitement passed through the fouhKharlampy Diogenovich
raised his eyebrows and all was calm. He put hispaal away in his pocket,
closed the register, relinquished his place todbetor and himself sat
down at one of the desks, looking sad and rather hu

The doctor and the girl opened their bagd started setting out on
the table bottles, jars and wickedly gleaming unskents.

"Well, who's the bravest boy in the formf2é tdoctor said, sucking
serum greedily into the syringe and holding itpaipwards to prevent any
dripping out.

She spoke cheerfully but no one smiled. Asewere on the needle.

“We'll have to call them out in alphabetioadler,” said Kharlampy
Diogenovich. "Everyone is a hero in this form."

He opened the register.

"Avdeyenko," he said, looking up.

The form laughed nervously, and even theatamiled, although she
had no idea what we were laughing at.

Avdeyenko went to the table, a tall, ungaiidyre whose face clearly
revealed that he had not yet made up his mind whétlvas better to get a
bad mark or be the first for inoculation.

He pulled up his shirt and stood with hiskbto the doctor, looking
even more ungainly and still uncertain which Wwater. When it was all
over and he had been inoculated, he looked jushlaappy, although he was



now envied by the whole form.

Alik Komarov grew more and more pale tas turn approached and,
although he kept his hands on the blotting papé&ont of him, | could
see it was not helping at all.

| tried to cheer him up but it was no gooe. grew paler and sterner
every minute, his eyes fixed unwaveringly on thetdds needle.

“Turn your head away," | told him.

"l can't," he replied in an agonised whisper.

"It won't hurt much at first," | encourageiin. "The time it hurts
most is when the serum starts going in."

“I'm so thin," he whispered back, scargalying his white lips.

"It'll hurt me terribly."

"Don't worry," | said. "You'll be all right deng as it doesn't touch
the bone.",

“I'm nothing but bones," he whispered degeéya'lt's sure to touch
one."

"Relax your muscles," | said, patting him tive shoulder. "Nothing
will touch the bone then."

"l haven't got any muscles," he replied duind I'm anaemic.”

“Thin people are never anaemic,” | mew strictly. "Malaria
sufferers are anaemic because malaria sucks tobeu.b

| suffered from chronic malaria and the dogtould do nothing about
it however much they treated me. | was rather pafudy incurable malaria.

By the time they called Alik's name, he was imeal state. He hardly
knew where he was going or what for.

He stood with his back to the doctor, whaedd and glassy-eyed and
when she made the injection he suddenly wentgmtbeath, although it had
seemed impossible for him to get any paler. Heawiiso pale that his face
came out in freckles. None of us had thought he fneckled before and |
decided to keep the fact of his concealed fredkl@sind. It might come in
useful one day, although | had no idea what for.

After the injection he nearly collapsed the toctor held him up and
helped him to a chair. His eyes rolled back alagtyimnd we thought he was
going to die.

"Ambulance!" | shouted. "I'll go and call thenbulance!"

Kharlampy Diogenovich looked at me wrathfidlyd the doctor deftly put
a bottle of smelling salts under his nose--notadmpy Diogenovich's, of
course, but Alik's.

At first he wouldn't open his eyes, then had&anly jumped to his feet
and marched smartly back to his place, as thouggriainly was not Alik
Komarov who had been just about to die.

"Didn't feel a thing,” | said, when | hag/mjection, though | had



felt it quite distinctly.

"Well done, malaria sufferer," said the doctor

Her assistant dabbed my back carelessly dfteinjection. | could
see she was still annoyed with me for not letthrgm go to 5A.

"Rub harder," | said. "The serum must be ntadwgrculate."

She finished rubbing my back with an enelgpyn of hatred. It was
pleasant to feel the cool cotton wool soakedingisal spirit, and even
more pleasant to know that, even though she way avith me, she still had
to rub my back.

At last the whole thing was over. The doetod her Galochka packed
their bags and went on their way, leaving eapant smell of surgical
spirit and an unpleasant smell of serum in the robme pupils sat at their
desks, fidgeting and cautiously feeling for thiée@s of the injection
with their shoulder blades and talking freely taleather as a reward for
the suffering they had just endured.

"Open the window," said Kharlampy Diogenovicdsuming his seat. He
wanted this spirit of hospital freedom to depaldng with the smell of
medicine.

He took out his yellow beads and flicked th@aughtfully to and fro.
There was not much of the lesson left. He Ugdided in such gaps by
telling us something instructive connected with dneient Greeks.

"As we know from Greek mythology, Heraulead to perform twelve
labours," he said, and stoppé&ick-click--as two beads slid from right to
left. "But a certain young man thought he woubldse Greek mythology," he
added, and stopped agaiiick-click.

That fellow had too big an idea of himselfthiought, realising that
no one was allowed to revise Greek mytholdggme other God-forsaken
mythology, perhaps, might be knocked into shape,not Greek mythology
because it had all been revised from beginnmgend already and there
couldn't possibly be any mistakes in it.

"He decided to perform the thirteenth labofuHercules," Kharlampy
Diogenovich went on. "And to some extent he suceded

We realised at once by his voice what aefasd futile labour this
had been, because if there had been any rwetlidrcules to perform
thirteen labours he would have performed themskif, but since he had
stopped at twelve it meant that twelve were enaughthere was no need for
anyone to mess about making corrections.

"Hercules performed his labours like aocheBut this young man
performed his labour out of cowardice." Khanpy Diogenovich paused
thoughtfully, then added, "In a moment we shalrtejust what it was that
induced him to perform this labour."

Click. This time only one bead slid from rigb left, driven by a



very sharp flip of the finger. It slid ratherstildy somehow. Two beads
sliding together, as they had done before, woulc teeen better than just
one, all by itself.

| caught the scent of danger in the air. I$ Wee sound not of a bead
sliding but of a small trap closing in Kharlampyo@enovich's hands.

"l have a feeling that | know already whawds," he said, and looked
at me.

Something in his glance made my heart thudilyeagainst my spine.

"Be so kind," he said, and beckoned me tdtaekboard.

"Who? Me?" | asked, feeling as if my voice wasiing from the pit of
my stomach.

"Yes, you, my fearless malaria sufferer," aigls

| shambled towards the board.

"Tell us how you solved the problem," sa&id calmly andelick,
click--two more beads went sliding from right to leftvas in his hands.

The form looked on and waited. They wereedpecting me to come to
grief, and they wanted me to do so as slowly atetr@stingly as possible.

| squinted at the board from the corner ofeyg, trying to trace the
thread of cause and effect between the stagabeqgroblem that were
written there, but it was no use. Then with agrshow of impatience |
began rubbing it all out, as though what Shurié Waitten was muddling me
and preventing me from concentrating. | was $tdping for the bell to
ring and save me from execution. But the bell dot ring and it was
impossible to go on cleaning the board forevputldown the rag to avoid
looking ridiculous before | had to.

"We are listening," Kharlampy Diogenovich saiagthout looking at me.

"An artillery shell..." | said brightlynaid the form's jubilant
silence, and broke off.

"Continue," Kharlampy Diogenovich said, aftaiting politely for some
moments.

"An artillery shell..." | repeated stubbornhpping that the impetus
of these correct words would carry me on to msirajlarly correct words.
But something held me on a firm tether that gllteght as soon as the
words were out of my mouth.

| concentrated fiercely, trying to imagine ttourse of the problem,
and then plunged forward again to break the inlegiéther.

"An artillery shell..." | repeated, qenng with horror and
revulsion.

A few restrained titters came from the fotreensed that the crucial
moment had arrived and decided not to allow myselbecome ridiculous on
any account; | would rather just get a bad mark.

"Have you swallowed this artillery shell?" Kleanpy Diogenovich asked



with good-natured curiosity.

He asked the question as naturally as ifdteldeen inquiring whether
| had swallowed a plum stone.

"Yes," | said quickly, sensing a trap and idieg) to foil his plans
with an unexpected answer.

“Then you'd better ask the military instructorcome and dispose of
it for you," said Kharlampy Diogenovich, but therfowas already laughing.

Sakharov was laughing, and trying to go akiog like the top boy at
the same time. Even Shurik Avdeyenko, the gloonbegtin our form, whom |
had saved from certain disaster at the blackbegad,laughing. And Komarov
was laughing, Komarov who now called himself Alitlvas really Adolf, just
as he had always been.

As | looked at him it occurred to me tHate had not had a real
gingerhead in our form he would have passed adecause his hair was fair
and the freckles that he kept hidden, like st name, had given
themselves away during the injection. But we Oale a real gingerhead in
the form and Komarov's gingerness had passed wadotnd it also occurred
to me that if we had not pulled the number wfform off the form-room
door a few days ago, the doctor might never halleacton us in the first
place and nothing would have happened. | beghave vague presentiments
of the connection that exists between things amtisv

The bell droned funereally through thenfs laughter. Kharlampy
Diogenovich put a mark against my name in thestegiand also made a note
about me in his notebook.

From then on | took my homework more sgsip and never asked the
footballers about problems | couldn't solve. Ea@nro his trade.

Later in life | noticed that nearly evergois afraid of appearing
ridiculous. Particularly women and poets. Ppsh#hey sometimes appear
ridiculous because they are too afraid of appgam On the other hand,
no one can make someone else look ridiculous dkiBkias a good poet or
a good woman.

Of course, it is not very wise to lmo tafraid of appearing
ridiculous, but it is much less wise not to be igfi@at ridicule at all.

It seems to me that ancient Rome perisheduse its emperors in all
their marble magnificence failed to realise hadiculous they were. If
they had got themselves some jesters in time ifyast hear the truth, if
only from a fool), they might have lasted dditionger. But they just
went on hoping that the geese would save Rome theamdthe Barbarians came
and destroyed Rome, its emperors and its geese.

Not that| have any regrets about thatcaafrse. But | do want to
express my admiration and gratitude for Kharlampygenovich's method. With
the aid of laughter he tempered our sly young beanrtl taught us to regard



ourselves with a strong enough sense of humour.

Forbidden Fruit

In accordance with Moslem custom our familyereate pork. Our parents
ate none and strictly forbade us to eat any. Aigfhoanother of Mahomet's
precepts--on the subject of alcoholic beverages-violated, as | now
realise, quite unrestrainedly, no liberalism va®wed where pork was
concerned.

The ban engendered both an ardent desira fagld pride. | dreamed
of tasting pork. The smell of roast pork madedizzy to the point of
collapse. | would stand for hours outside shadpdows, staring at the
glistening sausages with their wrinkled sidesl &potted ends fancied
myself tearing off the skin and plunging my teettoithe succulent, tender
meat. | imagined the taste of sausage so cleaatywhen | did eventually
try it, | was quite surprised to discover how aetely fancy had informed
me.

Of course, there had been opportunitietasting pork at nursery
school or when visiting friends but | had neverkato the accepted rule.

| can still remember picking the lumps oflpout of a nursery school
plov and giving them away to my friends. The pangsppiedite were overcome
by the sweetness of self-denial. | felt a kindidéological superiority
over my comrades. It was satisfying to be sbmgtof a mystery to the
world at large, as though | had knowledge thatm® @lse possessed. And it
made my yearning for the sinful object of desitere# more intense.

There was a nurse who lived in one of the &sus our yard. We called
her Auntie Sonya. In those days for some reagerthought of her as a
doctor. In general, as one grows up, one noteesteady decline in the
status of one's elders.

Auntie Sonya was an elderly lady with her hairt short and a look of
permanent sorrow on her face. She always spoke@nyaquiet voice. It was
as though she had long since realised that thesenathing in life worth
raising one's voice about.

During the communal battles between neighbahat were frequent
enough in our yard she scarcely raised her vaicall, which created
additional difficulties for her opponents whoytrey failed to hear what
she had said, would lose the thread of the guand be put off their
stroke.

Our families were on good terms. Mother tole that Auntie Sonya had



saved me from certain death. When | had b#anksdown by some grave
iliness, she and mother had taken turns at my #edsr a whole month. For
some reason | experienced no feelings of gratitodards Auntie Sonya for
saving me from certain death, but my senseesfoduim, when they talked
about it, made me glad | was still alive.

She would often come round to sit with usmeaening and tell us her
life story, particularly the part about hersfinusband, who had been
killed in the civil war. | had heard this story nyatimes before and yet |
always froze with horror at her description ledw she had roamed about
among the dead, looking for the body of the manlehed. At this point she
would usually begin to cry, and my mother anceeklster would cry with
her, then begin comforting her, bring her a glafssater or persuade her
to have some tea.

It always astonished me how quickly thenwa would recover their
spirits and soon be able to chatter merrily arghewith renewed interest
about all kinds of trivial matters. After this siveuld go home because her
husband would be back from work. He was called &&iura.

| was very fond of Uncle Shura. | liked thid tangle of black hair
that hung down over his forehead, his muscular avitistheir neatly rolled
up sleeves, and even his stoop. It was not the siban office clerk, but
the sound, sturdy kind of stance that one findsome old workmen although
he was neither old nor a workman.

When he came home in the evening he walithys set about mending
something--table lamps, electric irons radios @aneh clocks. All these
things were brought to him by neighbours anddpaired them, as a matter
of course free of charge.

Auntie Sonya would sit on the other sidehaf table, smoke and make
gentle fun of him for doing something that was Imgtbusiness, wasting his
time, and so on.

'‘We'll see whether I'm wasting my time ot,h Uncle Shura would
mutter indistinctly because he, too, had a citateetween his teeth. He
would turn his next mending job this way and tirahis deft, confident
hands blowing off the dust as he did so, andfal sudden he would look
at it from quite a new, unexpected angle.

"Wasting your time and making a fool of yseif," Auntie Sonya would
reply and, releasing a haughty stream of smoken fier lips, gloomily wrap
her dressing-gown round her.

In the end he would manage to get the ctmiig, or the radio would
start giving out crackles and snatches of music hedvould wink at me and
say:

"Well? Was | wasting my time or not?"

| would always rejoice in his success andestoi show that, although



it had nothing to do with me, | appreciated bemgjuded in his company.

"All right, enough of your boasting," Aunti8onya would say. "Clear
the table and we'll have some tea."

Even in her gruff tone, however, | could dete secret deeply hidden
note of pride, and | felt glad for Uncle Shumad decided that he was
probably just as good as that hero of the civil waom Auntie Sonya would
never forget.

One evening, when | was sitting with themusigal, my sister dropped
in and was invited to stay for tea. Auntie Solayd the table, cut some
pieces of tender pink bacon fat, put some mustardhe table, and poured
out the tea. They had often eaten bacon fat betfuiee and offered it to
me as well, but | had always firmly refused, evhfor some reason rather
amused Uncle Shura. They offered me some nowergt insistently. Uncle
Shura placed a few cubes of fat on a piece edand held it out to my
sister. Aver a mincing refusal, she acceptad #inameful offering and
began to eat it. In my indignation | felt the teat | had begun to drink
freeze in my throat, and experienced some diffycultswallowing it.

“That's the way!" said Uncle Shura. "She's like you, you little
monk!"

| felt how much my sister was enjoying wlsdte ate. | could see it
from the way she delicately licked her lips ded the crumbs of bread
defiled by this infidel savoury, and the wakie swallowed each piece,
sitting foolishly still and pausing as if to listémwhat was going on in
her mouth and throat. She had started the slicehe side where the
thinner pieces of fat lay, and this was a sugya #hat she was relishing
every morsel, because all normal children, whemgasomething they like,
leave the best piece till last. Clearly shesvexperiencing enormous
pleasure.

Now she was approaching the edge of the sglitethe thickest piece
of fat on it, systematically intensifying her ligat. At the same time,
with purely feminine guile she was relating how brgther had jumped out of
the window when his form mistress had come rounzbtaplain of his conduct.
Her story served the dual purpose of distrgdcittention from what she
herself was doing, while subtly flattering me, hesmeveryone knew that my
teacher had never been round to complain abautand | certainly had no
reason to flee from her through the window.

In the course of her story my sister glanaeche from time to time,
trying to discover whether | was still watchingr or whether | was so
carried away by her tale that | had forgotten tvgiee was doing. But my
glance stated quite clearly that| was sti#ag her under the most
vigilant observation. In reply she opened kges very wide as if
expressing surprise that | could pay so much &atiemo a mere trifle. |



leered back, alluding vaguely to the retributioattawaited her.

At one moment | thought the time of retribatioad already arrived. My
sister choked, then cautiously began to clearthroat. | watched with
interest to see what would happen next. Uncle &patted her on the back.
She blushed and then stopped coughing, indicétiagthe cure had worked;
her embarrassment appeared to be equally shed:liBut | felt that the
piece that had stuck in her throat was stdl¢h Pretending to have
recovered, she took another bite of bread and biaton

Chew away, | thought to myself. We'll seew you manage to get it
down.

But apparently the gods had decided to poos their vengeance. My
sister swallowed this piece safely. In fact, ttshalso have pushed down
the previous piece, because she breathedreligh and became quite
cheerful again. Now she ate with redoubled coneéntr and after each bite
licked her lips for so long that it looked almostiishe were showing her
tongue at me.

At last she reached the edge of the slitle thie thickest piece of
fat on it and, before putting it in her moutheshibbled away the bread
round it, thus building up the pleasure to be gaiinem the last piece.

Eventually she swallowed this, too, andldi her lips as though
reliving the pleasure she had received, and alshaw that all evidence
of her fall from grace had been destroyed.

The whole thing occupied less time thaakes to tell and could
scarcely have been noticed by a casual onloAkgrvay | am sure neither
Uncle Shura nor Auntie Sonya noticed anything.

Having finished her slice, my sister &dron her tea, still
pretending that nothing out of the ordinary haddesed. As soon as she put
the cup to her lips | drank my own down very qlyckso that there should
be nothing in common between us. Before this Idefased a biscuit because
| was determined to make my martyrdom compkete deny myself every
possible joy while in her presence. Besidesd simhtly offended with
Uncle Shura for pressing his food on me less perdly than on my sister.
| should not have accepted it, of course, but éar h would have been a
good lesson in principle.

In short, my mood was utterly spoiled amslsoon as | ad drunk my
tea, | got up to go. They asked me to stay butd nmexorable.

"I must do my homework," | said with the& af the lonely saint
granting everyone else complete freedom to indunggn.

My sister begged me to stay. She was suraildvdenounce her as soon
as | got home and she was also afraid of rrgdke yard at night by
herself.

At home | quickly undressed and got into Heglas absorbed in envious



and gloating contemplation of my sister's apostaswnge visions passed
through my brain. Now | was a Red partisan captimethe Whites and they
were trying to make me eat pork. They torturedbuie still | refused. The
officers shook their heads in amazement. Whatya lbwas amazed at myself
but not a morsel passed my lips. They could kill ey liked, but they
wouldn't make me eat.

The door creaked and my sister came in. Sbacd asked about me.

"He's gone to bed," my mother said. "He seeratdter glum when he came
home. Did something happen to him?"

"Oh no, nothing,”" my sister replied, and eaower to my bed. | was
afraid she would start arguing and pleading withand all that kind of
thing. Forgiveness was out of the question bdidh't even want her to
whittle down the condition | was in. So | pretendedbe asleep. She stood
over me for a while, then stroked my head gentiy. IBurned over on to my
other side, showing that even while asleepulat tell the hand of a
traitor. She stood there a little longer, therthdrew. It seemed to me
that she felt some repentance but knew no way @hérg her guilt.

| pitied her a little, but apparently thwas a mistake, for only a
minute later she began telling mother somethirg low voice and they both
burst into little fits of laughter, carefully resined to make it appear
that they were afraid of disturbing me. Gradudtigyt calmed down and began
to prepare for bed.

Clearly she had enjoyed her evening. She goiazled bacon fat and |
hadn't said anything and, to crown it all, she madie mother laugh. Never
mind, | thought, my hour will strike.

Next day the whole family was seated ateabhiting for father to
come home for dinner. He arrived late and gotyamgth mother for making
us wait for him. He had been having trouble arkalately and was often
gloomy and preoccupied.

It had been my intention to describe myesist misdeed during the
meal, but now | realised this was the wrong ttmepeak. Nevertheless |
glanced at my sister now and then, giving the irsgimn that | was about to
launch into an account of her crime. | would alljuopen my mouth, then
say something quite different. As soon as my piged she would drop her
eyes and lower her head in anticipation of logv. It was even more
enjoyable to keep her on the brink of exposure Henally expose her.

One moment her face was pale, the next shé&dvi@ublushing furiously.
Sometimes she would toss her head haughtily, itherediately her imploring
eyes would beg forgiveness for this rebelliougues She had no appetite
and pushed away the plate of soup almost unemudiother urged her to
finish it.

"Of course, she doesn't want it," | said. "8teso much yesterday at



Uncle Shura's."

"So much what?" my brother asked, missing\diaerg as usual.

Mother looked at me anxiously and shook hadhaithout letting father
see. My sister took the plate back and began eaéngoup in silence. Now
| was really enjoying myself. | transferred a bdilonion from my plate to
hers. Boiled onion was the bugbear of our childh&@e all hated it. Mother
gave me a severe glance of inquiry.

"She likes onions," | said. "You do, don'u®8 | added fondly to my
sister.

Her only response was to bow her head evearlower the plate.

“If you like them, you can have minewsll," said my brother,
scooping one up in his spoon. He was just aboptitat on her plate, but
my father gave him such a look that the spoomppsd in midair and beat a
cowardly retreat.

Between the first and second courses | ddvig fresh amusement. |
dressed a slice of bread with little rings ofwober from the salad and
began nibbling delicately at my vegetarian sandwpchtending now and then
to dissolve with pleasure. This, | thoughtasva very clever way of
reconstructing the scene of my sister's shamafulShe stared at me in
astonishment, as though the pantomime meant ngptbiher or, at least,
nothing shameful. Further than this, however, metgst did not go.

In other words, dinner was a tremendouscess. Virtue blackmailed
ruthlessly and wickedness hung its head. Aftenelive drank tea. Father
became noticeably more cheerful, and so, accorngidgl we. My sister was
particularly gay. The colour flooded into her ckeand her eyes sparkled.
She started relating some incident that had oeduat school, constantly
appealing to me as a witness, as though nothiddhappened between us. |
felt slightly disgusted by this familiarity. It sick me that a person with
her past could have behaved with a little morel@sty instead of jumping
into the limelight. She could have waited uather, more worthy people
thought fit to relate that story. | was about donenister a moderate dose
of punishment, but father unwrapped a newspapetaoidout a packet of new
exercise books.

In those pre-war years exercise books wasréard to come by as
textiles and certain foods. These were the b&stsyg kind, with margins,
clearly marked in red, and heavy, cool pages dtislowhite colour, like
milk.

There were nine of these exercise bookgelh®r and father gave us
three each. | at once felt my high spitisgin to wane. Such
egalitarianism seemed to me the limit of injustice.

| was doing well at school, and sometimes cdopein one subject or
another. In fact, our relatives and friends weltd that | was getting



excellent marks in all subjects, perhaps in otddralance the impression
created by my brother's unfortunate notoriety.

He was considered a very energetic slackehidteacher put it, his
ability to judge his own actions lagged faribehhis temperament. |
imagined that temperament of his in the shapernafschievous little imp
that was always running on ahead of my brotherthatdhe could never catch
up with. Perhaps, it was to help him in this ch#sat ever since the age
of eleven he had dreamed of becoming a drivere®@ery available scrap of
paper he would scribble an application he had seagewhere:

To the Director of Transport
| request you to employ me in the organssatof which you are in
charge because | am a qualified driver, 3rd grade.

Later he succeeded in realising this fervembiion. The organisation
of which a certain director was in charge entri$tien with a vehicle, but
it turned out that catching up with his temperatrentailed exceeding the
speed limit, and in the end he had to change biegsion.

And here was |, almost an outstanding pugiing reduced to the same
level as my brother, who, starting from the baageas usual, would fill
up these beautiful exercise books with his idiapplications.

And to the same level as my sister, who ¢timy day before had been
guzzling bacon fat and was today receiving asgme which she had done
nothing whatever to deserve.

| pushed aside the exercise books andcsatling at the table,
painfully aware of the humiliating tears of neBaent welling up in my
throat. My father tried to talk me round and prsed to take me fishing in
the mountains, but it was no use. The more they to console me the more
strongly | felt that | had been unjustly passedrove

“Look! I've got two blotters!" my sister sangt all of a sudden, as
she opened one of the exercise books. This watatestraw. Perhaps, if
fate had not granted her that extra sheet of hppaper, what did happen
might never have happened.

| stood up and in a trembling voice said tofather:

"Yesterday she was eating bacon fat...."

An indecent silence descended on the rodéfith a sense of fear |
realised that | had done something wrong. Eithliead not expressed myself
quite clearly or else there was too close aneotion between Mahomet's
great laws and the sneaking desire to lay hand®meone else's exercise
books.

Father stared at me gravely from undeshghtly swollen lids.
Slowly his eyes filled with fury. | realised thais gaze held nothing for



me to look forward to. | made one more pitiatkempt to correct the
situation and channel his fury in the right direnti

"She ate bacon fat yesterday at Uncle Shura'said desperately,
feeling that my whole case was collapsing.

The next moment father seized me by the, samok my head and, as
though realising it would not come off, liftecerap and threw me to the
floor. In the brief seconds before | landed | &ektab of pain and heard
the creak of my ears stretching.

"Son of a bitch!" he cried. "On top of evénylg else am | to have
traitors in my own house!"

He grabbed his leather jacket and swungafuhe room, giving the
door such a slam that plaster fell off the wdllemember being shaken
not so much by the pain or by what he said, buthb expression of utter
repugnance with which he had seized my etwggd the expression of
someone about to kill a snake.

Stunned by what had happened, | remained lymthe floor for a long
time. My mother tried to lift me up while my bhar, in a state of wild
excitement, ran round me in circles, poin@gmy ears and roaring
delightedly,

"Our top boy!"

| was very fond of my father and this wlas first time he had
punished me.

Many years have passed since then. Forcgatone now | have been
eating the pork that is available to all, thougioh't think | am any the
happier for it. But the lesson was not wastethught me for the rest of
my life that no lofty principle can justify meansesnd treachery, and that
all treachery is the hairy caterpillar that gsofnom a small envy, no
matter under what high principles it may be coreegal

Through the Night

Itwas 1942. | was living at my uncle'sube in the village of
Napskal, in the mountains. Fear of the bombind, above all, the wartime
food shortage had driven us away from town t@ ff@aceful and relatively
well-provided corner of Abkhazia.

Our little town had, in fact, been bombed amice, and the bombs the
Germans had dropped there had probably béemded for other, more
important targets, which they had been preventan fleaching. My theory is
that those pilots raided us out of fear of theiglument that awaited them



if they returned to base with a full load of banbhave two reasons for
thinking so. First, their aircraft approached thert not from behind their
lines but from behind ours and, secondly, thieael never been anything
military in our town except the militia.

After the first air-raid the town became dé=& The table orators
and amateur strategists of the seaside coffeesshigely adjourned their
unending discussions on current affairs aocktly withdrew to the
surrounding villages to eat Abkhazian hominy,osd prestige accordingly
mounted by leaps and bounds.

Only the most essential people and those héd nowhere else to go
remained in town. We were not essential and wesbatkwhere to go. So we
went. Our country relatives consulted each otéwed shared us out among
themselves, taking into account our respectotergialities. My elder
brother, as one already polluted by urbanlisation, remained in the
village nearest town and was afterwards recrurntxthe army. My sister
was sent off to live with a distant relative, whejng rich, seemed much
closer related than he really was. |, as the yeshgnd most useless, was
given to my uncle in the mountains. Motheragmad somewhere near the
middle, in the house of her elder sister, wheneetséd to stretch out to
us her warm and ageing wings.

My uncle turned out to be quite a big eabiteeder; he had twenty
goats and three sheep. While | was trying to mgkeny mind where family
assistance ended and exploitation began, he qaietlypainlessly put me in
charge of them. | soon took a liking to the joll &arned how to exert my
will over this small but rebellious herd.

We were bound together by two ancient magialié: Kheit! andliyo!

They had many meanings and shades of mearpending on how they were
spoken. The goats understood these meanings petecisometimes, when it
suited them, pretended to miss certain subtleties.

The various meanings were numerous enoughirstance, if | let my
voice ring out freely: Kheit! Khet!" it meant, "Graze on calmly, you've
nothing to worry about." If | called out in a toaEpedagogical reproach,
the meaning would be, "I can see you! | know where're off to." And if |
let out a very sharp and rapitlyd! liyo!" they were supposed to
understand it as "Danger! Come back!"

Skillful mingling of both calls yielded a grteaumber of variations of
an educative nature-orders, advice, warnings, egprand so on.

At the sound of my voice the goats would Uguaise their heads, as
if trying to make out what exactly was requitgdhem this time. They
always grazed with a certain air of fastidiousndssaring leaves off the
bushes and reaching up for the freshest anithelst away. There was
something indecent about them standing om thed legs, and later on



when, as a young man, | saw the goat-legged huigares$ in a reproduction
of El Greco | was reminded of that impression.

The goats liked to graze on steep, crajgyes near a mountain
stream. | think the sound of the water awaketlexr appetite, like the
sizzling of spitted meat before dinner. Theiatols shook and they bared
their small, even teeth as they nibbled. It irdthine to see them abandon
one branch and with careless greed start on anbéfere they had finished
the first.

At dinner we had to save every crumb, @mely could afford to be
fussy. It was unjust.

The sheep usually followed in the wake of t@ats recognising their
precedence but maintaining a modest dignity.

They kept their heads low to the groundthasigh smelling out the
grass. For choice they preferred open levelhest But if they were
frightened by something and bolted, there was oppshg them. Their tails
would whack their hindquarters as they ran armth @@hack increased their
terror, making them rocket ahead in a kind of mstilige panic.

As a resting place the goats would chooséitjieest and rockiest crag
they could find. They liked a clean spot to Ire ®he oldest goat would
usually occupy the summit. He had terrifying hoswsd tufts of matted hair
that was yellow with age hung from his sides. Yould feel he understood
his role in life. He moved slowly, with agaified swaying of his
snow-white, wise old astrologer's beard. If a yogogt was so unmindful as
to occupy his place he would walk up calmlyd aimock him down with a
sideways thrust of his horns, not even lookingighdirection.

One day a goat disappeared from the hewvebré myself out, running
from bush to bush, tearing my clothes to shreds shouting till | was
hoarse. But still | couldn't find her. On my wagdk | happened to look up
and there she was, perched on a thick branchwitigpersimmon tree. She
had climbed up the twisted trunk. Our eyes n8#e surveyed me with a
jaundiced glance of haughty non-recognition aodausly had no intention
of climbing down. Only when I let fly with a storkd she spring lightly to
the ground and run to rejoin the herd.

| think goats are the craftiest of all quadkdg. | had only to let my
mind wander for a minute and they would melt awdg the white rocks, the
hazel thickets and the ferns.

It was a hot, worrying job to look for theranning up and down the
narrow, heat-cracked paths with lizards dartingrid fro like flashes of
green lightning. Sometimes a snake would wriggéay from just under my
feet and | would jump sky-high, the sole of thetfth@mt had nearly trodden
on it tingling from its resilient chill, and go oaonning and running with
a sense of the insuperable, almost joyful lightreédear.



And how strange it was to stop and listerhtorustle of the bushes,
wondering whether your quarry was there and listgto the swish of the
grasshoppers, to the distant song of the larkisanmajestic blue above,
or perhaps to a human voice from the road, ondsthady thudding of your
own heart, and to breathe in the fleshy smethefsun-drenched foliage,
all the sweet languor of the summer stillness.

But the worst thing of all was when the goa¢se trying to get into a
field of maize. No hedge could stop them.

| would race towards the field, shouting nfra distance and throwing
anything that came to hand but, far from takinghti at the sight of me,
they would continue to gobble down the long méezves as fast as their
jaws would go.

In good weather | would usually lie on thesgran the shadow of a big
alder bush, listening to the spluttering roaowof U-2 planes patrolling
on the other side of the pass. Fighting wasgomover there and every
day the thunder of war reached us as regularlhassounds of labour in
the busy season.

One day a "hedgehopper”, as we used totbaBe old biplanes, came
shooting over the mountains with a kind of panrezken rattle and dropped
like a stone into the lap of the Kodor Valley, tHEw on almost at ground
level all the way to the sea. With every fibrang body | felt the sheer
human terror of the pilot who had skimmed ovee ridge, evidently to get
away from a German fighter. The plane's shadovwpsaeross the field quite
near to me at unearthly speed, darkened thect¢olj@antation, and a few
moments later was streaking low over the Kodoradelt

Once in a while a German plane would flyroatea great height. We
could tell it by the irregular throb of its engineather like the hum of
a malarial mosquito. Usually the anti-aircraft guwwould open up when it
got near the town and we would see the shaibtd all round it, like
dandelion tops, but it would cruise along amohgnt as though enchanted.
All through the war | never saw one of them shavdo

One day a villager came back from town, whieeshad gone to sell his
pigs, with the story that my brother was wounde] been put in hospital
in Baku and was pining for mother to come and see The news startled us
all. Mother had to be told as soon as possibletainarned out that there
was no one else to send but me. | was only toangill

They gave me a good feed of cheese and hognamd dad lent me one of
his walking sticks and | set out on my Journethalgh the day was near
its close and the sun only a tree's height ablowdorizon. | had only a
vague idea of the way there, or rather the wdimrets of the house where
mother was living, but | showed no interest in arplanations in case they
changed their minds about sending me.



| should have to go up through the forest @long a mountain ridge,
then make my way down to the road that was usedditing logs, and follow
it all the way to the village.

As soon as | entered the big forestbeéches, mingled with a
sprinkling of chestnuts and hornbeam, everything e@ol, as though | had
dived into cold water and the summer day was fayawehind me.

| breathed the clean, dank coolness offdtest, listened to the
exciting rustle of the green crowns overheadraade good speed along the
path. The deeper | went into the forest the morsigtently and cheerfully
my stick tapped on the springy, rootwoven earth.

| knew that bears sometimes came up heresdiitie of the year. They
liked the bilberries that grew on the slopes awoatglthe path.

At any other time | should have been frighter®ut now | was spurred
on by heroic dreams and a vague anxiety aboutrothér. My feet seemed to
have wings and | mounted the slopes with easdjrigrivith the importance
of my mission and, above all, the realisation thaas needed. Although my
thoughts were occupied with these exalted fes)ihgstill had time to
admire the beauty of the mighty dark-silver ksinof the beeches, the
unexpectedly appealing glades with their brightifesy grass the inviting
roots of the big trees covered with the scaly ésawf last year. | would
have liked to lie down in those leaves with in@ad resting on the great
mossy roots. Sometimes through a gap in the treaw la misty green valley
with the sea poised at the end of it between eanth sky, like a mirage.

It was evening.

All of a sudden two girls appeared round adhdwoking frightened and
joyful at the same time. | knew them. They wewgafr our village, but now
there was something strange about them. Theg marquite their usual
selves. They spoke very quietly, in almosttgutones, their heads
lowered. There was something of the woods, samgshy and subtle about
them. One had her shoes in a bag and now sbeé with one long bare leg
awkwardly scratching the other. | guessed she wawgtto conceal at least
one of her legs.

Gradually their embarrassment communicatadfito me. | didn't know
what to say and was glad to bid them good-byey Ba&l good-bye, too, and
went on quietly, almost furtive in their attitudethe forest.

Presently | saw among the dark trees aheaddash-yellow road that
from a distance looked like a mountain torr€&iad at the thought of
having a smooth road to walk on, | set off airadown the steep path,
braking with my stick to stop myself plunging arthe gloomy rhododendron
bushes.

| almost rolled out on to the road. | vgagating and my legs were
trembling from the strain, but the smell wétrol fumes and warm,



day-wearied roadside dust only increased my exeid. This was the smell
of the city that | had known since childhood. | tnigve been missing town
and my own home badly and, although it was eftgther from here to our
house in town than from the little village in tuntains, this woodland
road seemed to lead there.

| walked along it, trying to make out tyredka in the dusk, and was
overjoyed when | spotted any particularly heavykea As | went on, the
road gradually grew lighter because a huge reddmsbn was rising above the
jagged line of the forest.

At night in the mountains we used to spenct af time gazing at the
moon. | had been told you could see a goat-hercadretd of white goats on
it, but | had never been able to spot them. Exlggmou had to have seen
that goat-herd in early childhood. Whenever lckat the cold orb of the
moon | saw the outlines of rocky mountains am@d vovercome by a kind of
sweet sadness, perhaps because they were dalytEari away and yet so
much like our own mountains.

Now the moon looked like a big round of snkeountain cheese. How |
would have relished a bite of that pungent smdigese, and some steaming
hominy to go with it!

| quickened my pace. The road was bordereaodm sides with low alder
thickets, broken here and there by a maize fiela tmbacco plantation. It
was very quiet- only the tapping of my stezkivened the stiliness.
Peasant houses with clean little yards and théblight of fires showing
cosily through half-open kitchen doors began toeapp

| listened eagerly to the faint sounds of esiovhich suddenly became
quite distinct.

“Let the dog out," came a man's voice, andchén door flew open and
a dog ran out barking in my direction. | hurriedand, looking back over
my shoulder, noticed in the red rectangle of tdpen door the dark figure
of a girl standing very still and staring into tti@kness.

Frightened by the dogs, | now tried to gasshouses as quietly as
possible.

At length | found myself on a broad greerthvd large walnut tree in
the middle and benches nailed round its trunk.

With its collective farm management officdlage shop and barn this
must have been a noisy, busy place in the daytmrtenow everything looked
desolate and deserted and by the light of the madiner eerie.

The house | was making for was situated far from the farm
management office. | knew that after the greead to take a path to the
left of the road, but there was more than onb [&tding off to the left
and | couldn't remember which would take me to ragtichation.

| halted doubtfully at a path that raff into some hazel-nut



thickets. Was this the one? | could not remembgitlaickets like these. Or
perhaps there had been some? One minuteulghihdsaw many familiar
signs--a bend in the path, the ditch dividingrdm the road, even the
hazel-nut thickets; but then I looked again dreytall seemed different,
the wrong ones, and the path itself looked straamgehostile.

| stood shifting from one foot to anothertdising to the buzzing of
the cicadas, staring at the enchantedly stghles and at the moon, now
high in the sky and dazzling as a mirror.

All of a sudden something black and glossyrnoed on to the path and
ran towards me. Before | could move, a largewag greedily sniffing me
all over, pushing its moist, snuffling nose agamstlegs.

A few seconds later a man appeared with alsmalover his shoulder.
He called the dog off and | realised why it hiaglen in such a hurry to
smell me; knowing its master, it had been afrawlatld not have time. The
dog bounded away, circled round us, whining whihdesire to please its
master, then froze by one of the bushes, snitingy trace left by some
other animal.

The man had a bridle round his waist and evédently looking for his
horse. He came up to me and peered at me in surpris

"Who do you belong to? What are you ddiege?" he asked crossly
because he could not recognise me.

| said | was looking for Uncle Meksut's house.

"What do you want him for?" he asked, now 8rglin his surprise.

| realised that healthy peasant curiosity iwwascible, and told the
whole story.

While doing so, | kept a wary eye on the.dtig master shook his
head, clicked his tongue and surveyed me sadtircagh regretting that |
should be mixed up in adult affairs at such a teade.

"Meksut lives quite near here," he said,npog with his axe along
the path | had been thinking of taking.

He started telling me the way, interruptihgnself now and then to
marvel yet again at how close this Meksut felloved and how simple it was
to get there. All | gathered in the end was thHadd to go down the path.
| was so thankful to have met him and to hear tincle Meksut lived so
close, that| didn't ask any further questiortse Tan called his dog. |
heard its panting in the darkness, then the slealedul body shot out of
the bushes. The dog ran up to its master, remealmee in passing and gave
me another quick sniff all over--the way they chexlpassport when they're
sure it's all in order--and squatted down, waltail beating on the
grass.

"You're very close here, it's almost watrshouting distance," he
said. And he went on his way, still apparentiykimg aloud and rejoicing



in my good luck. The dog bounded on ahead, thésriaotsteps died in the
stillness and | was left alone.

| setoff along the path with its densekets of hazel-nut and
blackberry. In places the bushes joined overghth and | had to duck
under them, holding them up with my stick.eBvso, the wet branches
sometimes caught me from behind and the chilly dede me start. After a
time the bushes parted and it grew much lightame out into the open
and found myself in a cemetery, gleaming pallidiyhe white light of the
moon.

Cold with fear, | remembered passing tkeisietery once before, but
that had been in the daytime and it had made noeisspn on me whatever. |
recalled an apple tree | had stripped of a fewlesp It was still there
and, although it now seemed quite different, lctti@ recover the carefree
attitude of the day when | had been knocking dapples. But even this did
not help. The tree stood motionless in tlghtlof the moon with its
dark-blue leaves and pale-blue apples and I &gt it as quietly as |
could.

The cemetery was like a dwarf city with rsni railings, the little
green gardens of the graves, toy-like palaceslsreathes, and wooden and
iron roofs. It was as though death had onldenshe people here much
smaller and much more vicious and dangerous, adwiere still living here
in their quiet, sinister way.

Beside some of the graves there were stodhswine and food on them.
On one there was even a lighted candle shielged glass jar with the
bottom knocked out. | knew it was the custonptace food and drink by a
grave, but this only made me all the more frightene

The crickets were chirping. The moonliglitened the already white
gravestones and this made the black shadowsktaeker, and they lay on
the ground like heavy motionless boulders.

| tried to pass the graves as quietly asiblesbut my stick tapped
thunderously on the hard soil. | tucked it undgrarm but then there was
no sound at all, and this was even more frightgnill at once | noticed
the lid of a coffin leaning against the cemet@&nyde and, just beside it,

a freshly dug grave that had not yet been enclosed.

| felt an icy chill creep up my spine, reattte back of my head and
clutch painfully at my scalp, making my haiarsdt on end. | walked on,
keeping my eyes fixed on the coffin lid which wsaming reddishly in the
light of the moon.

| was sure that the dead man had climbedflits grave propped the
coffin lid against the fence and was now walkiognd somewhere close by
or, perhaps, was hiding behind the coffin lid, wejtfor me to turn or run
away.



| therefore walked on without quickening myceafeeling that the main
thing was not to take my eyes off the coffin ligtass rustled round my
feet. | realised that | had left the path but ptkevalking, still with my
eyes fixed on the coffin lid. Eventually | mightyeawrung my own neck if |
had not suddenly felt myself falling into a deepeho

Now it's started, | thought, as the moon &&daacross the sky and |
landed on something white and furry that wriggbed from under me. | lay
on the ground with my eyes closed and awaiteddogm. | sensed that the
thing was near and that | was completely at itscme®cenes from the tales
of hunters and shepherds about mysterious abt@auin the forest or
strange occurrences in cemeteries went flashimgigiir my head.

The thing, however, was in no hurry. My feacédme unbearable and with
all the strength | could muster | forced open mgey

It was as if | had suddenly switched on atlig\t first | could see
nothing, then | made out in the darkness somgthite and unsteady. |
felt that it was watching me closely. The mogjHtening thing about it
was the way it swayed. Icy shivers kept racingnyp spine, bristling the
hair on the back of my head and ricochetting ih®ttps of my ears.

| don't know how much time passed. Gradualbegan to recognise the
smell of freshly dug earth, still warm from theydasunshine, and another
very familiar, encouraging, almost homely smélie white thing was still
swaying in the corner, but terror that goesemillessly ceases to be
terror.

| became aware of a pain in my leg. | hadt®d it badly when | fell
and now | wanted to stretch it.

| stared hard at the thing in the corner.ddedly the blurred white
shape began to acquire familiar outlines and exadliytl realised that the
ghost had turned into a goat. | could make outhéndarkness its beard and
horns. But since | had long been aware thatdéel sometimes took the
form of a goat, | was somewhat comfortekady this was what had
happened. What | hadn't known was that he couttisat®ell of goat.

| cautiously stretched out my leg and noti¢hdt the thing was also
showing signs of caution. At least it had gighchewing and was only
swaying.

| kept very still and it began chewing agadiraised my head and saw
the edge of the hole into which | had fallenmad with moonlight, and a
transparent strip of sky with a small star ie thiddle. Atree rustled
overhead and it was strange to think of the brédeatemust be stirring up
there. | looked up at the star and that, too, sektm sway in the breeze.
There was a light thud; an apple had fallen offttee. | gave a start and
realised that it was getting cold.

A boyish instinct told me that inaction couldt be a sign of strength



and since the thing, whatever it was, merelgtvo® chewing and staring
through me, | decided to make an attempt at escape.

| rose cautiously to my feet and realised &wn with a jump | could
not reach the edge of the hole. My stick was gfilthere and it might not
have been much help anyway.

The hole was rather narrow and | tried to bliout by pushing my hands
and feet against opposite walls. Grunting with reae, | managed to raise
myself a little but the leg | had twisted gaveywand | flopped to the
bottom again.

When | fell, the thing scrambled up and p&u aside in terror. That
was an unwise move onits part. | grew boédetr went over to it. It
cowered silently in its corner. | cautiously put awy hand to its face. It
brushed my hand with its lips, breathing warmlyrovesmelled it and with
a shake of its head gave out a real goatish snort.

This finally convinced me that it was nevd but simply another
creature in trouble like myself. In my time as eadiboy | had often known
goats to climb into places from which they could fied a way out.

| sat down on the ground beside the goat,mut arms round its neck
and tried to get warm by pressing against its waetty. | tried to make it
sit down but it stubbornly insisted on standififyentually, however, it
began to lick my hand, at first cautiously, thethwncreasing confidence,
and its firm, springy tongue scraped roughly gt wrist, licking off the
salt. The rough, ticklish sensation was pleasadti@d not draw my hand
away. My goat began to enjoy itself and soon sdgstacking at the cuff of
my shirt with its sharp teeth, but | rolled up ngeve and gave it a fresh
place to graze.

It took a long time, licking the salt off myna, and | huddled against
its warm body and felt that even if the blue, madiake of a corpse were
to appear over the edge of the pit | would mecelgdle up closer to my
goat and not feel too frightened. For the firsie in my life | really
appreciated what it meant to have another livirgattre for company.

In the end the goat grew tired of licking aryn and unexpectedly sat
down beside me and resumed its chewing.

It was still as quiet as ever but the modrtligad become even more
transparent and the star had moved to the edid o$trip of sky. It was
even cooler now.

Suddenly | heard the sound of hoofbeats amhiog and my heart began
to race madly.

The hoofbeats grew more and more distinctsmmaetimes | caught the
clink of a metal shoe on a stone. | was afraichitiseman would turn aside
but the noise grew steadily louder and | caddn hear the laboured
breathing of the horse and the creak of the |sa&adispense rooted me to



the spot but, when the hoofbeats were almost oadrtHgumped up and began
to shout:

"Hi! Hi! I'm here!"

The horse stopped and in the stiliness | cdetdct the bony click of
its teeth as it champed at the bit. Then a mante\aalled hesitantly:

"Who's there?"

| strained upward and shouted, "It's me! Alboy

The man was silent for a time, then | heavdhat boy?"

The man's voice was firm and suspicious. Hge afeaid of a trap.

“I'm a boy from the town," | said, trying tpesak in a living and not
a corpse-like voice with the result that mgice sounded repulsively
unnatural.

"How did you get down there?" the man askedshly, still fearing a
trap.

"I fell in. | was on my way to Uncle Meksyt's said hastily, afraid
that he would go on without listening to any more.

"To Meksut? Why didn't you say so before?"

| heard him dismount and throw the reinsrdkie fence. The sound of
his footsteps came nearer but before he gibketoedge of the hole he
stopped.

"Grab hold of this!" | heard, and a ropesvad through the air and
dangled in front of me.

| took hold of it, then remembered the gttaivas standing all by
itself in the corner. Without a second thougholwvd the rope round its
neck, quickly tied a double knot and shouted, "Pull

As the rope grew taut, the goat shook itslfeeal reared on its hind
legs. | grabbed its hindquarters and heaved fovads worth because the
rope was cutting into its neck. But as soonshkdirned head, bathed in
moonlight, appeared over the edge of the hb&entan cried out in what
seemed to me a goat-like voice, dropped the aoperan. The goat crashed
down beside me, bleating plaintively and | let ayell of pain because in
falling it had trodden on my foot with its hodfhat with the pain, the
disappointment and weariness | burst into teaatslead been close enough
already, almost on a level with my eyes. Nbay streamed forth so
abundantly that in the end | was frightened Hgnt and stopped crying. |
raged at myself for not telling the man aitbe goat, butthen |
remembered his horse and decided that he wasibtuoome back for it
sooner or later.

After about ten minutes | heard his stsalfootsteps. | knew he
wanted to unhitch his horse and make off.

"That was a goat," | said loudly and calmly.

Silence.



"That was a goat," | repeated, trying nothliartgge my tone.

| felt he had stopped and was listening.

"Whose goat?" he asked suspiciously.

"I don't know. It fell in before me," | ri@d, realising that this
did not sound very convincing.

"You don't seemto know anything," hedsalhen he asked, "What
relation are you to Meksut?"

Somewhat incoherently | began to explainrelationship (everyone is
related in Abkhazia). | felt that he was beginniogrust me and tried not
to reawaken his suspicions. Shouting up to him fo@tow, | explained why |
was visiting Uncle Meksuit.

It made me realise just how difficult it e offer excuses for your
behaviour when you have both feet in a freshly ghaye.

In the end he came up to the grave and p@an@tbusly over the edge.
His unshaven face wore an expression of disgaisingely intensified by
the moonlight. It was obvious that he disliked Hotite place where he was
and the place where he was looking. | had theesgon he was trying to
hold his breath.

| tossed him the rope, which was still attatteethe goat. He gripped
it and heaved. | tried to help from below. The geaisted foolishly, but
as soon as we had lifted it a little the man seitzedorn and, expressing
violent disgust in every movement, dragged themal out of the grave.
Obviously he was still finding the whole inciderry unpleasant.

"You Godforsaken creature," he said, and rdhéam put his boot into
the goat. The goat gulped and probably triedito away because the man
grabbed the rope and tugged.

Then he leaned right into the grave, kegpimne hand on the edge,
seized my wrist with the other and heaved me braseghe surface. As he
heaved | tried to make myself lighter becaused afaaid of getting some
of the same medicine as the goat. He planted nteeoground beside him. He
was a big, heavily built man, and my wrist feltesénrom his grip.

For a moment he surveyed me in silence theface broke into a
sudden smile and his big hand came out and ruffigdhair.

"You gave me a proper scare with that goaoofs. | thought | was
pulling out a human being, and then that horned depears!”

My spirits rose at once. We went over e horse, which was still
standing patiently by the fence.

The goat followed us on the end of the ropaeWWwe reached the horse,
it stamped nervously and squinted at the goat.

Atasty smell of horse sweat, saddle lieasimd maize struck my
nostrils. He must have been taking his maizé mill, | thought, and
remembered that the rope had also smelled of midzéelped me or rather



hoisted me into the saddle. | remembered my stitlidared not go back for
it. Besides, the moment | tried to get into theddadhe horse turned its
head and snapped at my leg. | just managed to itl@amay in time.

Its master led it away from the fencethgeed up the reins and,
without letting go of the rope attached to the ghatved his massive body
into the saddle. | felt the horse's back satguhim and he crushed me
against the saddle bow as he settled himselfarsaddle and flicked the
reins.

The thought of the goat behind us made mesratshamed. In the grave
we had been on equal terms, but now | was in alg@ged position.

The horse trotted along at a lively paneng to break into a
canter, stamping its feet with pent-up energyiamtation at having a
goat trailing behind it.

Lulled by the muffled clip-clop of hoofs attte gentle rocking of the
saddle, | fell into a doze, awakening only whea path led down a slope
and the weight of the rider behind crushed mairesgthe saddle bow, so
that | had to push for all  was worth to protest stomach. When we were
climbing, however, | would nestle back comfortalay his chest, drowsily
aware of the horse's quivering forelock, sewsiiars and monotonously
swaying neck.

The horse halted and | became fully awakénayfge were standing by a
fence beyond which | glimpsed a broad, tidy yard aarge house, built on
high wooden piles. There were lights in the windolt was Uncle Meksut's
house.

"Hi there, where's the master?" the owndhefhorse shouted and lit
a cigarette. He looped the goat's tether roundkae sn the fence without
knotting it.

In answer to his shout a door opened andeaedha voice call, "Who's
there?"

The voice was firm and sharp. People in pauts usually answer an
unfamiliar shout at night like that, to shoivey are ready for any
encounter.

Uncle Meksut--1 recognised his stockypdmishouldered figure at
once--came down the steps and walked in ourctitng shoving away the
dogs, and peering at us keenly from a distance.

| remember his surprise and fright when hegecsed me.

"Wait till you hear it all," said my rescu@tucking me out of the
saddle and trying to pass me straight across tieef® Uncle Meksut.

But | resisted and, clutching a stake in @&k, slid down into the
yard by myself. He unwound the goat's tether.

"Where's the goat from?" Uncle Meksukeas looking even more
surprised.



"Quite a miracle, eh!" said the horsemanechdly and mysteriously,
and glanced at me as if we were equals.

"Get off your horse and come inside!" Unlidleksut urged, taking his
bridle.

"Thanks, Meksut, but | just can't managetii¢' horseman replied with
an air of haste, though up to now he had showngroadf being in a hurry.

In accordance with Abkhazian custom Unk®leksut urged him at great
length to partake of his hospitality, now showirifgnce, now pleading, now
making fun of the allegedly urgent business thas vpreventing him from
staying. All the time he kept glancing now at mew at the goat, sensing
that there was some connection between my armdltl@e goat but unable to
grasp what.

At length the horseman rode away with guat behind him and Uncle
Meksut took me into the house, clicking hi:mgoe in astonishment and
shouting at the dogs.

In a room lighted not so much by the lampwashe brightly blazing
fire, there were both men and women seated rauable laid with snacks
and fruit. | spotted my mother at once and d@aw face turn slowly pale
despite the crimson reflection of the flamese ghests jumped to their
feet with gasps and exclamations of alarm.

One of my aunts from town, on hearing of theppse of my visit, began
to fall slowly backwards as if in a faint. But senao one in the country
understood such things and no one showed anytioeof saving her, she
checked herself halfway and pretended she hakclain the back. Uncle
Meksut did all he could to reassure the womenp@sed a toast to victory,
to their sons, and to everyone's safe return héleeavas a man of great
hospitality and his house was always full of gueStavn here in the valley
they had already brought in the grape harvesttlamdeason of long toasts
was just beginning.

Mother sat in silence, without touching arfiytbe food or drink. |
felt sorry for her and wanted to comfort her, tng role | had chosen for
myself would allow no such display of weakness.

| was given a plate of steaming hominy andlam, and a glass of wine
was poured for me. Mother shook her head reprodghtifut Uncle Meksut said
that the wine was too young to be real wineayet| wasn't a baby any
longer.

| related my adventures and, as | suckedasieof the chicken bones,
felt a delicious drowsiness creeping over me, $aed golden as the young
wine itself. | fell asleep at the table.

The next day | learned that it was the M@sleustom to bury a man
without any lid on his coffin, presumably to ifaate his resurrection.

The stray goat turned out to be one of the ctlle farm's. The freshly



dug grave into which we had fallen had been dugisgake.

Mother returned from Baku about ten daysrldtly brother, it turned
out, had not been wounded at all. He had juginlbeeling homesick and
wanted to see one of the family before being d¢enthe front. And, of
course, he got what he wanted. Always up to soitle was my brother.

He used to sit in front of me in classdsoing lessons | would
admire the manly shape of the back of his headlsis broad shoulders. |
think it was that indomitable back of his head th#iked first, before |
liked him.

When he turned to dip his pen in our inkwellas able to study his
profile with its high-bridged nose, thick, closeikayebrows and cold grey
eyes.

He always turned slowly, as a warrior ire #addle turns to observe
any lagging members of his troop. Sometirheswould grant me an
understanding smile, as though he had felt mze gad wanted me to know
that he appreciated my devotion and yet would prefeto exercise a little
moderation, a little restraint in admiritige back of his head,
particularly as he had other merits besides hisivagranium.

In his movements in general | felt a sdyidnot usually found in
thirteen- or fourteen-year-olds. But it was na fake solidity affected
by the swots and the beginners of the bootligkribe. It was the real
thing that was to be found only in grown-up people.

True solidity, | would say, is the fegjirof distinction a man
acquires from being aware of a certain overaboecelaf physical weight in
his every movement.

Now, if such a person enters a room andukesay, sits down at your
festive table and, having seated himself, chsuabtions the suddenly
agitated guests to be seated as well, wihedy comrades, is the
characteristic feature of this situation?

Its characteristic feature is that thigpeyabundance of physical
weight imparts to his gesture such gravity thatdstores your guests to
their places almost without looking at them at &bm which it follows
that they were quite right to have become &gitan the first place.
Because how could they have failed to becontatag on realising how
morally lightweight and insecure they were in faf¢his extra weighty but
indubitably pacifying gesture.



So, during the movement of this hand whibbugh not too sweeping,
IS, happily, sufficiently prolonged, those at ®lbiho for one reason or
another were not alerted in time manage to rduseselves and now with a
certain belated jubilance (like everything bedatxaggerated) jump to
their feet and join in the general agitation sd thay can subside with
everyone else in obedience to the movement ohdinel, which seems to say,
“It's quite all right, comrades, [I'll jusjueeze into a corner
somewhere..."

"What a man!" the assembled guests intinwaith a delighted murmur
and, having murmured, relax into a state of exlegblappiness.

That is what true solidity is!

And he, my idol, possessed such true sglithat is to say, he was
constantly aware of this extra physical gi#iin every movement.
Admittedly, this weight was the direct resultaofmuscle development far
beyond his years and not an expression of theebhsrdf authority, as in
adults.

Yes, my idol was stronger than anyone ndy onour class, butin
what for us at that age was the whole conceivabléd. And yet at first
glance there was nothing special about him-gustbcky lad, by no means
tall even for our class.

“That's for smoking, | don't grow because bkm" he would say in the
break, pulling at the home-made cigarette cdedea his fist, and it
sounded rather as if this was divine punishnfenthis self-indulgence,
although since the punishment atoned for the siwé#s still able to speak
of it calmly and go on smoking.

We lived in the same street. His name wasa Btavrakidi and he was
the youngest son inthe large family of a hqueseter. He was always
helping his father, particularly in summer. Theinper's eldest son was by
that time in the process of becoming an intellelctélready a full-grown
lad, he was in his last year at an industaehnhical school, wore a
neck-tie and could talk for hours about internagigoolitics. Yura and his
father, one might say, were helping him to holito his intellectual
laurels. But even he would now and then distaedneck-tie, change his
clothes, take a paint brush and go off to work withfather and brother.

When they returned from work in the eveningdoelld spend a long time
washing in the yard. Yura would pour the watertion and, as | would be
waiting for Yura, | had to put up with this lengtpyocedure, which was not
SO easy.

It was the usual thing at this time for albse who liked discussing
international events to gather in a corner of thely

Yura's brother, instead of getting on with knag himself, having his
supper and going out to sit with them--if he caxtidio without this thing



of his--would start bandying all kinds of idehack and forth while
washing, which endlessly prolonged the busiaessmade me wild with
impatience. Apparently in the course of the daytsrk he had grown hungry
for this kind of talk because it certainly did mm down with his father,
whose constant contact with bare walls during ¢mg llife as a painter had
almost deprived him of the ability to converse.

All his life he had been busy silently dangpb paint on walls and
presumably had produced his children in the ssitapt fashion. And the
more children he produced, the more walls he hahtat, so there had been
no time left for talking; he had to get onhwhixing his paints and
obtaining enough whitewash. What was there todahldut anyhow! | think if
he could have had his way he would have takemadld ranting and raving
politicians and puttied up their mouths, ears a&yes, painted them from
head to foot and left them standing deaf, dumbldind, like those plaster
statues we have in our parks. Or he miglenekiave walled them up
somewhere, and he would certainly have paintedvthafitso well that if you
scraped it for a lifetime you would never discotrex place where they were
hidden. Because no matter how many children youdrbinto the world there
would never be enough for their filthy meat-grindend no matter how many
walls you painted your work would all be wasteddiese one air-raid would
knock down so many, paint and all, that thousasfduilders working all
the year round still would not be able to restbent.

All this was written on his toil-worn, gloonigce, the face of an old
workman, and it had taken a tremendous wah allt its disasters and
hardships for this thought to emerge so thatuld be seen by all, to
make it show through his gloominess, just as atdresco shows through on
a neglected monastery wall.

Unfortunately, neither we children, nor Ysrbfother, nor any of the
other devotees of international affairs had anyomoof this at the time.
Yura's brother would go without bread as long@s yet him hold forth on
the subject of collective security, the machorad of the Vatican or
something of that kind.

It always seemed to me unfair that he shetadd holding forth about
all this even before he had finished washing arashghng.

Besides, while he was slapping water onfdus he would sometimes
fail to hear what other people were saying andirntgagot everything wrong,
have to ask them all over again. Or else he woedd® up some water in his
hands and, instead of splashing it on his facedenly stop half way and
listen while the water trickled through his fing&ghout his noticing it,
and then he would slap his cheeks with empty handdook suspiciously at
Yura as though Yura was to blame for what had haggand for gathering all
these talkers round him.



Sometimes, with his face all soapy, he wayddn his eyes, and then
get into a temper because he thought he was bmisgnderstood whereas, in
fact, as | could see perfectly well, it was sSiynghe soap stinging his
eyes. Or perhaps he would be asked a questiowlest he had given himself
a silent slap on the back of the head indicatmegspot where Yura was to
pour next and while Yura was pouring, the athemould stand round like
stuffed dummies, waiting for the brother to raisis dripping head and
regale them with his answer.

He went on talking while towelling himself,caaven while pulling on
his shirt he never stopped asking questions andgyanswers.

Sometimes it was simply ridiculous. Beforeglog his head out of the
shirt he would start muttering away inside it, lasugh we could understand
what he was muttering about. And sometimes he odulét his head out at
all because he had forgotten to unbutton theacddut would he unbutton
it himself? Oh no, this darling of the family wouldait like a baby to be
unbuttoned by Yura and meanwhile go on gaiply in this strange
head-in-a-tent attitude.

He was just like the mad photographer whoecto take pictures of us
at school. Having pulled his black hood over hsad, he would start
muttering remarks that we couldn't understan@toleast we pretended we
couldn't because we felt we had a right not tboWkes being talked at
from under a hood anyway? In the end he woulddlapfrom under its folds
and, having recovered his breath, issue all kafdsstructions about who
should sit where, then take another gulp o&ad dive under the hood
again.

Similarly Yura's brother would in the end-aaittedly only with Yura's
help--get his head through the shirt and go oHisofriends, tucking his
shirt-tails in as he went. That, thank goodnesglitidnimself.

But then Yura's mother would appear on thelpoand call out in Greek
that supper was ready and he would ignore hersangersistently that she
would begin to scold him and shout at himindsh his "jabber-jabber
conference".

Who knows, perhaps this expression was cdayduker, but to this day
that is what the people of our town call any lepgll of talking. At one
time this expression used to irritate me. li@krme as inaccurate and
incomplete. Its meaning seemed to flop about iruahrioo large envelope of
sound. But later | realised that this floppingabis indeed the highest
form of accuracy, because even in the actual phena of life the concept
an expression implies flops about just as usgldssckily, as time went
on, Yura's brother returned less and lessifetly to his father's
profession and | seldom had to suffer their jerashing operation while
waiting for Yura.



| can still see the long shrivelled figureYofra's father, his face
overgrown with whitewash-like stubble, and Yuraide him, stripped to the
waist and spattered with whitewash, a long brugr bis shoulder. In the
light of the setting sun he looked as mageificas a young Hercules
walking home from work beside his old father.

When he had washed and eaten his suppevoldd come out into the
street, still stripped to the waist as before, wedvould all sit together
on the sun-warmed steps of the porch and Yura welllds about the people
he and his father had been working for that Higg.hands would be lying
limply on his knees, his face would be a litpale from fatigue, and |
would relish the pleasure he himself and his evayscle felt from being
still.

If he and his father had been working foeaayous employer who knew
how to feed his men well, Yura would go on abobtatwdishes they had been
given and how much he personally had eaten, endhe and his father had
tried to do as good a job as possible just to plélasir employer.

In summer Yura often visited his Greek rekagivn the country. On his
return he would tell us what the life was like #hewhat they ate and how
much.

"l carried a hundredweight sack all thaywirom Tsebelda in six
hours," would be his next bit of information. Theds his sports news.

"All the way from Tsebelda on foot?" a suspd voice would say. In
such cases there would always be one voice expetise general surprise.

"Of course," Yura would reply, and then addjitl eat a loaf of bread
and a kilo of butter on the road."

"How could you eat a kilo of butter, Y@rahe expresser of the
general surprise would ask.

“It's country butter, Greek butter," Yurawld explain. "You can eat
it without bread if you like."

But besides his physical strength, whatduld now call his games
sense was amazingly well developed too, and shas&lflin most unexpected
ways.

There is no need to relate here the well-knoase when he goton a
bicycle for the first time and after a push freameone and a couple of
wobbles with the handle bars rode away quite calmly

The same kind of thing once happened at Eeasome reason Yura
hardly ever swam. Despite his incredible darinigelieve he never trusted
the water. He knew how to stay afloat and wouldrswout a little way in
country style, but then turn back, find the bwottavith his feet and walk
ashore. Either it was because he had grown upaumtain village and not
on the coast, or because, like his ancient congpatie could do nothing
without a good foothold, but it was very hard topt him out of his depth;



he would swim out a mere five or six metres ana tiven back to the shore.

As a person already much inclined to indufgthe simple forms of
pleasure, | could stay inthe water for hoarsl | was, of course,
disappointed by his restrained attitude towardsstta. One day after much
persuasion | got him to go with me to the swimgnpool. We undressed and
went up onto the board over the fifty-metards. Among the foppish,
though almost naked, denizens of the pool he loattecidedly out of place
in a pair of shorts that came down to his knees.

He tried to climb down into the water, bygdrsuaded him to dive. We
decided to swim along together so that | couldytus movements, get him
used to swimming out of his depth and in the eaah him something like a
proper modern style.

Yura jumped into the water--feet first, of ceeL | shall never forget
the expression of confusion combined with a mne@sB to resist that was
written on his face when he came up. It was thd kif expression a hunted
man might have when leaping out of bed in tiddfe of the night and
grabbing his gun.

However, having convinced himself that no am&s going to pull him
under, he swam off to the opposite end. He swanusual stern overarm
stroke, turning his head after every thrust, asghayuarding his rear.

After waiting a few seconds | dived in aftemhl had to tell him not
to turn his head like that.

| had decided to go straight into the cravteramy dive and overtake
him all in one breath, so to speak, without comupgor air.

When | did raise my head out of the wat@okled at the lane beside
me, but Yura was not there. He was still in frdite distance between us
had scarcely lessened. He was still turninghbed at every stroke and
making good progress.

Working hard with my legs, | switched to theeast stroke but, try as
| would, the gap between us remained the samaslbaffled. His head went
on turning at every sweep of his arm and his eg®g @ grim stare now over
the right shoulder, now over the left.

When [ finally reached him he was alreadyimgs or rather waiting
for me, holding on to the bars at the other entthefpool.

"Well, how did | swim?" he asked.

| looked into his grey eyes but found no magkéere.

"Pretty good, but don't keep turning your headeplied, trying not
to show my heavy breathing, and also clutched é&ns for support.

In answer to this he rubbed his neck a ldatid silently swam away to
the other end. | watched him. The funny way hd d¢faturning his head to
right and left and throwing his arm out too straigiverted attention from
the powerful underwater work of his arms and legs.



He swam like a powerful animal in a strangerbanageable environment.
That straight neck and indomitable head juttenigly out of the water. |
realised that | should never catch up with himaordlor sea.

| think my liking for the simple forms pfeasure helped me to
overcome a mean-spirited envy. Anyway, | decidisdvictory at sea only
proved once again how right | was in my choicerobhject of worship.

Not far from our street there was a largel amcient park. In recent
times some sports facilities had been setthgpe, including a huge
cross-beam on posts to which was fixed alevisystem of gymnastic
equipment: a pole, rings ropes and a set of-bak. Naturally Yura was
way ahead of us all on every piece of this equigmen

But he, my idol, was not only strong and adike was also the boldest
of us all, and this caused me a vague feeling xietyn

He would climb up the wall-bars on tce ttross-beam itself, sit
astride it for a while, then let go with his harahd carefully stand up.
And then came the miracle of daring.

As we watched with bated breath he wewedy gently until the
cross-beam was swaying with him. The posts that indlad been weakened by
the constant pull of the rope, which was usediaswing, so the whole
structure was soon in motion.

When he had got it moving like this, he wosildidenly with well timed
steps run quickly along the beam from one enthdoother. In the few
seconds it took him to reach the other end theanbgauld sway so violently
that it looked as if he would lose his balance daldiright off. But he
made it every time.

The top of the cross-beam was no wider tharaa's hand and there were
bolts sticking out it, so in addition to evdmytg else he had to be
careful not to trip over them as he ran.

We all breathed with relief when he finallywered his hands to the
beam and climbed down by way of the wall-batgsTstar turn by my idol
never failed to astound the spectators andaliays performed it with
maximum risk--always swaying the beam first aldays running, never
walking.

| don't know why, but | conceived a despeddsire to try myself out
at this high-altitude trick. | chose a time whema of our crowd were in
the park and climbed the wall-bars. While | digid a foothold on them,
the beam did not seem so terribly high. But asmsas my feet were on the
beam itself, | felt very high-up and unprotected.

| squatted on my haunches, gripping the bea&mheth hands, and tried
to gauge the quiet oscillation of the whole systkwas like being on the
back of a sleeping animal. | could feel its bineeg and was afraid of
waking it.



At last | let go and straightened up. Tryma to look down, | took
one step and without lifting my other foot frorhet beam dragged it up to
the first. The whole structure was swaying bemhder me. Ahead lay a
narrow green path studded with protruding batat | should have to be
careful of as well.

| took another step forward and cautiousBwdup the other foot, but
not quite cautiously enough apparently, becausesth&ture came to life
and heaved under me. Trying to keep my balanémze to the spot and
looked down.

The ground, red with fallen pine needles @maforced with exposed
roots, swam beneath me.

"Go back before it's too late," | told mylsmhd gingerly turned my
head. The end of the beam | had just left was quitge, but | realised at
once that | should not be able to turn round. Tngmound on such a narrow
ledge would be worse than going forward.

| felt trapped. Either | must sit down astrile beam and ease myself
backwards, or | must continue on my way. Frightethedigh | was, some inner
force prevented me from making so shamefuttaeat. | went forward.
Sometimes, as | began to lose my balance, | thdugdd better jump rather
than fall off but somehow | managed to steadgeifyand go on. | walked
right to the other end and, now afraid that si@emight topple me, bent
down and put my arms right round the beam, huggirand appreciating its
no longer dangerous swaying. It goes without sathiag | did not keep my
little exploit a secret from the others. Yurambelf looked hard at me,
then offered his congratulations. | repeatled trick several times
afterwards, but my fear grew hardly any less,aswimply that | got used
to the idea of mastering a fear of a certain intgr@d mastered it.

It seems to me that in any kind of actitve initial fear is so
powerful because it comes as a sensation of stgppio a yawning abyss,
into endless horror. When we overcome this feardw not remove the sense
of danger, but find a measure for that which wedu® regard as infinite.
The man who finds a measure for non-being wilvfate us all with the best
antidote for the fear of death.

Some of the others also learned to walkgivaying beam but neither
they nor | ever tried to run along it. We sendet this was only for the
chosen few, and only in our secret dreams did vee mpeat his exploit.

...In the vision of Christ walking across thater there is something
of the charlatanism of the Grand Inquisitor. Whet see is people being
lured into religion by means of a miracle. But dpeeration would have been
equally successful if Christ had turned the pebldaghe shore into gold
coins before the eyes of those fishermen.

There was nothing spiritual in his walkimg twaters because he had



nothing to overcome. He could walk on water beedwes was incorporeal or
because he was held up with an invisible thrgaeithé Chief Designer. So
all he had to do was walk the waters in a Woway, with the kind of
modest dignity with which those elected to thesghem mount the platform
at meetings.

Our Yura was quite a different caseeréhhe stands on that
cross-beam. He is preparing himself for an hezgploit, for a man-made
miracle. His whole figure, the aggressive thrustisfbody, the bunching
of his limbs as if for a spring, the concentratiormis face, all express
the fierce contest between courage and feartaKes off and for a few
seconds of Olympian victory spirit conquers flesh!

Before our eyes he drove his body from oneddrile beam to the other
like an audacious rider forcing his unwillistped across a foaming
mountain torrent. It was beautiful and we all fgltalthough none of us
could have explained why, at the time.

One day Yura suggested to me that we shobldhe school cafeteria,
and although we had never done anything of the kafore | agreed without
a second thought. Neither of us felt any pangsoatcience because this
was not our school and because it was also genyenient for burglary,
being next door to our house. The temptation afose the sausages that,
according to reliable rumours, had been broughtdéccafeteria that day.

The plan was simple. We were to break iha#dhe sausages, take
all the change out of the cash-desk and make etamgy. We were not going
to steel any paper money because we knew thasineeer left in the till.
Curiously enough, we never considered taking arth@tausages with us; we
simply couldn't imagine that there might be toay This was not because
in an operation run by my idol with his Tsebedd@perience there was no
need to worry on that score, but because our gesgoarience told us that
no one anywhere ever left sausages uneaten. Neiths had ever heard of
such a thing.

In the afternoon we strolled into the cafietén spy out the lie of
the land.

A large bowl festooned with sausages was stgrah the windowsill. It
was bathed in a pink radiance from the slanting fythe evening sun.

Yura stared at this apparition with such seantal candour that in
the end | had to steer him away because his ayriwas beginning to look
indecent and dangerous.

"It's too much for me," he said, taking @p®reath when we stopped
in the corridor by the window.

"What's too much?" | asked quietly.

"When they're burst like that," he repliddawing breath with a
whistling sound, as if he had taken a sausagemagtoo hot for him.



| felt my mouth watering too.

"Wait till this evening," | whispered, appewalifor fortitude.

We left the building.

The best way of entering the schoolnigtht was through the
permanently locked back-door. The door had glasslpabut one of them was
broken and the opening was wide enough to climdauigin.

There was a store-keeper who lived on thenges and in addition to
his other duties performed that of watchman. Wellessh at war with him for
many years because we liked to use the schoolfgafdotball and he tried
to keep us out.

He was, unfortunately, a hale and hearty chth.m

As soon as it grew properly dark we climbatb the school yard and
crept over to the locked door. It showed up thaim the dim light from
the street and the black hole left by the missiamgeplooked menacing. From
the street came the voices of our lads. Thepd®d remote, like distant
echoes of a peaceful life that we had left ircaldy behind us. A large
puddle glistened oilily just in front of theat. | stepped round it
carefully and looked in through the hole.

“In you go," said Yura, and | climbed in.

With one hand | found a hold on the wall anthwhe other gripped the
door handle, pulled my legs up and pushed theough the hole, trying to
feel the floor inside with my feet. In this positiof moral and physical
suspense | dangled for a time, wiggling my toesslipging gradually until
| felt the floor and was able to pull the uppertmdmy body inside.

Overhanging the corridor was the first fligiithe stairs leading to
the attic. We had to go along the corridor, then tlown another corridor
at the end of which was the cafeteria.

Yura climbed in quickly after me and we adsed along the corridor,
stopping every now and then and listening to thiezeesflence of the locked
classrooms and the dark deserted school.

My heart beat so hard that with every stepad to overcome its
recoil. When we passed a window my friend's speafile would appear in
the darkness and | would feel less frightenecwviehforgotten to say that
for some reason | was wearing a white shirt. Maniéable for a ghost than
a burglar, it loomed a ghastly white in the de$s, as though | were
dressed in my own fear. | tried not to look abikeep my anxiety at bay.

We reached the door of the cafeteria. itfay of light shone
through the crack. Yura pressed on the door;dtaek widened and he put
his eye to it.

He kept his eye to that crack for a long tiathough trying to get
a glimpse of the night life of the sausages ormitiner inhabitants of the
cafeteria. Finally he turned a more cheerful famveards me and signalled



me to look through the crack as well, as if ofigrime a portion of good
cheer before engaging in the most dangerous parroénterprise. | peeped
in and again saw our sausages. They were sthiarsame place, but now,
covered with a piece of cheesecloth, they lookeshewore tempting.

Yura took a pair of pincers that we had oi#dibeforehand and set to
work on the pad lock. It was a matter of pulling one of the rings to
which the lock was attached. But this was not |y.ea

Excited by the sight of the sausages, he begharry and the pincers
slipped off the ring several times with a ratherdalank.

And suddenly I heard quite distinctly theusd of footsteps on the
floor above us. Whoever it was walked on féew more steps, and then
stopped, as if listening.

“Let's run for it!" | whispered in panic. bat once felt his fingers
gripping my forearm.

We stood stiff and silent in the long stillsed the corridor.

"You imagined it," Yura whispered at last.

| shook my head. We stiffened again.

| don't know how long we stood like this. the end Yura turned back
to the door, as though comparing the degreasitf with the degree of
temptation. He listened again peeped througleithek, listened, and then
set about the lock in real earnest.

And suddenly those footsteps came ag@nte more Yura's hand,
forestalling my reflex of desertion, gripped my arm

But the footsteps did not stop. Now they waearly approaching down
the stairs. They hesitated for a moment and exnlgida beam of light,
reaching us sooner than the click of the switclscdaded, from the upper
floor like the blast of an explosion and the foeps started again.

Yura's hand relaxed its grip on my arm. Thid and unerring horse of
fear carried me off and threw me out of the scloalding. | didn't stop
for a second at the hole in the door. | shotgitaihrough it and opened
my eyes when | landed in the puddle. Only whiead scrambled over the
fence did | notice that Yura was not with me.d dot know what to think.
Surely the watchman hadn't caught him? If hd, hehy hadn't | heard
anything?

| observed the school through the fencaitimg for a flashing of
lights and buzzing of angry little alarm bells, ahdn for the militia to
arrive... But time passed and all was quiet apelglan to notice how dirty
my white shirt was. | should be in trouble for tahithome and would have
to slip in quietly, throw the shirt in with thdirty linen and put on
something else.

Lost in these depressing thoughts, | nothag@ only when he swung
himself over the fence and landed beside me.



What had happened? Apparently, when we wenming away from the
watchman, he had sensed that we should naableeto get out of the
building together and had had the presenceiofd no run up the attic
staircase and wait there for the danger to pass$.h&rhad thought of that
in the few seconds while we were running away!

| could never have thought of such a thswquickly. | had darted
like an animal back through the hole | had camigy, but Yura... Well,
that was what he was like, my old friend Yura Saiati.

Reading over what | have written | recaditttaccording to the best
literary formulas one should also say a few dsabout shortcomings of
one's hero. They were, of course insignificant @idchothing to darken his
shining aspect, they merely shaded it in aelifflhe existence of such
defects--only small ones, | must repeat--shoulddgphim nearer to us, make
him more human and even, perhaps, evoke an uaddisg) smile. People are
only human, after all.

| must admit that Yura liked a fight. those days we all liked
fighting, but Yura for quite natural reasons wastigularly fond of this
pastime.

He would fight to defend his own honour, ore€k honour, or simply
that of the weak and defenceless, or the honopaioters, quite often the
honour of our street and, less often, that ofadass. And sometimes he
would fight for no particular reason, when th@tswdes merely wanted to
measure their strength so that they could aftersvanap to a higher branch
of the genealogical tree of chivalry, or yield th@vn branch, as the case
might be.

"I want to fight him," Yura would say to meietly, nodding at some
boy or other. Usually this was a newcomer who ¢ralg just appeared at our
school or in the neighbourhood of our street.s@metimes this was one of
our old acquaintances who had suddenly growrhmigger or filled out
during the summer and now required--though he tmghwish it himself--a
reassessment of his potential.

So Yura would nod in his direction and theswsuch ardour and secret
happiness in his face that | could not help admgihim. Such probably is
the admiration of the gardener who finds a prenedyuipened fruit in his
orchard and carefully bends the branch to examina perhaps of a Don
Juan viewing from afar a new beloved with a simglignificant tenderness.

Usually the boy would sooner or later beeaware of Yura's secret
passion and a shy embarrassment would appé&a movements that would
eventually break out into arrogance.

"He feels it too," Yura would say, noddingfiolfy in his direction
and his eyes would glow with the goat-like cunnorfig little satyr.

One day Yura and | were standing at theaet to what was at the



time | am writing of our best cinema, the Apshigere was some fabulous
film on and the street around us was surgindh wibungsters. Many were
looking for tickets and would peer into our eyeging to spot someone who
had bought a ticket for the purpose of reselling it

How pleasant it was to be able to standén ¢thowd before the show
began and feel the ticket in your pocketking there were so many
yearning to get one but you had yours so yourfwdling to fear. And when
the doors opened you would also be abldroll sound the foyer,
inspecting for the hundredth time the delightfalids of a local artist on
themes from Pushkin's fairy-tales, relishing thewdedge that these little
pleasures were all for free and the main pleasaey@t to come. And after
that, when they let you into the hall, which wabble positively steaming
from the previous show and redolent of the queathat had just been
experienced by others and was still in storeyfou, there would be the
newsreel, a feeble one perhaps but also in theenaf a free gift with
the real pleasure yet to come, and perhaps thaeeasteling in life was to
keep putting it off and putting it off since hapess, once begun, could
not be stretched for ever, because it might bridakihe film itself.

And this was the state of blissful suspemsevhich | was standing
when a boy came up to Yura.

"Got a ticket?"

Yura looked at the lad, such a puny, sucbklettless little fellow,
and paused as if to let him feel the full depfihis nothingness, and
said, "Yes, | have, but I'm going myself."

"I see you're trying to be funny,” they retorted cheekily,
emboldened by disappointment.

"Yes, | was," Yura agreed. He seemed unablelkeve his ears, unable
to comprehend that from this depth of nothingnasyone could possibly
answer him back, and was now testing his owseseto see if he had not
perhaps imagined this impudent voice.

"But it didn't come off, did it?" the boy daand with a vengeful nod
turned to go away.

"Wait a minute," Yura started forward.

The boy halted fearlessly.

"So I'm a speculator, am 1?" Yura asked peetedly and, seizing him
by the lapels of his jacket, shook him. "larspeculator, am 1?" he
repeated.

| felt a sour taste in my mouth. This was nogyls as yet unconscious
reaction to what was dishonourable and unfair.

| sensed that Yura wanted to fight the Iboy,that would have been
beyond all borings. The boy obviously did meant to fight, he was
obviously the weaker of the two, he had not saad Yura was a speculator,



and he wasn't even a ginger-head.

"So I'm a speculator, am 1?" Yura repeated,tard to shake him into
fighting form.

"l didn't say that," the boy's voice begamtiaver, and he looked
round in search of friends or protectors.

"Yes, you did!" Yura shook him again, strigito elicit some further
insult, so that he could let fly. But the boy woulot be provoked and this
annoyed Yura even more because he might haveeadhalfinal step himself.
And it looked as if he was going to.

But at that moment half a dozen Greek boypeared from nowhere and
surrounded us, chantingin one voice, "Are@t yashamed, Greek? ...
Kendrepeso..." came the familiar words out of the din.

Apparently they knew both Yura and the othey Wwell and Yura for some
reason had to reckon with them. And this Isoy,obviously Russian in
appearance, suddenly, as if from sheer fright, ladggan to babble in Greek
so fluently that even Yura was confused. Appayathéé boy lived in the
same yard as these lads.

They went on like this for some time, rggs and lowering their
voices, going over from Russian to Greek &adk to Russian. Yura
maintained that although the boy had not actwallied him a speculator,
he had asked how much he would sell his ticket wWwhich obviously meant
... and so on.

"l didn't say that. It's not true,” the bagaed, boldly now that he
was surrounded by his Greek friends.

"Aren't you ashamed, Greek?" again thesl&eappealed to Yura's
conscience in their own language.

"Ask him, if you don't believe me," Yura saahd turned towards me.

| had been expecting this. | hated him rett moment. | would have
liked to tread on his handsome, lying face, butvhe my friend and by some
ancient law of comradeship, fellow-countrymanskipship or whatever, |
was bound to defend him, while another, steonigut for some reason
illegitimate feeling prompted me to take the sifi¢he other boy.

Everyone looked at me, confident that | waiakk Yura's side, if only
because he had appealed to me. But for thesésind | hesitated and by
so doing at once roused intense curiosity, bechulseas his friend and
had not leapt to his defence | must be goin@jo something unusual or
perhaps even tell the whole truth.

They all stared at me in hushed expectatiod | felt that every
moment of my silence was lifting me to intrefhéights in their eyes.
Indeed, | myself felt how high | was rising in rejence, how fruitful it
was in itself, and yet at the same time, knowwmgdvance that | should
fail them as soon as | opened my mouth, | waltedthe moment when it



would be simply too dangerous to go any higimeview of the inevitable
subsequent fall.

"l didn't hear," | said, and acid spurtedoirthy mouth as if | had
bitten into the crabbiest of all crab apples.

Both sides instantly lost interest in med returned to their
argument, now relying only on their own forces. Tedl rang.

We sat together watching the film. Sometifnes the corner of my eye
| caught a glimpse of my friend's stern face thas Wwecoming more and more
estranged.

On the way home | tried to explain somethimgf, he was unresponsive.

“Let's not start a jabber-jabber conferenbe,said as we reached his
house and he turned into the courtyard.

That was the beginning of the end of nendship. We did not
guarrel. We simply lost our common aim. Gradualgyleft the childhood we
had shared and entered a youth that we could ao¢ flecause youth was the
beginning of specialisation of the soul. And parely physical terms,
through circumstances beyond our control we lasthovith each other.

It was only many years later that we met agaiour town on the upper
floor of the off-shore restaurant Amra | had dragppefor a cup of coffee.

He was sitting with a group of local lads. Weagmised each other from a
distance and he rose, smiling broadly, from hisetab

| sat down with him and, as custom requireelyecalled our schooldays
and old friends.

Yura was now a naval officer, serving somerghup north. He was on a
long leave. He had come here for a holidayargbod time and was then
going to spend the rest of his leave in Kazakhstdwere his parents were
now living.

| reminded him of his running along therfneand confessed that this
feat of his had remained for me a great and ne+betfulfilled ambition.

"l could never have walked it," Yura said, lwé shrug.

"Couldn't you?"

"l was far too scared to take it slowly," d&d, and a ghost of the
old fearlessness appeared in his eye for a moment.

"You don't mean it!" | exclaimed, feeling thiats confession imposed
some sort of obligation on me, though | did notwneet what it was.

"Do you know why | used to make it sway?" B&exl and, without waiting
for my answer, replied, "l thought a steady ingllwould be better than
sudden plunges... Like at sea," he added, consolengith a more universal
application of his discovery.

No, | had no regrets about my adolescenhusmism for his feat. |
merely felt that courage, like cowardice, tombably, was of a more
complex nature than | had previously suspectednaunch of what | had once



believed to be clearly solved after all hadgataly not been solved so
exactly.

It made me sad. Scraps of half-formedudginds prevented me from
enjoying myself, as exams still waiting to be takexd done when | was a
student.

| wanted to go home at once and form a fopahion at least about
something. But | had to stay because the waitnessed with what had been
ordered. She had brought a bottle of brandyaas#tillfully cut water
melon, which as soon as the plate was on the tggdred out trickling with
juice, like a huge lotus with blood-stained petals.

Yura's hand went out to the bottle. No, ofreeul couldn't leave.

Old Crooked Arm

| have told the story of how in my childhgedhen finding my way at
night to the house of a relative of ours, | fietb a freshly dug grave,
where | spent several hours in the company ofag gfoat, until | and the
goat were rescued by a passing peasant. That wiag doe war.

Some time after this nocturnal adventure, that is, my mother,
sister and I, went to live in that very villagd. fikst we stayed with my
mother's sister, then we found a room in anothesé@nd moved.

The house had been occupied before the wHirbg brothers. They were
all in the army. One of them had married beforéséinh and now his young,
blooming and not too grief-stricken wife wal adone in the house.
Remembering her now, | am drawn to the concluthhat a grass widow is
called a grass widow because she catches firesdg aa dry grass.

While we were living there, one of the brotheame home. Yes, the one
that was married. He came home a little too gustimehow. We noticed him
in the kitchen one morning. He was sitting in frohthe fire roasting a
corncob on a spit, as though to remind himsklfis pre-war childhood.
There was something about him that made one tienbught not to have come
home just yet. Or perhaps, he ought not to naaeied quite so soon;
because | think it was missing his wife so babbt brought him home too
early.

He pottered about in the garden with a kihndesperate eagerness for
a week or so, then he was arrested; and shorédwaitds we heard that he
was a deserter. He was arrested just as quielig &ad arrived.

We gradually settled down in the new placg.diéter obtained work at
the local collective farm as a time-keeper; wege allotted a patch of



land, on which we grew melons and maize. We gitso pumpkins on it, and
cucumbers and tomatoes, too. In those days wetaggdw everything.

Well, it so happened that not far from ouun$mthere lived the very
man whose grave | had fallen into. Incidentallypge in the village used
to say that everyone had fallen into that graveepkthe man it was meant
for. The story turned out to be long and compléhe grave's future owner,
if one may so describe him, old Shchaaban Larcknamed Crooked Arm, had
been in hospital with either appendicitis or ruptyIn Russian, it would
probably be more correctto call him Wither&dm, but Crooked Arm
corresponds more closely to the spirit aneince, the meaning of the
nickname.) Well, as | was saying, Crooked Arm had an operation, and he
was still in hospital, calmly recovering his healtthen someone telephoned
from the hospital to our village Soviet to say ttred patient had died and
would have to be collected and taken home imnelgidecause he had been
lying dead for more than a day already.

None of the sick man's relatives had besiting the hospital just
then because he had been about to be discharged.

True, a fellow villager, Mustafa, had beemown at the time on
business of his own and had, incidentally, basked to call atthe
hospital and find out why Crooked Arm was ghkre, and whether he had
not perhaps decided to have his crooked awmtright as well as the
appendicitis or rupture. And then, all of a sudderch unexpected news.

The dead man's relatives, as our customs digreant out messengers of
woe to the neighbouring villages, a large army cape stretched across the
yard of his house to make a shelter where the rélineast would be held,
and a grave was dug in the cemetery.

The collective farm sent its one and onlyyda bring the dead man
home because private transport was hard to conmewsrtime. In short, the
whole thing was arranged in proper style, asstit should be. Yes,
everything was as it should be, except the dead himself, Shchaaban
Larba, who, so it was said, had never given aayany peace while he was
alive, and after death became quite unmanageable.

The day after the sorrowful news the lormpnad back in the village
with the body of the dead man, who turned out talbes.

Crooked Arm, they say, walked into thedyanf his house gently
supported by Mustafa and swearing loudly. His indigpn was due not to the
news of his death and the preparations for hisralrbut to something he
noticed at once on glancing at the shelter madh the army cape, for
which two apple trees had been stripped of thainthes. Still swearing,
Crooked Arm demonstrated on the spot how thee cauld have been hung
without touching the trees.

After that, they say, he made the roundisfguests shaking hands



with each and staring keenly into their eyes tealer what impression had
been caused by the news of his death and sinewltesy quite unexpected,
resurrection.

Having done this, they say, he raised that af his which had been
withering for twenty years but still had not witedraway, and, shading his
eyes with his hand, peered rudely at the womewo had been hired to weep
for him as though he didn't know what they weredlfer.

"What do you want?" he rasped.

They looked embarrassed. "Oh, nothing spédialjust came to weep for
you."

"Well, get on with it then," Crooked Arm iaid to have replied, and
put his hand to his ear to listen to the weeplhg.at this point someone
intervened and led the weepers away.

When he saw the gifts that his relativad brought, Crooked Arm
pondered for a moment. It is the custom among eopfe to hold any kind of
funeral feast on such a grand scale that, weledbae at the expense of
the dead man's family, its surviving members wdndde no alternative but
to lie down and die as well.

So, all the relatives and neighbours help $ame bring wine, some
bring roast chickens, some bring khachapuri,ssomdeone may even bring a
calf. And it so happened this time that one of thatives from the next
village had brought along a well fattened calhjelh Crooked Arm took an
immediate liking to. Incidentally, they say thatvias from this relative
that the measurements had been taken for diglgengrave, because he was
just about the same height as Crooked Arm. Theylse#t when one of the
lads who had been told to dig the grave cametoupim with a measuring
string, this relative expressed some displeaswteasgued that there were
other people more suitable for the purpose, tiatwas probably a little
taller than Crooked Arm and Crooked Arm was mooels.

So saying, he tried to get away from the meag string, but the lad
would not let him get away. Like all grave-diggethis lad was given to
joking. He said that Crooked Arm's stockiness mamaifference now, and
that if the worst came to the worst and Crookeah Awras not the right size,
they would have his relative in mind.

The relative, they say, sniggered half-helyteat these jokes, but
evidently took offence, because he withdrew te dbmpany of the people
from his own village and stood with them, gleng sulkily at his calf,
which was tethered to the fence.

At the sight of all these gifts Crooked Armmaunced that it was too
early yet to rejoice, that he still felt very, iland that he had been
discharged only so that he should not die in lakpecause doctors were
fined for that, just as collective farmers wereedl for spoiled produce.



He then went straight to bed and gave instructibasthe grave should on

no account be filled in, but kept open in readsndse relatives, itis

said, dispersed somewhat unwillingly, the one waad brought the calf being
particularly displeased. But Crooked Arm calmeah ith assurances that he
would not have long to wait, so the calf would natste away even if it was
not let out of the yard.

Crooked Arm stayed in bed for about a wedterfa couple of days he
began to be pestered by the curious, becaugebtime the rumour had
spread that Crooked Arm, having died in the hakfad come to life on
the way home and arrived there for his own funémbther rumour had it
that he had not died at all but had fallen intteap sleep from which the
doctors had been unable to awake him, but the gyuipack had been so bumpy
that he had woken up of his own accord.

At first Crooked Arm received the visitonsarticularly while they
continued to bring him all kinds of delicacies ideed to tempt the palate
of a man who had recently been dead and was atitjuite alive again. But
eventually he grew tired of this, and in any disechairman of the farm
said there was work to be done. So, when he hbkardjate creak, he would
run out on the veranda and bellow in his loucepiBack! Keep back, you
parasites! I'll set the dog on you!"

However, the rumours of his resurrectionwgasd multiplied. It must
have been quite a year later when | heamhe of the neighbouring
villages that Crooked Arm had come to lifet mm the way home from
hospital, but actually in his grave, several ddyerdurial. The noise he
had been making was heard by a boy who had hmsing for his goat one
evening in the cemetery. So the villagers hagbtand dig him out. If he
had not possessed such a powerful voice, they, lsaidvould have died of
hunger, or even of thirst, because the sitelthdtbeen chosen for his
grave was a good one--well drained.

So it came about that Crooked Arm survivedairleast, prevented his
own funeral, while retaining for himself a gravecimmplete readiness.

When they first saw Crooked Arm on his retinom hospital, the people
of the village decided that it was the secretdrthe village Soviet who
had played a joke on them, because he was the imaumad said he had talked
with the hospital or someone who had pretenddzktiine hospital. But the
secretary declared that he would never dream @frgjasuch a joke with a
war on.

Everyone believed him, because to joke liag in wartime would have
been just a bit too stupid. Eventually, it waseagl that there had been
some sort of mix-up at the hospital, that anotheémean had died, perhaps
even one of Crooked Arm's namesakes, for in Ablehare have any number of
people of the very same name.



| heard Crooked Arm's voice the first daysterted living with our
grass widow, even before | had met him face to.fatexactly midday, when
he was coming home for dinner from work on the fammwould at a distance
of some three hundred meters from his house sttauting to his wife,
scolding her and inquiring furiously if the homimas ready.

The old woman would respond with equally fragells and their voices
with no loss of power or clarity would graduatigme together, overreach
each other and at last fall silent. After a time ¢tid woman's voice would
shoot up triumphantly from the silence but Crookech's would not respond.
Later on, when | began visiting their housedlised that the old man
kept quiet at this stage for the simple reasort the mouth was occupied
with eating; he ate as frantically as he cursedie could not possibly
eat and curse at the same time.

Coming home from work in the evening, he waulglire in the same tone
of voice about his horse or his grandson Yasimkbagain about the hominy
for supper.

Later on, | made friends with this Yashka, winas just as loud-voiced
as his grandfather but, unlike him, a good-rextdounger. Crooked Arm
usually took him to school on the back of his hpesel would curse all the
way there over having to waste his precious timéhan dunderhead. Yashka
would sit in silence behind his grandfather, hajdon to his belt and
gazing around with a sheepish grin on his face.

If his grandfather was away, he would deth to school by his
grandmother on the same horse, and he wouldlsndaer in the same way,
except that he did not let her ride right up toshkool in case the boys
made fun of him.

He and | attended school in differentftshOn my way home from
school | would meet them about halfway and Yashkald/screw his head round
and stare wistfully after me, thereby touchingaffesh explosion of fury
from his grandfather. Yashka had to be taken tooaicbecause it was three
kilometres from his home and Yashka was so abseded that he sometimes
forgot where he was going and took the wrong road.

In the early days, on meeting me in the stit@sioked Arm would look
at me shading his eyes with his hand, and ask:

"Who do you belong to?"

"l am the son of so-and-so," | would answaitely and give the name
of my mother, whom he had known for many years.

"Who's she?" he would thunder, and scrutimse even more thoroughly
from under his crooked palm.

"She is Uncle Meksut's wife's sister,"dudd explain, though |
realised he was pretending.

"So you're one of those parasites from towh&" would say with a nod



in the direction of our house.

"Yes," | would reply, confirming that we ligghere and at the same
time reluctantly acknowledging our role as parasite

He would stand before me, peering at me ionesttment with his gimlet
eyes, a rather short, stocky man with a magsseck as red as a cock's
comb. And while he stood there, peering at msunprise, as though to
achieve a complete mental picture of me, loilev at the same time be
listening to something else, to something that taksg place on the other
side of the fence, in the maize on his allotmesthaugh he could tell by
whispers, by scuffling, by sounds audible to hisedone exactly what was
happening on his allotment, in his yard and pesteyen inside the house
itself.

"So it was you who fell into my gravéf® would ask suddenly,
listening as usual to what was happening endiiotment and already
sensing something amiss that made him snort witbatisfaction.

"Yes," | would reply, observing him with setmisgiving, because |
felt he was packed with some kind of explosive éorc

"And what did you think of it down there?" Wweuld ask still with one
ear to the fence, as it were, and becoming moreraack agitated over what
was happening on the other side ofit, and eleginning to mutter to
himself, "Is that old woman dead, or what? Cursedyes... She'll ruin me
one of these days, the old fool..."

"Very nice,"” | would reply, trying to disgpy my gratitude for the
hospitality. After all, it was his grave.

“It's a good, dry spot,” he would agredmost whining with
indignation at what was happening on his allotmentg all of a sudden he
would let fly and shout to his old woman, leapstight to his top note:
"Hey! There's something grunting in the k&o garden! Blast your
ears--it's the pigs, the pigs!"

"May | bury them with you in that grast yours! You see pigs
everywhere!" the old woman would retort at once.

“But | can hear them--they're munching ardnting, munching and
grunting!" he would shout, forgetting all aboné, and, as usual, their
voices overlapped and he seemed to snatch thetreér shout and haul
himself along by it towards the house, tossing Hi®rown raging voice as
he went. By and by we grew accustomed to his vanzkestopped paying much
attention to it, and when he was away for a feysdand all was quiet and
still, it seemed strange, as though somethingmiasing and our ears were
full of an empty roar.

His wife, atall old woman, taller than hend unbelievably thin,
would sometimes, when he was not at home, cooned for a chat with my
mother. She would occasionally bring a cheesebmvéd of maize flour or a



fragrant lump of meat that had been smoked oveugoor fire. With a shy
little laugh she would ask us to hide away wkhe had brought and, for
goodness sake, never say thank you, becausd#wding husband of hers
must not know anything about it.

She and my mother would talk for hours @ndoked Arm's wife would
smoke all the time, making herself cigareifeer cigarette. Suddenly
Crooked Arm's voice would be heard. He would shsoinething to her in the
direction of their house and she would prick updsas at the sound of his
voice and shake with silent laughter, as thosbk were afraid he would
hear her laughing at him for shouting in the wradgction.

"What do you want now--I'm over here!" she Vaoshout in the end.

"Aha, idling again! Birds of a feather! Yoeinothing but a gang of
chatterboxes!" he would bawl, after a brief patdseng which he must have
been struck dumb with indignation at her treachery.

One day he rode up to our gate and shoutetttm bring out a sack.
Grumbling loudly about parasites who had to haxeryghing chewed and put
in their mouths for them to swallow, he filled gck half full of flour
and, still fuming because he was giving away e maize that he had had
to take to the mill on his own horse, he tieddask to the saddle again
and rode away, bawling over his shoulder that $tnne careful not to tell
that woman anything about the flour because hemead any peace from her
shrieking as it was.

Time went by and Old Crooked Arm showed mmsiof dying. The longer
he delayed his death, the more the calf flourisredl grew fat; the more
the calf flourished and grew fat, the sadder itster owner became. In the
end he sent a man to Crooked Arm to drop a lmoutthe calf. Thank the
Lord Crooked Arm was still alive, the message kart,now it would be only
right to return the calf, because he had not niZrdeked Arm a present of
it; he had only brought it to the funeral as a gkim$man should.

"Brought an egg and wants to go home withieken," Crooked Arm is
said to have responded. After this, they sayHwmught for a moment and
added: "Tell him that if I die soon he can coméhie funeral without any
offering at all and if he dies I'll come to hi®use like a good kinsman
and bring a calf from his calf."

Crooked Arm's relative, on learning of thésens, is said to have
taken offence and told the messenger to tell Kddd\rm without any hints
this time that he did not want any calf frons balf, and certainly not
when he himself was dead; he wanted his own caifewhe was still alive,
the calf which he had brought to the funerslaa offering as a good
kinsman should. Since Crooked Arm still had netdt was time to return
the calf to its proper owner. Moreover, he gaige \word that in spite of
the fact that while he was at Crooked Armide he had suffered the



humiliation of being measured with a bit of styife would nevertheless,
if Crooked Arm really did die, bring the calf baagain.

"This man will drive me to the grave with tlealf of his," is what
Crooked Arm is supposed to have said on heariegethexplanations. "Tell
him," he added, "that he has not long to wantv, so it's not worth
tormenting the wretched animal.”

A few days after this conversation Crookiun transplanted from his
allotment to his grave two young peach trees. Bbske did this to revive
the idea of his imminent doom. Yashka and | helped But apparently the
two young peach trees were not enough for hirmesdays later he went to
the farm plantation at night, dug up a smaibturee and planted it
between the two peach trees. Everyone soonodwmiow about this. The
members of the farm chuckled among themselvdssand that Crooked Arm
wanted to poison the dead with the tungt.frtdo one attached much
importance to the transplanting because nolmefere or since had ever
stolen a tung tree for the simple reason thateasant farmer had any use
for one, the fruit of the tung being deadlgisonous and consequently
rather dangerous.

The former owner of the calf also fékst. Either he became
convinced that Crooked Arm was doomed after haplanted a tung tree on
his grave, or else, fearing the old man's tongumchwvas no less venomous
than the tung fruit, he had decided to leave hiipeace.

Incidentally, legend has it that it was @ked Arm's tongue in his
young days that gave him his crooked arm.dppened in the following
manner.

They say that after some feast or otherldb@ prince was sitting
surrounded by numerous guests in his host's cadrtyaie prince was eating
peaches, which he peeled with a small penkniéelaéd to a silver chain.
This penknife on its silver chain, by the way, hasthing to do with the
subsequent events, but all narrators of this ave mentioned this
penknife, never failing to add that it was atidthto a silver chain. In
retelling the incident once again | should havediko avoid that penknife
on its silver chain, but for some reason | feet thmust mention it, that
it contains some element of truth withoutiath something will be
lost--though | don't know what.

Anyway, the prince was eating peaches emwhplacently recalling
amorous joys. In the end, so they say, he survihetost's courtyard and
remarked with a sigh, "If | were to assemblelad twvomen | have had in my
time, this yard wouldn't hold them."

But Crooked Arm, they say, even in those ddgspite his youth, never
allowed anyone to be complacent for long. He goppp from somewhere and
said, "l wonder how many she-asses there woulddgry in this yard?"



This somewhat elderly prince was a gmaatnoisseur of feminine
beauty, added to which, they say, he was modpstlyd of his ability to
strip a fruit of its skin without once breakitige ribbon of peel. This
skill never deserted him, not even after a nighdisl drinking. No matter
how closely he was watched, or how hard peopd to distract him, he
never made a slip. Sometimes they would try torchtm out with a fruit of
extremely odd and ugly shape, but he would examifnem all angles, take
out his little penknife on its silver chain amaerringly set it to work
along the only correct path.

Having thus produced a spiral wreath of peelvould usually hold it
up before the assembled company. And if thereana®tty girl among them
he would call her over and hang the ring of peelrdwer ear.

It seems to me that Crooked Arm must hbeen irritated by the
Prince's skill. I think he must have been obseyVim for a long time and
was sure that sooner or later the ribbon el pvould break. He may
actually have placed great hopes in one partiq@dach, but the prince
had, as usual, dealt with it quite successfully @ven started boasting
about his women. You must agree there was ginda make Crooked Arm
explode, particularly as a young man.

They say that after Crooked Arm's unexpeotadark the prince turned
purple and stared speechlessly at him withdyies popping out, still
holding in his right hand the peeled and oozingcpe and in his left, the
penknife on its silver chain.

Everyone was struck dumb with horror, butghace continued to stare
unblinkingly at Crooked Arm while the hand that wedding the peach moved
restlessly in the air as though sensing howpr@iate it was to be
holding a peach at that moment, not to mentiordifieulty of drawing a
pistol while holding a peach in one's hand, paldidy a peeled one. They
say his hand even lowered to the ground to gedfrtde peach, but at the
last moment somehow could not bring itself to dohsa thing. After all the
peach had been skinned and a well brought-uggisinhand must have felt
that a skinned peach simply could not be placedhenground. And so it
rose again, this hand, and for an agonising segomukd in the air for an
invisible plate, feeling that there must be sonee who would think of
providing a plate, but everyone was paralyset f@ar and no one had the
presence of mind to help the prince discard thysow indecently naked
peach. And at this point, they say, Crooked Armdalihcame to the prince's
aid.

"Pop it in your mouth!" he suggested.

The guests had no time to recover fromftieish impertinence before
they found themselves witnessing the inexplicatddf-abasement of the
prince, who is said to have begun in shamedstdn to push the juicy,



dripping peach into his mouth, while continuingstare at Crooked Arm with
hate-filled eyes. At last, having somehow copét the peach, he reached
for his pistol. Still gazing at Crooked Arm withase bulging, hate-filled
eyes, he fumbled speechlessly in the region istbélt but, owing to his
extreme agitation, or, as others infer moreeatly, because his hands
were sticky with peach juice, he just could notwttdn his holster.

Perhaps someone would yet have come tedmnses, perhaps someone
might have managed to seize the prince's armat teast, hustle Crooked
Arm aside, making it impossible to shoot anchpps dangerous for other
people, but then, they say, Shchaaban's voiceaqaingn the silence for
the last time. | don't mean in the sense that #his his voice never
rang out any more. Rather on the contrary, it becawen louder and more
scornful. But in the sense that after this parde ceased to be just
Shchaaban and became Shchaaban Crooked Arm.

"l bet he doesn't take so long over therotimng," he is said to
have remarked, "judging by the way our Chegem sisesa.."

They say he did not finish his remark abcw# she-asses because the
old prince, atlast, coped with his holsterhatgang out, the women
shrieked and, when the smoke cleared, Crooked Aamwhat fate had destined
him to be, that is, crooked-armed. Afterwards, mhe was asked why after
the first insult he had gone on teasing the priveegvould simply reply, "
just couldn't stop."

Later on, however, when the prince went with the Mensheviks and
Soviet power was finally and irrevocably estsiidid in our part of the
country, Crooked Arm began to assert that he laadaim old score to settle
with the prince, perhaps even something to dih the days of partisan
warfare, and that this exchange had beerelynex pretext for, or
consequence of, other more important things.

In short, despite the prince's bullet, CexblArm went on taking the
rise out of anyone and everyone and his jokes sgém lose none of their
sting as the years went by.

When | was roaming round the village | VWdbwften see him on the
tobacco or tea plantation or weeding the maizkelivas in a good mood he
would simply play the fool and have everyone dodhlp with laughter.

He had a knack of imitating the voices of gedge knew and of animals
as well; and he was particularly good at crowike k& cock.

Sometimes he would jab his hoe into the gdpustraighten his back,
look around and let out a mighty crow. The cockthie neighbouring yards
would answer almost at once. Everyone would bortgtlaughing, and while
the nearest cock went on calling him he would meshis hoeing and mutter,
"A fat lot you know, you fool."

Down our way, like everywhere else probapgople believe that the



crowing of a cock has a special meaning, thatatmost an omen of the
owner's fate. Crooked Arm was debunking thesel almavoyants. In spite
of his half-withered arm he certainly worked liklee devil. Although when
sometimes there was a rumour that a new nationalwas being floated, to
which contributions would be required, or whiére remaining men in the
village were being mobilised for tree-fellingg twould slip his left arm

into a clean red sling and go about like that &srlong as he considered
necessary. | don't think this red sling was mielp to him; it certainly
couldn't get him out of signing up for the loararétheless, it apparently
provided him with some additional pretext for argunn

| believe he acquired this red sling iceghis arm a soldierly,
partisan appearance. Whenever he was summondthyanagement board he
would put his arm in its sling before leaving. vided on horseback with a
black sheepskin cloak draped over his shouldersanarm in a red sling,
he certainly did have the rather dashing air ofghetisan fighter.

All was well in the village, when suddenlybecame known that the
chairman of the village Soviet had receivedamonymous letter against
Crooked Arm. The letter declared that the plantihg tung tree on a grave
was an insult to this new industrial crop, a linat the plant was of no
use to living collective farmers, and that pteper place was in the
village cemetery.

The chairman of the village Soviet showed thiter to the chairman
of the collective farm, who, they say, was prbpscared by it, because
someone might think that he had given Crooked Aren idea of transplanting
the tung tree to his own grave.

In those days I just couldn't understand Wiiygs had taken such a
threatening turn--after all, everyone had knowfole the letter was sent
that Crooked Arm had planted the tung tree ondieve. In those days |
didn't realise that a letter was a documemd,aadocument had to be
presented on demand, had to be answered for.

To be sure, some people say that the chaiwhthe village Soviet
need not have passed it on, but that he haddggragainst Crooked Arm,
and that was why he showed it to the chairmanefam.

In short, the letter was set in motion and day a man arrived from
the district centre to find out the truth of tnatter. Crooked Arm tried
to laugh it off, but, so they say, he had cletott his nerve because
afterwards he had a shave, put his arm in thestied) and went about the
village staring at it as if it was just about tow up and the only thing
he and everyone else around could do would bedgealthe splinters.

"Now you've done it," said Mustafa, an bltseman, the friend and
eternal rival of Crooked Arm. "Now you'd betterzgle your tung apples and
jump into your grave, otherwise they'll pack yot@itofSiberia."



“I'm not afraid of Siberia. I'm afraid yousilep into my grave while
I'm away," Crooked Arm replied.

“In Siberia, they say, they ride on dogs,"stéfia suggested meanly.
"You'd better take a bridle with you and lngaking in a dog for
yourself."

The long-standing rivalry between CrookednAand Mustafa was over
horses and horsemanship. They both had their &eat$ailures behind them.
Crooked Arm had covered himself with undyingrglby stealing a famous
stallion at a certain race meeting in full viefattoousands of spectators
(personally, I doubt whether there were thousanthey say that Crooked
Arm had been mounted on such a wretched, brokedasiimag and had looked so
pathetic that when he asked the owner of thaatgllermission to put his
famous race-horse through its paces, the latterdranted the permission
as a joke, because he was sure the stallion wihutilv Crooked Arm right
away and thus add still further to its renown.

Crooked Arm, they say, slithered awkwardlyoff doleful jade and, as
he passed the reins to the owner of the stall@aid, SLet's count it that
we've swopped.”

"Done," the owner replied, taking the reir@firhim.

"Whatever you do, don't let this one thrgou first time, or he'll
trample you to death,” Crooked Arm warned hand went over to the
stallion.

"Il be careful," the owner is said to haeplied and, as soon as
Crooked Arm mounted the stallion, gave a sgga lad standing in the
background, and the lad gave the stallion a trememad/hack with his whip.

The stallion reared and galloped off towgatde River Kodor, and
Crooked Arm, they say, hung on at first like a deemmullah on a galloping
donkey.

Everyone was expecting him to fall off, betwent on and on and the
owner's jaw began to drop as Crooked Arm readhee@nd of the field and,
instead of following the bend of the race-coursentvcareering on towards
the river. For another few minutes they hesitatiahking the horse had
taken the bit between its teeth and he could nétentaurn, but then they
realised that this was a robbery of quite uogdented daring. Fifteen
minutes later a dozen horsemen were gallopimyrsuit, but it was too
late.

Crooked Arm had leapt headlong down the dfifthe river and by the
time his pursuers reached the edge he was climbutgpn the far bank; for
an instant, the stallion's wet crupper gleamethén &lders at the water's
edge. The bullets flew wide and no one darkd &aflying leap down the
cliff. Since then the spot has been known as Crdbéken Cliff. Crooked Arm
himself never told this story in my presence, krialowed others to tell



it, listening with pleasure and making a few coti@s. He would always
wink at Mustafa if he was present, and Mustafauld pretend not to be
listening, until in the end he could not refraiarh trying to belittle or
ridicule the exploit.

Mustafa would say that a man with one asinot through was disabled
anyway, so he had not risked all that much forstilee of his exploit. And
if he had jumped down the cliff he had done istfibecause he was scared
and, secondly, because there was nothing elsmukl do, since he would
have been shot dead in any case if he had beehtdayifis pursuers.

In short, there was a deep and long-standadyy between them. In
their young days they used to thresh it out atraélees; now, in old age,
though they still kept horses, they solved thepdtes theoretically, in
the course of which they would become Iwed in a jungle of
ominous-sounding riddles.

"If a man shoots at you from over there poud, say, are riding down
that path, where would you turn your horse at$oend of the shot--and,
mind you, there's not a single tree around?"

"Suppose you're galloping down a hill witmgeone chasing you. Ahead
on the right there's some scrub, and on theHefets a ravine. Where do
you turn your horse then?"

Such were the disputes these two men wouttl Be they trudged home
with hoes or axes on their shoulders, after a bags work.

These disputes had been going on for manysyalthough it was a long
time since anyone had done any shooting roundwayy and certainly not at
these old men for people had learned how ém@® an insult by safer
methods. And to one of these methods, namelartbaymous letter, it is
now time for us to return.

The representative from the district centiedtto make the old man
say what his real purpose had been in movinguihg tree, and, above all,
to reveal who had instigated him to do so. Crooked replied that no one
had instigated him, that he himself had sudderagted to have a tung tree
growing at his head when he lay dead and bubechuse he had long since
taken a fancy to this plant that till recently Haeen quite unknown in our
district. The man from the centre did not believa.h

Then Crooked Arm confessed he had be&mngeon the poisonous
properties not only of the fruit but of the roofsthe tree; he had been
hoping that its roots would kill all the gravemns and he would lie in
peace and cleanliness because he had had emougletfrom the fleas in
this world.

But at this point, they say, the man frém tentre asked what he
meant by fleas. Crooked Arm replied that byaslbe means dog's fleas,
which should not be confused with poultry lice, ievhdid not worry him in



the least, any more than buffalo ticks did. Buh#re was one thing that
he couldn't stand it was the horse flies, andafdid throw a couple of
handfuls of superphosphate under a horse's targithie heat of the day,
it was no great loss to the collective farm dmliorse had a rest from
the flies. The man from the centre realised tigatouldn't draw blood
there either, so he went back to the subject ofithg.

In short, no matter what excuses Crooked produced, things began to
look black for him. The next day he was not evemsiwned before the comrade
from the district centre. Ready for anything, shaéin the yard of the
management office in the shade of a mulberrydrek keeping his arm in
the red sling all the time, smoked and waited Has fate to be decided.
Then it was, they say, that Mustafa turned up \vaakited straight into the
management office, where the chairman of the ciolle farm, the chairman
of the village Soviet and the man from the distcentre were conferring
together. As he walked past Crooked Arm, he lookedim and said, "I've
thought of something. If it doesn't help, you'dtéelie down quietly in
your grave, justas you are, with your slingamg I'll shake some tung
fruit down on you."

Crooked Arm made no reply to these wordsnideely glanced sadly at
his arm as much as to say that he was readyttogowith any amount of
suffering but why should his arm, which had alreadiffered enough from the
Menshevik's bullet, suffer again?

Mustafa had a great reputation with the l@cahorities for being the
shrewdest man on the farm. His house was tlgebigand finest in the
village, so if any top people came to visit us tiaere promptly dispatched
to Mustafa's hospitable house.

What Mustafa had thought of was splendidiyde. The man from the
centre was an Abkhazian, and if a man is an Ablkima even if he has come
from Ethiopia, he is bound to have relatives in Adikia.

That night, apparently, Mustafa had secrasiyembled all the old men
of the village at his house, dined them and witneait, and with their help
thoroughly investigated the family origins of tt@mrade from the district
centre. Careful and all-round analysis had shawite clearly that the
comrade from the district centre was throughdpisat aunt, once a town
girl and now living in the village of Merkheul, egked by blood to my Uncle
Meksut. Mustafa was quite satisfied with the resaftthis analysis.

With this trump card in his pocket he marcpedt Crooked Arm into the
management office. They say that when Mustafainéal the comrade from the
district centre of this fact, the latter turnealgpand began to deny his
being related to the great aunt from Merkheuage and particularly to
Uncle Meksut. But the trap had worked. Mustafa hydeaighed at his denials
and said, "If he's not a relative of yours, why yoa so pale?"



He said no more and left the office.

"What shall | do?" Crooked Arm asked when & $Mustafa.

"Wait till evening," Mustafa replied.

"Make up your mind soon," Crooked Arm said, oy arm will wither away
altogether in this sling."

"“Till evening," Mustafa repeated, and walkdid o

The fact of the matter was that in denyingriiationship with Uncle
Meksut the comrade from the district centre hadtafly insulted my uncle.
But Uncle Meksut kept his temper. Without sayingad to anyone he merely
saddled his horse and rode away to the village erkikul.

By evening he returned on his sweatingumhoreined up at the
management office, and handed the bridle to Obk¥d Arm, who was still
waiting there in suspense. The chairman was stgrahirthe veranda, smoking
and surveying Crooked Arm and the surrounding sgene

"Come in," the chairman said at the sight otld Meksut.

"Just a minute," Uncle Meksut replied andpbeimounting the steps,
ripped the red sling off the old man's arm and &alck without a word into
his pocket.

They say the old man just stood there withainms suspended in midair,
as though unable to comprehend this symbolic gestur

Uncle Meksut placed in front of the comrdaben the district centre
the yellowed, crumbling birth certificate of hggeat aunt of Merkheul,
issued by the notary public's office of the Sukhluyezd in the days before
the revolution. At the sight of this birth certifite the comrade from the
district centre, they say, again turned pale, totild no longer offer any
denials.

"Or shall | bring you your great aunt hereomy saddle bow?" Uncle
Meksut asked him.

"You needn't do that," the comrade from district centre answered
very quietly.

"Will you take your brief-case with you ortptiin the safe?" Uncle
Meksut asked.

“I'll take it with me," the comrade replied.

"Come along then," Uncle Meksut said and tleythe office.

That evening there was a party at Uncle $4€k house and the whole
case was considered. The next morning aften@ Idiscussion in Uncle
Meksut's house a statement was drawn up in Ru€aaasian officialese and
dictated to me personally.

"At last this parasite has come in usefGroked Arm said, when |
moved the inkstand towards me and sat poised &tlekdictation.

The leaders of the collective farm discdgbe statement with the
comrade from the district centre. Crooked Arm het@ attentively and asked



for every phrase to be translated into the Abldranguage. Moreover, he
made several amendments to the wording whash| realise now, were
designed to enhance his social and practical merits

The passage dealing with his crooked arve gige to particularly
furious disputes. Crooked Arm demanded that iukhbe stated that he had
suffered from the bullet of a Menshevik hirelimg view of the fact that
the prince who had wounded him had afterwards goifigvith the Mensheviks.
The comrade from the district centre clutched émsyiles and begged them to
stick to the facts because he also had to answhkis superiors, even
though he did respect his relatives. In the end theived at a version
that satisfied everyone.

The statement took so long to draft that whies writing it down in
my wavering hand | actually learned it off by he#td authors asked me to
read it out loud, which | did with great feelingftér this it was given to
the secretary of the village Soviet to be copiddsTs what it said:

"The old man Shchaaban Larba, otherwisewk as Crooked Arm, a
nickname he acquired some time before thelugon together with a
prince's bullet, which later turned out to he anghevik bullet, has ever
since the organisation of the collective farm walrketively on the farm in
spite of the handicap of his partly withered areft]|

"The old man Shchaaban Larba, otherwise krasv@rooked Arm, has a son
who at the present time is fighting at the frionthe Patriotic War and
has won government decorations (field posteffiumber indicated in
brackets).

"The old man Shchaaban Larba, otherwise krasv@rooked Arm, despite
his advanced age, is in these difficult times wagkivithout respite in the
collectivised fields, giving his above-mentionechano rest. Every year he
does the equivalent of not less than four hundrexkswsay units.

"The collective farm management togethéth ¥ihe chairman of the
village Soviet affirms that, being a pre-revabmary and uneducated old
man, he transplanted the said tung tree to theokiis fictitious grave
by mistake, for which he will be fined in acconda with collective farm
regulations. The management of the collectemen affirms that the
transplantation of tung trees from collectifagm plantations to the
communal cemetery and particularly to hometadents has never been
practised on a mass scale and is in the natuamandividual lapse of
consciousness.

"The collective farm management affirms tloéd man Shchaaban Larba,
otherwise known as Crooked Arm, has never powealn on collective farm
affairs but in accordance with his gay and pepgharacter (Abkhazian
pepper) has poured scorn on certain individwetlsgh include quite a few
parasites of the collective farm fields, who laeeoes in quotation marks



and advanced workers, without quotation marksheir bwn home allotments.
But we have been eradicating such heroes arahadd workers and shall
continue to do so in accordance with the coNectarm regulations up to

and including expulsion from the collective farndaconfiscation of home
allotments.

“The old man Shchaaban Larba, thanks to hiern folk talent, mimics
the local cocks, in the course of which he expdse most harmful Moslem
customs of olden times and also entertains tHkeative farmers without
interrupting work in the fields."

The statement was signed and sealed by #iem@n of the collective
farm and the chairman of the village Soviet.

When the work was done, the guests wentooub the veranda, where
farewell glasses d&abella were drunk and the comrade from the district
centre passed a hint through one of the membdheaohanagement board that
he would not be averse to listening to Crookedh mimicking the cocks.
Crooked Arm did not have to be asked twice. Hgedahis immortal hand to
his mouth and gave such a cock-a-doodle-dad @i the cocks in the
vicinity broke loose like dogs from the chain. @tie host's cock, before
whose very eyes the whole deception took placss at first struck dumb
with indignation, and then burst into such afitrowing that it had to
be chased out of the yard on to the vegetable fmchuse it offended the
ear of the comrade from the district centre amevented him from making
himself heard.

"Does it work on all cocks or only on the |boaes?" the comrade from
the district centre asked, having waited for tbekcto be chased out of
hearing.

"On all of them," Crooked Arm replied readilyry it out anywhere you
like."

"A real folk artist,” said the comrade frahe district centre, and
everyone started saying goodbye to Uncle Meksub, adtompanied them to the
gate and a little further.

The chairman of the collective farm carried touthe letter what had
been promised in the statement. He fined Crooked twenty work-day units.
In addition, he ordered him to move the tung traekito the plantation and
to fill in the grave forever as a precaution agaaccidents to cattle.
Crooked Arm dug up the tree and moved itht plantation, but its
sufferings had been too great and it declinedanalf-withered state.

"Like my arm," said Crooked Arm. But he mandg®e defend his grave by
surrounding it with a rather handsome stake fente avgate and a latch.

After the business of the anonymous letter daetl down Crooked Arm's
relative once again, through an intermediary,icasty reminded him about
the calf.



Crooked Arm replied that he couldn't be batlderith the calf just now
because he had been disgraced and slanderedvasdusy day and night
looking for the slanderer and even took his guttiwim to work. He would
know no peace until he had driven the slandererhrg grave and would not
even grudge him his own grave if he was nat g for it. Finally, he
wanted his relative to keep his ear to the gdoamd his eyes peeled so
that at the slightest suspicion he could giveokeal Arm the signal and
Crooked Arm would know what to do. Only when he hatllled his Manly Duty
would he be able to settle the business of dhé and other minor
misunderstandings that were quite natural betwekatives.

After that, they say, the relative fell sll@ltogether and never
mentioned the calf again and tried to keep duCrooked Arm's way. None
the less they did run into one another at a celieloraf some kind. It was
late at night and Crooked Arm had plenty of drinkide him, and during the
performance of a drinking song that allowedsoime improvisation, he
started repeating the same couplet over and oa#n:ag

O, raida, siuaraida, €,
Who sold his kinsman for a calf...

He went on singing without looking in theeadition of his relative,
with the result that the latter gradually becaswmber and in the end,
unable to bear it any longer, asked Crooked Armoscthe table:

"What are you trying to say?"

"Nothing," Crooked Arm replied, and lookedchah as though taking his
measurements, "just singing."

"Yes, but it's a funny kind of song," said te&tive.

“In our village," Crooked Arm explained hom, "everyone sings it
except one man."

"What man?" the relative asked.

"Guess," Crooked Arm suggested.

"I wouldn't even try," the relative said hasti

“Then I'll tell you," Crooked Arm threatened.

"Go on, then!" the relative challenged recghes

“The chairman of the village Soviet," declat@doked Arm.

"Why doesn't he sing it?" the relative askethiblank.

"He's not allowed to drop hints," Crooked Aemplained.

"Can you prove anything?" the relative asked.

“No, | can't, so for the time being I'm justgng," said Crooked Arm
and once again surveyed the relative, as thoughgdis measurements.
By this time they had attracted the anxiatisntion of their host,
who did not want them to spoil the feast he giasg to celebrate the



decoration of his son with the Order of the Redrizan

Again someone struck up the song and evergang, and Crooked Arm
sang with the others without any particular véoiad because he felt the
host's eye upon him. But when the host relaxaoked Arm seized his
chance, and invented another line:

O, raida, siuaraida, &,
With a fence the dear oneis protected...

But the host did hear him nevertheless aamde over to the two men
with a horn full of wine.

"Crooked Arm!" he cried. "Swear by our sevi®o are shedding their
blood in the country's defence that you will elver reconciled at this
table."

"I've forgotten about the calf," the relatsead.

"And high time you did," Crooked Arm correcteidn, then turned to the
host: "For the sake of our children I'd eat dir-tbas you wish, Amen!"

And he threw back his head and drank alitme of wine in a single
draught, leaning further and further back to tbeoanpaniment of a general
chorus helping him to drink: "Uro, uro, uro, u-mQa-"

Then the whole table again burst into samgl the relative, so they
say, waited anxiously to see how he would sing plassage that could be
improvised. And when Crooked Arm sang:

O, raida, siuaraida, i,
O heroes, advancing under fire...

the relative listened intently for a few sedsnconsidering the words
from all points of view, and finally, havingdded that he bore no
resemblance whatever to a hero advancing unagiféit entirely relieved
and joined in the singing.

In the autumn we gathered a rich harfrest our allotment and
returned to town with maize, pumpkins, nuts andenormous quantity of
dried fruit. In addition, we had laid in a storeatfout twenty bottles of
bekmez, fruit honey, in this case, made of apples.

We had struck a bargain with one of the wealkn leaders on the farm
that we would pick the apples in an old orcharding half the harvest to
the farm and keeping the other half for ourselves.

Because of the shortage of labour at tha taere was simply no one
to pick the apples; everyone was busy with thexmeops--tea, tobacco and
tung.

Having obtained permission to pick the lapp mother in her turn



struck a bargain with three soldiers in a pioriesdtalion stationed close
by that they would help us to pick, crush andl the bekmez out of the
apples and in exchange receive half of our hathefharvest.

In a week the operation was brilliantly cogtpd. We acquired twenty
bottles of thick goldebhekmez (clear profit), which provided us with a
substitute for sugar for the whole of the next eint

Thus, having given everyone a splendid legs@ommercial enterprise,
we left the collective farm and Crooked Arm'siceofaded away into the
distance.

Many years later, during a hunting trip dagfound myself in that
village.

While waiting for a passing lorry to give maelift, | stood outside
the management office in the shade of the sammolderry tree. It was a
hot August day. | looked at the deserted schodtlimg, at the school yard
covered with succulent grass, grass of oblivammihe, at the eucalyptus
trees that we had once planted, at the old gytiesdsar which we used to
make a dash for every break between lessons, dhawiaditional sense of
sorrow | breathed the fragrance of years gone by.

Occasional passers-by greeted me as evedawesin the country, but
none of them recognised me, nor | them. A gaime out of the office
carrying two water bottles, lazily let the buckietvn the well and filled
it. Slowly she wound the bucket up again and stiditéng both bottles at
once, splashing water over them as though takindelight in the sudden
abundance of cool. Then she tipped out the reshefwater on the grass
and walked lazily back to the office, carrying thet bottles.

When she mounted the steps and went ingiwabhe door | heard the
wave of voices rise to meet her, and suddenlyidalas the door closed. A
feeling came over me that this had all happenedrbef

A lad wearing a jacket and with one leg ofthisisers rolled up, rode
past me on a rustily squeaking bicycle, thenddr round, his thoughts
still riveted on something else, and rode up taonask for a light.

He had two large loaves of bread tied sodairrier. | gave him a
light and asked him if he knew Yashka, the grandgddrooked Arm.

"Of course, | do," he replied. "Yashka thestman. Just wait here.
He'll soon be coming along on his motorbike."

| started watching the road and quite sood hear the chugging of a
motor-cycle. | recognised Yashka only becausad axpecting him. On his
lightweight mount he looked like Gulliver on a achién's bicycle.

"Yashka!" | shouted. He looked in my directamd the motor-cycle came



to a startled halt, then he seemed to press ihdote the earth and the
engine gave up altogether.

Yashka wheeled the bike out from under Mfa.walked away from the
road and in about fifteen minutes were lying ingkefern thickets.

A big, burly fellow, with a lazy smile onshface, he lay beside me,
still very much like the Yashka who used to bghind his grandfather on
horseback and gaze absent-mindedly around himi.aJshort while ago,
apparently, he had been one of the farm's teanetedmlit he had slipped up
somewhere and had now been given the job of @wstrile told me this with
the same lazy smile. Even at school it had bésroas that ambition was
not one of his weaknesses.

His grandfather, it seems, had expendedwhole supply of family
frenzy himself, so that there just was nothie§f for Yashka to work
himself into a frenzy with. What difference didnake whether he was a
team-leader or a postman, a postman or a tearafl@adis voice, however,
seemed as deep and powerful as his grandfathet'syithout those choking
high notes. | asked him, of course, about his gedhdr.

"You mean to say you never heard?" Yashkadagksurprise, and stared
at me with his big round eyes.

"Heard what?" | asked.

"But everyone knows about that affair. Wheagényou been?"

“In Moscow," | said.

"Ah, so it hasn'tgot to Moscow," Yash#eawled, expressing his
respect for the distance between Abkhazia and Mesit a story like that
had not reached Moscow yet, it really must be § lerg way.

Yashka raked in some more fern and packechder him, settled his
head more comfortably on his postman's lzagl told me about his
indefatigable grandfather's last adventure. Irdhehe story later from
several other people, but the first person tonellwas Yashka.

| was still marvelling at this, the final migyh splash of Old Crooked
Arm's imagination, when all of a sudden...

"Zhuzhuna! Zhuzhuna!" Yashka called outwiit so much as a pause
after his story, and not even raising his head ftloenground.

"What's the matter?" a girl's voice responfilech somewhere. | raised
myself on my elbow and looked round. Beyond fam thickets there was a
small beech grove. Through the trees | made ¢tei@ and, beyond that, a
field of maize. The voice had come from there.

“There's a letter for you, Zhuzhuna! A Iegtt&ashka called again,
and winked at me.

"Are you making it up?" | whispered.

Yashka nodded joyfully and listened. The hdstp@sshoppers cautiously
began buzzing to each other again.



"Humbug!" the girl's voice rang out at lasind | sensed that the
postman's ruse had flushed the hind.

"Hurry up, Zhuzhuna, hurry, or [I'll lgone!" Yashka called
delightedly, intoxicated either with the sounchaf own voice or by the
sound of the girl's name.

| realised it was time for me to go anddetp say goodbye. Still
listening for a reply, Yashka urged me to stayrtight but | refused; both
because | was in a hurry and because, if | @lidl svould offend my own
folk, whom I had not been to see. | knew thatsifayed the night there
would be no hunting trip for me, because it waake me another two days
to recover.

As | made my way up the path to the rbagain heard the girl's
voice; now it sounded more distinct.

“Tell me who it's from--then I'll come!" sheaw calling invitingly.

"Come, and then I'll tell you, Zhuzhuna, Zhuz&!" floated back on the
hot August air for the last time, and with a vagease of melancholy or,
to putit more plainly, envy, | stepped mubithe deserted village
street.

Well, anyway, | thought, Old Crooked Arrtraditions are not dying
out. Half an hour later | left the village and/Banot been there since;
but | still hope to go and pay our folk a visftpnly to find out where
Yashka's shouts got him with his Zhuzhuna.

| will tell Crooked Arm's last adventure asdw have it in my head.

Crooked Arm had lived to see the end ofwie and the return of his
son and had gone on living splendidly until quéeantly. But a year or so
ago, the time had come for him to die, and thigtinwas the real thing.

That day he was, as usual, lying onwkeanda of his house and
watching his horse grazing in the yard whenstdfa rode up. Mustafa
dismounted and walked up the steps on to the darakchair was brought
out for him and he sat down beside Crooked Asnusual, they recalled
times gone by. Crooked Arm would lapse for anainstnto forgetfulness or
doze, but as soon as he awoke he would alwaysefrom exactly where he
had left off.

"So you're really leaving us?" Mustafa askeith a sharp glance at
his friend and rival.

"Yes, | am," Crooked Arm replied. "I'll sodme bathing the other
world's horses in the other world's rivers."

"We'll all be there one day," Mustafa sigipeditely. "But | didn't
think you'd be the first."



"There were other times when you didn'tkHid be first, at the
races," Crooked Arm said so clearly that thatmees waiting at his
bedside all heard him and even had a little laagghough they concealed
it with their hands, because it was not quiterappate to laugh in the
presence of a dying man, even if that man happtenkd Crooked Arm.

Mustafa felt slighted, butit would haveen impolite to argue,
because the man was dying. And yet, it was sometasticularly humiliating
for a man who was alive and well to be laughedya dying man, because if
a dying man laughed at you, it meant you mustrbanieven more disastrous
or pitiful state than he--and how much worse cdbét be!

It would, of course, have been impolite axue, but at least one
could tell a story. So he told one.

"As you're going away on this journéyhad better tell you
something," Mustafa said, bending over Crooked Arm.

“Tell me then, if you must,"” Crooked Arepfied, not looking round
because he was watching the yard, where his m@asgrazing. In the time
left to him his greatest interest was in watchirgyHorse.

"Don't be angry, Crooked Arm, but it wasvho rang up the farm and
told them you had died," Mustafa said, tlhsugh sorrowing that
circumstances did not permit him now, as thetatdnch that false rumour
again, and wishing it to be understood that dgeatted this as a true
friend should.

"How could you, when they spoke Russian?" KedloArm asked in surprise
and looked at him.

Mustafa knew no Russian and, in spite ofjnesat managerial talents,
was so illiterate that he had been obliged to ineown alphabet or, at
least, introduce for his own use certain quaintdgg/phs with the help of
which he kept a note of all the people who werel@bt to him, and also a
set of accounts based on complex, multi-stogeer operations. So,
naturally, Crooked Arm was surprised to heérhis speaking on the
telephone, particularly in Russian.

“Through my nephew in town. | was stagdibeside him," Mustafa
explained. "As they had cured you | decided toeh@yoke, and besides who
would have sent a lorry for you but for thditg' added, recalling the
difficulties of those far-off days.

They say Crooked Arm closed his eyes an@ftong time was silent.
Then he slowly opened them again and said witramkihg at Mustafa:

"Now | see you are a better horseman than.l am

"It looks like it," Mustafa admitted modlsand glanced round at
those who were attending the dying man.

But at this point the close relatives gave weatears because it was
the first time in his life that Crooked Arm hagee acknowledged himself



beaten, and this was more like death than deal k&t was so near.

Crooked Arm silenced them and nodded in thection of the horses.

"Give them some water. They're thirsty."

One of the girls took two pails and went\i@ter. She came back with
the pails full of clear spring water and placeenth in the middle of the
yard. Crooked Arm's horse went up to one of tlads@nd began to drink,
and Mustafa's horse turned its head and patietie halter. The girl
untethered the horse and, holding the bridle, cstiyo while it drank. The
horses reached down with their long necks, drinkjaigtly, and Crooked Arm
watched them with pleasure, and his Adam'segppéy say, moved up and
down as though he himself were drinking.

"Mustafa," he said at length, turning to fniend, "now | admit that
you knew more about horses than | did, but yowkti@t | loved horses and
had some understanding of them."

"But, of course! Who doesn't know that!" Mafst exclaimed generously,
and again turned round to look at everyone whoaweihe veranda.

"In a few days | shall die," Crooked Arm conied. "My coffin will
stand where those empty pails are standing noven/tthe weeping is over, |
want you to do something for me."

"What is it?" Mustafa asked, and with @&shat the members of the
family, because they had again tried to sob, beat bis friend. It looked
as if Crooked Arm was expressing his last will.

"l want you to take your horse and jump threes over my coffin.
Before they put the lid down | want to feel timeedl of a horse over me.
Will you do that?"

"I will, if our customs see in this no sinMustafa promised.

"I don't think they do," Crooked Arm saalittle more slowly and
closed his eyes--either he had fallen asleep erjuat musing. Mustafa
rose and walked quietly down from the veranda. ¢tk raway, considering the
last will of the dying man.

That evening Mustafa gathered the eldersetithage, gave them all
plenty to eat and drink and told them of Crook&un's request. The elders
discussed the matter and reached a decision.

"You'd better jump, if that's his dying widlecause you're the best
horseman now."

"He admitted that himself," Mustafa interpelzt

"There's no sin in it because a horse doesat'tmeat and its breath
is clean," they concluded.

Crooked Arm heard of the elders' decisiengame night and so they
say, was well pleased. Two days later he died.

Once again, as during the war, the messsmjaevoe were sent out to
the neighbouring villages. Some received tiesvs of his death with



suspicion, and the relative who had brought theiedahose days said that
it would do no harm to jab him with the sharp eha arook to make sure he
really was dead and not just shamming.

"There's no need to jab him," the messeafyeioe replied patiently,
"because horseman Mustafa is going to jump dwuer. That was his dying
wish."

“Then I'll go," the relative said with reliefCrooked Arm wouldn't
let anyone jump over him while he was still alive."

They say there were even more peoplecdfutieral this time than
before, when no one had any doubt that Crookeu Was dead. Many of them,
of course, were attracted by the promispdctcle of a funeral
steeplechase. They all knew of the great rivdlegyween the two friends,
and it was said that even though Crooked Armdaesxl he wouldn't let the
matter rest there.

Afterwards some people claimed to have seestdfla practising in his
yard with a trough propped on chairs. But Misstienied with a frenzy
worthy of Crooked Arm himself that he had been jurgpver any such trough.
He said his horse could easily leap a gate aésgary and Crooked Arm
wouldn't be able to reach him even if he triedacsd with his famous arm.

And so, on the fourth day after the old male'sth, when everyone had
finished taking final leave of their relative afeflow villager, Mustafa
stationed himself by the coffin awaiting his finbsur, sorrowful and at
the same time impatient.

When the time came he delivered a shpeesh, full of a solemn
dignity. He recounted the heroic life of Shchaabarba, otherwise known as
Crooked Arm, from one horse to the next, rightapis dying wish. As a
brief reminder to the young, Mustafa mentiorted feat of the stolen
stallion and how Crooked Arm had not been afr@dleap down the cliff,
giving it to be understood in passing that ifiael yielded to fear it
would have been a great deal worse for him. ke Hzat he recalled the
incident not in order to detract from Crooked Arevloit but to offer the
young folk yet another proof of the advantage déllatecisions.

And then, in accordance with the dead marsh,vand his own wish, he
addressed the assembled elders in a thunderows amicagain asked them if
it were not wicked to jump over a coffin.

"There is no sin in that," the elders reghli®A horse eats no meat,

SO its breath is clean."

After that Mustafa walked to the tetherpust, untied his horse,
leapt into the saddle, flourished his whip andrged along the corridor
formed by the crowd towards the coffin.

While he had been walking to the tetheringtghe space beyond the
coffin had been cleared and the people moved atkat the horse should



not ride anyone down. Someone had suggestediogube dead man with the
tent cape to protect him from any earth thahnbe scattered from the
horse's hooves. But one of the elders had said theuld be no sin in that
either because he was going to lie in the eartiwvapny

Well, Mustafa's horse charged up to thémrcaind suddenly stopped
dead. Mustafa shouted and lashed it on both flatkshis whip. The horse
twisted its head round and bared its teeth, bidstinly refused to jump.

Mustafa swung it round, galloped back,naianted, for some reason
tested the saddle girths, and once again swoapd#ueacoffin like a hawk.
But again the horse balked and, no matter how Mastaipped it, refused to
jump, although it did rear.

There was about a minute of tense silemcevhich only the crack of
the whip and Mustafa's laboured breathing coultdsed.

And then one of the elders said:

"It strikes me the horse won't jump over adden."

“That's right," recalled one of the others. §&od dog won't bite his
master's hand and a good horse won't jump oveac man."

"Down you get, Mustafa," somebody shoutedot®ed Arm has proved to
you that he knew more about horses than you."

Mustafa turned his horse and, parting the dras/he went, rode out of
the yard. And then atremendous burst ofjliéer went up among the
mourners, such as one would be unlikely to hean av@ wedding, let alone
a funeral.

The laughter was so loud and long that wherctrairman of the village
Soviet heard it in his office he dropped his rulbdtamp and exclaimed:

"Upon my word, | believe Crooked Arm has jurdpmeit of his grave at the
last moment!"

It was a merry funeral. The next day Crookeut's posthumous joke was
being told and retold in nearly every corneAbkhazia. In the evening
Mustafa was somehow persuaded to attend therdiusigpper, for though it
was no sin to jump over a dead man it was congidei®n to bear a grudge
against the dead.

When an old man dies in our country theefal feastis a lively
affair. Men drink wine and tell each other furstgries. Custom forbids
only drinking to excess and the singing of son§emeone may inadvertently
strike up a drinking song, but he is soonpgéal and falls into an
embarrassed silence.

It seems to me that when an old mass dhere is place for
merry-making and ritual splendour at his funeealst. A man has completed
life's journey and, if he dies in old age, haviwgd his span, it means
there is cause for the living to celebrate hisongiover fate.

And ritual splendour, if it is not taken teethbsurd, did not spring



from nowhere. It says to us: something tremesdwms happened--a man has
died. And if he was a good man, there will beaxynaho wish to mark and
remember the event. And who deserves to be remeghioéimen, if not Crooked
Arm, who all his life enriched the earth with éalv and merriment, and in

his last ten years, it might be said, actually &shdis own grave and made

it bear fruit and gathered from it quite a goodpcod peaches.

You must agree that not everyone manageskogocrop of peaches from
his own grave; many may try but they lack theagmation and daring that
Old Crooked Arm possessed.

And may the earth be soft as swan's dowhifar as indeed it should
be, considering that it was a good dry spot ttteyse for him, a fact he
was very fond of mentioning while he lived.

Borrowers

The man who wants to touch you for a loan semdtelegram in advance.
Everything happens suddenly.

He begins by discussing certain culturatters of wide general
interest, possibly even outer space, listensltgoal have to say on the
subject with the greatest attention and, whenmwaman relationship has
developed between you in this abstract spherdakes advantage of the
first pause in the conversation to splash daently from the cosmic
heights, and say:

“Incidentally, you couldn't lend me a tenrfer a fortnight, could
you?"

Such a swift change of subject cripples ttlmagination and always
leaves me at a loss. What | really cannot undedstawhy this should be
incidental. But that is the way of borrowers. Thegn turn any incident to
their advantage.

For the first few precious seconds | am ceatli And confusion spells
disaster. The mere fact of not answering proynpitticates that | have
money, and once that is established, it is thedsaithing in the world to
prove that you need that money yourself. Thg tnihg to do is to fork
out.

Of course, there are some odd characters apdack what they borrow.
Actually they do a lot of harm. If they didreixist, the whole tribe of
chronic defaulters would have died out long &ydt, as things are, it
continues to prosper, profiting by the moral credithese eccentrics.

| did once refuse an obvious cadger. But hsepented.



We met in a cafe. | might never have noti¢goh but for a revolting
male habit | have of observing other people'®e&alOur eyes happened to
meet and | had to say hullo. It had seemed tohaiehe was firmly enough
established at his own table. But he relinqudsh&ith unexpected ease
and, smiling joyfully, headed in my direction.

"Hullo, chum! How's the old country?" he b&led from a distance.

| put on a stern expression but it was to. [@here are some people
you need only ask for a light and they'll be @&dmg you as "chum" and
talking about "the old country" for the rest of ydite.

| decided to allow no familiarity whatevendacertainly none of his
hail-fellow-well-met stuff. He fairly soon exhaudthis wretched assortment
of softening-up devices and in an offhand mesinpopped the fateful
guestion.

“I'm out of cash," | said with a sigh, anthde a rather feeble
pretence of slapping my pockets, actually tappaygourse in doing so. The
would-be borrower looked de pressed. | rejoiegdhaving shown firmness
and, in a sudden desire to palliate my refu@aind myself saying, "Of
course, if you are very badly in need, | could barsome from a friend."

“That's fine," he perked up immediatelyHy don't you give him a
ring? | don't mind waiting."

He sat down at my table. Events were ngpvimdirection | had not
foreseen.

"He lives a long way from here," | said, trigito damp his unexpected
enthusiasm and restore the original state of dsjaes

"That's all right," he replied airily, refugito have his enthusiasm
damped or to succumb to his former dispiritednd%ls have a cup of
coffee while I'm waiting." And he took a cigaeefrom the packet | had
left lying on the table, as though surrenderingdethentirely to my care.

"But I've just ordered a meal," | saidconsciously switching to
defence.

"You'll be there and back before they serve. yand if the worst comes
to the worst, | can eat it and you'll order anotbres."”

In short, the battle was lost. It's no ugent to fight nature. If
you haven't the gift for impromptu Eying, it's lesthot to try.

| had to leave that warm cafe and go out th&o slushy street. There
wasn't really anyone to ring up but | went rounel ¢corner and slipped into
a telephone booth.

| spent about fifteen minutes in that bootinst~I took the required
sum of money out of my purse and put it in onekpt then | took out the
cost of the meal and put that in another pockéteiV| restored the purse
to its usual place, it was nearly empty.

After this | returned slowly to the cafeying to read some



newspapers that were on display in the stredtnBihning | read made any
sense because | was afraid of mixing up my pockatsbringing down on my
own head this whole edifice of lies, whose stapdiways proves to be an
illusion in the long run.

By the time | got back to the cafe he hatslied off my dinner and
was about to start on my coffee. | gave him theneycand he put it in his
pocket without counting it. | realised at once titgteturn journey to my
pocket would be hard and long. It was.

“I've ordered you some coffee,” he samhsiderately. "They're
bringing it now."

There was nothing for me to do but drink tb#exe because my appetite
had quite disappeared. The waitress brought tifeecahd the bill with it.
When | had paid for my dinner, which he had eatem gave her a generous
tip, as if to make up for my churlishness while himself presented an
image of bored but noble opulence.

Yes, all borrowers are like that. They usy@r into a taxi, allowing
you to enter first and exit last, so as not toiggtour way while you are
paying.

Shakespeare said that loan oft loses [e#if and friend. My
experience was the opposite, or rather, | gdgtdost my money but |
gained a dubious kind of friend.

One day | told him that everyone is in GreabDto society. He agreed
with me. Then | added cautiously that the conoé@reat Debt is in fact
made up of a multitude of small debts, which wealsliged to honour, even
if at times they may appear onerous. But with fi@swould not agree. He
observed that the concept of Great Debt is motikitude of small debts
but, on the contrary, a Great Debt with capgé#ers, which one cannot
fritter away without running the risk of becomia vulgariser. What was
more, he detected in my understanding of Gredut Dertain traces of the
theory of small deeds, which had long since mmerdemned by progressive
Russian critics. | decided that the cost of osay this fortress would
exceed any tribute | might exact when it was cemgd, and left himin
peace.

But now here is a remarkable fact. It is easieefuse a loan to the
scrupulously honest than to people with what | wazdll a mini-conscience.
When we refuse the former we comfort ourselveth wine thought that our
refusal is not motivated by the fear of losing mpne

Life is much more difficult with habitugbsngers. When we lend to
them we know that we risk losing our money, drel/tknow that we know the
risk we are taking. This gives rise to a deBcsituation. Our refusal
appears to undermine the man's reputation. Wetihsul by treating him as
a potential extortioner.



About one man who borrowed off me | have agér tale to tell. | will
not conceal the fact that besides the purely atistren of research | want
to use this story to make good some of my philapic losses and also to
scare some other borrowers with the possibilitgxgosure in print. There
are not really so many of them. Out of a popohadf over two hundred
million, only about seven or eight altogether. lyYOa tiny percentage, in
fact. And yet how pleasant to know that yloave awakened someone's
conscience while at the same time recovering jang-lost money. If you
ask me, there's nothing more timely than an peetedly repaid debt, and
nothing more unexpected than a debt repaid on fiim&t's not such a bad
phrase, is it? On the whole, | find that when start talking about our
losses, our voices acquire a note of genuine iaspir.

It all began when | received at a certaacplquite a large sum of
money. | won't say what place it was becausewauldn't be able to get
anything there in any case.

Succumbing to the general craze, | decidextfjuire my own means of
transport. | rejected the idea of a car at onceoRe thing, you have to
have a licence. Well, of course, some people legnces. But that, |
think, is just silly. First you buy a car, thenigehce, and one day you
have an accident and lose both the car and theckcéf you have the luck
to get off so lightly. Besides, | had only abodifth of the money needed
to buy a car.

For all of these reasons | gave up the ideavaing a car. From the
four-wheeled vehicle of my imagination | removeteavheel and the result
was a comfortable three-wheeled motor-cycle anecsid

After mature reflection, however, | decidbdt a motor-cycle and
sidecar would not suit me either, because of ganable lack of symmetry.
| knew that this lopsidedness would irritate me #rat in the end | should
have to dispose of the sidecar with the aid ofaalsale post.

Eventually | plumped for a bicycle and bougitte. | found it had all
kinds of advantages. A bicycle is the lightds¢, quietest and the most
reliable means of transport. What was morepuld be saving on petrol
because its motive power would be supplied gyomn energy. | would be
entirely self-supporting, so to speak.

For about a month | rode about on my bicycdle avas pleased as Punch
with it. But one day when | was cycling along dt fjpeed, a bus suddenly
came out of a turning ahead of me. Half-dead vatr,fl swerved from under
its fire-breathing radiator, rode up on to the pagat and from there, with
no reduction of speed, crashed into a watchmagieop.

"What's happened?!" shouted one of the wat&kmajumping to his feet
and dropping a Yerevan alarm clock, which rolledwbthe floor emitting a
noise like an oriental tambourine.



"l shall claim repairs under the guarantesditl in a calm voice, as
| came to a sudden stop against the cash desk.

"He's a nut,"” the girl at the desk was tirst fo offer a solution,
and slammed the pay window shut in a hurry.

| came to my senses and, so as nalidpel this favourable
impression, silently wheeled my bicycle out of #m®p. Out of the corner
of my eye | noticed that one of the watchmakerslbathe magnifying glass
drop out of his eye. For some reason it occurredddhat the watchmaker's
magnifying glass and the aristocrat's monocle laasteange similarity of
purpose. A watchmaker uses his glass to maginifiymechanisms while the
man who wears a monocle probably thinks helasg the same thing with
people.

On the way home | was struck by the thoulght while walking along
beside a bicycle it is easier and safer to surteodeself to one's dreams
than while mounted on the saddle, and so | deawd¢do use my bicycle any
more. After all, for a cyclist to compete with asha like a featherweight
going into the ring with a heavyweight champion.

When | got home, | put my bicycle into thedhand forgot all about
it.

About a month later a distant relative oinenpaid us a visit and
reminded me of it. In general, if a distant relatyou haven't seen for a
long time pays you a visit, you may expect no gmoadome of it. You have
probably spent years of hard work establishiogygelf while he has been
gallivanting about God knows where. And then, wiea have made your way in
life and even acquired a bicycle of your own, thens up bold as brass,
grins at you with a whole mouthful of teeth anchtgato start up a great
family fellowship.

Imagine a stocky, thick-set man, in a firegreather jacket, with a
rough powerful handshake. He has a job in tovanfdling station and he
lives in a village ten kilometres out of town. Hestill a peasant and yet
already a worker. He embodies in one person be@thititorious classes.

And here in front of me stands this Vanechlania, and such a store of
vital energy bursts from every fold in his leatfeaket, radiates from his
lustrous eyes, from his firm, strong teeth, closeas the bullet pouches
down the front of a Circassian coat, that &mss he could quite easily
drink a beer mug full of petrol and smoke a cife afterwards without
doing himself any harm at all.

"Hullo there," he says, and grips my hand. fida rugged handshake of
a man of great will power.

"Hullo," I say, "if itisn't Vanechka! Wheleve you been all this
time?"

"l hear you want to sell a bike. | want to buy



| don't know what gave him the idea | veahto sell my bicycle. |
never suspected he knew of its existence. But Vdw@eMamba is one of those
people who know more about you than you know aloutself. Still, why not
sell it? | thought. It's a very good chance.

"Yes, it's up for sale," | said.

"How much?"

"Have a look at it first."

"I've had a look," he said, and grinned. "ticed the shed was open.”

The bike had cost about eight hundred in adeh@y. | dropped a hundred
for wear and tear.

"Seven hundred."”

"No go."

"How much then?"

"Three hundred."

Now we're going to strike a bargain, | thougbme of us will move up
and the other will move down. At some point ouemests must coincide.

"All right," | said, "six hundred."

"You're talking through your hat," he sdifihree hundred roubles
don't grow on trees."

"But a bicycle does, of course?"

"Who rides a bicycle nowadays? Only the vilggpstman.”

"Why are you buying it then?"

"I have along way to go to work. | justwat temporarily, till |
buy a car."

"Going to buy a car and you haggle over thespof a bicycle."

"That's one reason why I'll be able to buydhe"

What was the use of arguing? That was Varedhkmba all over, quite a
well-known character in our town, particularly armgairivers.

"How much will you give me for it then?" | asik

"What | said. You won't take it to market, wibu?"

"No, | won't."

"And no second-hand shop would accept it elthe

"All right, then," | said, "you can have itrflour hundred, since you
seem to know all about it."

"All right,” said Vanechka, "I'll take it fahree fifty, to make it
fair all round. After all, we're related."

"To hell with you," | said. "Take it for the fifty. But how did you
know | was selling my bicycle?"

"l saw the way you were riding it. That onenidoe riding for long, |
said to myself. Either he'll smash himself up dHl sell it."

Vanechka cast a thrifty eye round the roomg@ane another smile with
those bullet teeth of his.



"Got anything else to sell?"

"No," | said. "You've done well enough assit'i

We went out on to the porch. | stood on tlepstand he went down into
the yard and wheeled the bicycle out of the shed.

"Where's the pump?"

"Some kids pinched it."

"And you had the nerve to bargain!" Vanexhkt on the bicycle and
rode round the yard, lecturing me. "You'd betimve a lock put on that
shed. I'll bring you a good padlock."

"Never mind the lock," | said. "You give meetmoney."

"Next Sunday I'll sell my pears and bririgover." And he rode
straight out of the yard without even getting o# ticycle.

| didn't like the look of that. But what cowjdu do? After all he was
my relative, though a very distant one. I've saimefore and I'll say it
again: one close friend is better than a dozetamliselatives. But this
Is not widely understood, particularly in our pafthe world.

| met him in the street a week later.

"Well, have you sold your pears?"

"Yes, but you know how it is. The harvesaswso good this year it
would have been better to keep them for feedingipge."

"Didn't you make anything on them?"

"About enough to dress my womenfolk. You kngaurself I've got five
daughters. And my wife's pregnant again. They'r@ng me, the bitches."

"Why torture your wife like this?" | said. "@ it a rest."

"I need a boy," he said. "As for the moreypn't let you down. The
grapes will be ripe soon, then the persimmon, ded that the tangerines.
I'll make ends meet somehow."

"Well, get on with it," | said.

And so we parted. You have to be considevéte people who owe you
money. You have to pamper them. Sometimes you leaea to spread a rumour
about how honest and reliable they are.

The grape season came and went, then thienpeos and after that the
tangerines, but Vanechka still did not appear.

Quite by chance | heard that his wife haaimgiven birth to a girl
and | decided to remind him of my existence bgans of a congratulatory
letter. You know the sort of thing. Congratubats on your new daughter.
Come and see me some time. I'm still living ha same place. We'll sit
together over a bottle of wine and have a chat.

The reply came a week later. What terrtdadwriting you have, it
said. My eldest daughter could hardly makeut. Thanks for the
congratulations. My wife has given me another dééeig I'm properly mixed
up now with the names. Now they have gone andlled electricity in our



village. That means another thing to be paidBot. | have not forgotten

my debt. Don't worry, Vanechka Mamba will get otitsomehow. And at the
end of the letter he wanted to know whether |baaght a padlock yet for
the shed. If | hadn't he would bring me one.

Well, | thought, that's goodbye to my monajyid not see him again
till the following summer. By that time | had almdergotten the debt.

| happened to be walking round the market aae when someone called
out to me. | looked round and there was Vanedhtmba, standing behind a
mountain of watermelons. He had one great chunkis mouth and was
crunching it with his gleaming teeth.

"Mamba water-melons!" he was shouting. "C@né get ‘'em before | eat
the lot myself!"

A woman asked me what kind of water-melon wWas--the Mamba.

"Don't you know Mamba water-melons?" Varechxclaimed with a laugh
and, spearing a succulent slice with his knifeshaal it under the woman's
nose.

"I don't want totry it. | was just asgitithe woman protested,
turning away in embarrassment.

"l don't want you to buy it. All I'm asking fer you to taste a Mamba
water-melon!" Vanechka almost sobbed.

In the end the woman had a taste and, ondadnhad a taste, felt she
had better buy one. Every water-melon had a [&tiércarved on it, like a
trade mark.

"What are these tagged atoms?" | said.

"An old chap and me, we brought these watdonsein from the village
together. So | marked mine to make sure they dggt'tmixed up."

He burst out laughing and, before | coudnind him of his debt,
pushed into my hands a weighty water-melonriddt to refuse, but he
admonished me sternly:

"We're relatives, aren't we? They're strafghi our allotment. Home
grown! Not from a shop!"

| had to take it. It's rather awkward to rechsomeone of a debt when
you are holding a water-melon he has just givan go | let it pass. To
hell with it, | thought, at least I've got a wateelon in exchange for a
bicycle.

Later | heard that he had swindled thato#h properly. While they
were riding to town perched on their water melionihe back of the lorry,
the old chap had dozed off and Vanechka with het@s knife had marked
about twenty of the old man's melons with his ommal. So that's what a
Mamba water-melon is!

Six months later | happened to call at anfglstation with a friend
of mine. My friend wanted some petrol for hisr. @and there was Vanechka



busy hosing down alarge \olga car, his faeased in an expression of
sullen solicitude.

"Hullo, Vanechka," | said. "What are you noavear washer?"

"Ah, hullo there," he said. He turned off hisse and came over to me.
"Do you mean to say you haven't heard?"

"What should | have heard?"

“I've bought a Volga. This is my Volga."

"Good for you," | said. "You're a man of yauord."

"And he calls himself a relative," Vanecldamplained to my friend.
"When he bought a bicycle | got to know about ibate. And yet when | buy
a Wolga he doesn't know a thing. It isn't faint®s

"You'd better not mention that bicycle," I&ai

"Why not?" he said. "I'll pay you for it, thgh it was a rotten old
bike, with its pump missing too. But just the moment I've started
building a house and I'm up to my neck in dekd.soon as I've finished
building I'll pay up all round."

"l suppose you use it to carry fruit?" | said.

"l should say | do. And it's ruining me!&hraffic inspectors are
crazy these days. Either they won't take a brilzdl atrr else they want so
much it's not worth the journey.”

When we had driven away, my friend said,aff'Vanechka of yours is
working a fiddle on petrol. He'll get caught.”

“Let him," | said, although | was sure he wbuobt be caught.

Some time later | met a mutual acquaintance.

"Have you heard? Vanechka Mamba's been takleaspital in a very bad
state."

"What happened?" | said. "Did the filling stat blow up?"

"No," he said. "He fell into a lime pit. Ydumew he was building a
house, didn't you?"

"Never mind," | said. "Vanechka will get oudtibsomehow."

“No, he won't. He's a goner."”

Vanechka was in hospital for about a montkas going to visit him
but felt awkward about it somehow. He might thikad come for my money.
Then | heard he was up and about again. He hadgled out of yet another
tight corner. | had been quite sure he would.hbié far too many dealings
to occupy him in this world, and some of themrevie kind you couldn't
delegate to anyone else. No one else could hawscop

A year passed. One day | received anatisn to the country.
Vanechka had a double occasion to celebrate--hisdiavarming and the birth
of a son.

I've seen enough of these celebrations. Taereisually two or three
hundred guests and they don't sit down to talbl@tiout midnight. What



with all the preparations and waiting for the bes®earrive. But the main
thing is the presents. They have a village spokesstanding in the middle
of the yard and a girl sitting at a table besidwa,Hicking her pencil and
writing down in an exercise book exactly whonfs what. Some of the
presents are in cash, but most of them are in kind.

"Avase, lovely as the moon," bawls the gswmkan, holding it high
above his head and displaying it to all the tgi€'&\s pure and clear as
the conscience of our dear guest," he adds invagtiv

"A Russian eiderdown,” he shouts, displgye eiderdown with a
flourish. "Big enough to cover a regiment," he coamts brazenly, though the
eiderdown is of quite ordinary size.

The people from the River Bzyb are outstagah this respect. They
can't open their mouths without exaggerating. Wihieemaster of ceremonies
holds forth, the guest stands in front of him, hisad bowed in comical
modesty. Actually he is keeping an eye on the tgrinake sure she writes
down his first and second names correctly. Ha joms the onlookers and
the master of ceremonies starts singing the praisé® next gift.

"A tablecloth fit for royalty," shouts thisigttongued individual and
whirls the tablecloth into the air, as some mstemon might whirl his
cloak. In a word, it has to be seen to be betle@ course, if you come
without a present you won't be turned away, bugreéam climate of opinion
is created. | didn't go. But | did send him adetif congratulation, not
hinting at anything.

One day | was standing in the station sguafrone of our smaller
towns and wondering how best to get home. Shdtiddke the train or try
hitch-hiking?

| heard someone call my name, and thereMamschka, poking his head
out of his Wolga.

"How did you get here?"

"Business. What about you?"

"Been on a trip to Sochi. Get in and I'll gixau a lift."

| got in beside him and we started off. Thera the car was heavy
with the persistent subtropical scent of illegatgnsported fruit. | had
not seen Vanechka since his spell in hospitalh&d scarcely changed at
all, except that his face had lost a little ofatdour, as though someone
had dried it out with blotting paper. But he wasl as cheerful as ever,
with those gleaming teeth of his.

"l got your letter,” he said. "We had a gtdainge. Pity you didn't
come."

"How did you manage to fall into that lime?it

"Oh, that? I'd rather not think about it. Ngdook off for the other
world then. You can consider I've been thereaglyeStill, it was thanks



to that pit | got me a son.

"How so?"

"l reckon | didn't have enough lime in my bddy a boy."

"You had plenty of lime all right."

“No, | mean it. Maybe I've made a scieatifliscovery. Write an
article about it in one of your magazines and vgglhalves on the money.
But they wouldn't print your stuff.”

"Why not?" | asked guardedly.

"Your handwriting's no good. They wouldn'tddge to read it."

"Why don't you stop ribbing me and tell me hgou're getting on."

"Well, how shall | putit,"” he drawled, amith one hand flicked on
the dashboard radio, picked up some jazz, tuneahd left it playing
softly.

"There's no proper order anywhere," helated suddenly. "That's
what's wrong."

"What makes you so worried about order alh gtidden?"

"I've just been taking some tangerines to Sd¢abur inspectors in two
hundred kilometres! Do you call that order? And'tionterrupt,” he added,
though | had no intention of interrupting. "Taref them accept and the
fourth refuses. Call that order? Can't they ceon®me agreement between
them! Either they accept or they don't, all ofnthe can't tell him I've
settled up with the other three, can I? That'sahskt, isn't it?"

"Of course, it is," | said, and | thought tgself what a funny thing
this honesty is. Everyone cuts it down to dug own needs, but the
amazing thing is that no one can do without it.

"Now look here, Vanechka," | said. "You'vet@ car, you've got a
house, you've got a son. Now give up this rackétatvhore do you want?"

"Hives," he said. "I want some hives."

"What kind of hives?"

"Bee-hives. My orchard's being sucked dryother people's bees. I'd
rather have some of my own. | want to give it d'try

“Try it by all means. You seem to have trigdrgthing."

"Do you know of a good bee-keeper?"

“No, | don't."

We were silent for a while. But Vanechkaas the man to keep quiet,
unless there's some hush money going.

"What's this campaign they've started abousbs?"

"Why? Are they getting at you?"

"You know what a lot of envy there is aboBeople keep complaining.
How did he get this house, this car.... The chair has had me up on the
mat already."

"Well?"



"When a commission or a delegation comesdpltold him, you bring
them to my place, don't you? Here's a well-to-dasant, you say. And now
you want to sell me down the river?"

"What did he say to that?"

"He said he had his own responsibilities tefa."

We never finished our conversation. 8tmmg quite unexpected
happened.

We had been travelling fast but, despite bleads in our mountain
roads, | felt | had nothing to worry about. Vaneaiad done five years as
a driver in the army and he had excellent roadesel¢e were just entering
the town but he did not reduce speed. Suddemlyraan ran out of a bus
gueue opposite the station and bolted like a madgshacross the road. Too
late, | thought and even as the thought crossethimgl | heard the scream
of brakes, the hiss of abraded rubber, the slajute crowd. The car hit
the woman, knocked her to one side and stopped.

Some people ran up to the woman, pickedipemnd helped her off the
road. Her face was pale and wooden. But all afdalen she began to shake
her fists and angrily push her helpers away.

Alad ran upto the car, glanced inside dawled, "What are you
waiting for, Vanechka? Step on it!"

Vanechka backed the car, drove round theostaquare, swung out on
to the main road and put on such a turrpeéd that the oncoming
headlights flashed past us like meteors. We kapthis dizzy speed for
about ten minutes and | was expecting at any embtinat we should depart
for a spot that Vanechka might perhaps wriggleabigut not |.

"Are you crazy," | shouted. "Slow down!"

| glanced round. A traffic inspector was chgsuis on his motor-cycle.
Vanechka swung into a side street and we went hogratong a cobbled road.
The motor-cycle disappeared for a moment onlydappear a few seconds
later at the end of the block. Vanechka turnéal &n dark little alley,
drove along it and jammed on his brakes so suddbeatyl bumped my head on
the door | had been clinging to. Two steps fromdaeyawned a freshly dug
hole with a concrete pipe lying beside it. Vdnextried to back out but
went into a skid. The roar of the motor-cycleeBad menacingly in our
ears, like fate itself.

A few seconds later the inspector pulled egide us. He switched off
his engine and came over with the springy treaal lain-tamer.

"Why were you exceeding the speed limit? Wiatyd you stop at once?"

"l didn't hear your signal, old man." It tegowred that the inspector
knew nothing of what had happened at the staliewertheless he was bent
on getting something down in his notebookl &ept asking Vanechka
guestions. Vanechka got out of the car. It waditeetime | had seen him



in such an abject state. He begged and pleauedswore by all his
ancestors, he named mutual acquaintancesargieed that he and the
inspector were really both part of the samstesy. Then | noticed him
nodding significantly in my direction, obviouslyaygerating the importance
of my person. He made it look almost as though a@eewdriving me on special
instructions from the local government. | noticet/self assuming a rather
dignified air.

In the end Vanechka talked the inspector dotie escorted him to his
motor-cycle just as the local folk escort a marhis horse. | believe he
would have held his stirrup if there had been am¢éhe motor-cycle.

"Why, that fellow's just a beggar!" Vanecldexlared unexpectedly, as
soon as the traffic inspector had ridder awaymust have been a new
inspector, one he had not yet got to know.

He climbed into the car and lit a cigarettgecided that | had had
enough adventures for one day and got out.

"Thanks," | said. "I haven't far to go now."

"Please yourself," he said and started thenengBut what | told you
about order was right."

"What kind of order?" | asked, baffled.

"They dug up this street, didn't they? Didytpet up a sign? Did they
show where the diversion was? Do you call that&®¥te

| spread my arms helplessly.

| could not leave before he had driven clsar, waited. Vanechka put
the car into reverse and, while it backed slowiyh skidding tyres along
the street, | watched his resolute face with @ssh conquistador fold in
the cheek clearly illuminated by the state elettyriaf a street lamp.

Yes, that was Vanechka--grasping, indplesways boisterously
cheerful. He was no fool, of course, but | wouldereadvise anyone to take
their water-melons to market with him.

After being in the car it was particularlyepkant to walk. | have a
horror of road accidents, especially when pedesdrare involved. Thank
goodness no blood was shed. The woman must handiogetened rather than
hurt.

One day many years ago | was walking througlsddw feeling in rather
low spirits. | was just graduating from the ingt& and the faculty would
not accept my diploma thesis. There was somethiogtat they didn't like.
It had frightened them somehow. Actually it wagher a silly piece of
work, but the heads of the faculty, and | myseiftfat matter, were slow
to realise this. Later on, when | had to deféndas foolishness was
safely exposed and | got a good mark for it. that day in the street |
was depressed. It was cold and slippery ande thes wet ice on the
pavements. Suddenly | noticed a lorry backiagof a narrow passage



between two buildings. There were two little boystlee pavement, one about
eight, the other nearer four. At the sight & tapproaching lorry the

elder boy abandoned the little one and ran tetgafshouted at the top

of my voice. The little fellow heard nothing. Me&as watching the pigeons
and had lapsed into that state of profound meditahat is known only to
philosophers and children. He was so small ttieend of the lorry had
already passed unhindered over his head. | mdrtageun up and drag him
away in time. Luckily the lorry had been moviweyy slowly, the driver
being particularly careful because of the ice.

The little boy never realised what had hagpeiie was warmly wrapped
up and only his fresh little face was visible unddur hat with earflaps.
Neither mothers nor drivers are proof against\a@intualities, and this is
where the pedestrians come in. And even they @ésawme benefit from such
incidents. At that moment | made up my mindeand for all that the
meaning of life did not lie in diploma work, norezvin the opinion of the
faculty, but in something else.

Perhaps, in being a decent kind of pede&td bottom, all these
cars, aeroplanes, locomotives are really ingtlbut the children's
perambulators that we pedestrians either pull shpu

After sitting for so long in someone elssEsit was a pleasant
relief to be walking on firm ground. The earth iways ours, no matter who
or what makes it spin. The main thing is the safdreedom and peace it
gives us. You are not being moved by some eatdorce, you are moving
yourself. And what's more, you cannot run anybasher. Of course, someone
may run you over, but then you could also be@hitthe head by a falling
brick. The main thing is not to throw bricks about.

| walked home congratulating myself on ndvaving bought a car, and
on having sold my bicycle.

| think our best thoughts occur to us whenanemoving at a speed of
not more than five kilometres per hour.

One Day in Summer

One hot summer day | was sitting nearpiey eating ice-cream
sprinkled with broken nuts. That's the kindioé-cream they sell here.
First they put firm little dollops in a metal dighen sprinkle nuts on
top. | suppose | could have refused the nuts (dsatabe exact), but no
one else did, so | didn't either.

The girl at the ice-cream counter in hergudite overall, looking



cool and therefore pleasant, was working syenti a smooth, steady
rhythm. No one wanted to break this establish@gthm. It was too hot and
we were all too lazy.

The flowering oleanders cast light shadaws the tables of the
open-air cafe. Asalutary breeze from the daefied through their
straggling branches carrying a sweetish smellectg from the tired pink
flowers. Through the oleanders | could see the gmerthe sea.

Now and then anglers' boats would pass sladgh with its home-made
trawl consisting of a basket on an iron hoop.

It was Saturday and they were catching shsimppreparation for the
morrow's fishing. Sometimes a boat would heaventbthe men in the stern
would haul in the basket with its heavy load afdand silt and bend over
it searching for the shrimps and slopping handffissilt over the side.
Having emptied the basket, they would rinse it abgn throw it over the
stern again and row as far away from it as p&ss#io as not to frighten
the shrimps with their boat. They were keepusgy close to the shore
because in this kind of weather shrimps come ughtio the water's edge.

On the upper deck of the pier holiday-nmakeere queueing for the
launch. From the water came the sound of boysegorying with each other
in asking, or rather, demanding that the peopteequeue should throw
them coins. Responding reluctantly to thesgings, someone would
occasionally toss a coin into the water. Juddppnghe faces that peered
over the rail, this occupation afforded no one great amusement. One of
the lads stayed at some distance from the pibkapt demanding throws
into the deep water. Sometimes a sparkling coialavly in his direction.

It was harder for him to catch it out there, afurse, but on the other
hand he had no rivals to contend with and couldkwopeace.

Some of the lads were diving straight off firer. The sound of their
bodies splashing into the water and of theimgpuoices was refreshing.
When a launch arrived and took on its passengheslads who had been
lucky enough to retrieve a few coins ran up tle@stand bought ice-cream.
Wet and shivering, they would devour their portianth a noisy clattering
of spoons, then run back to the pier.

“Is this seat free?" | heard a man's voicesalmy head.

Beside me stood a man holding a dishcefcream and a folded
newspaper.

"Yes," | said.

He nodded, drew back a chair and sat dowadl been so taken up with
the sea that | had failed to notice his approddis.accent and a slight
drawl told me that he was a German. He was isnmid-fifties, sunburnt,
with a vigourous crop of short fair hair, a sligrasymmetrical face and
bright, clear eyes.



The newspaper was one of our Black Sea pulditsa He scanned it for
a while, laid it aside with a little smirk and sdtout his ice-cream. The
smirk emphasised the lopsidedness of his face ammhdlered if the habit of
smirking in this fashion had perhaps pulled thedopart of his otherwise
regular features to one side.

Curious to know what it was he had laughed taigd to peep into his
newspaper.

"Want to read it?" he asked promptly, riatiamy not very skillful
attempt, and held it out to me.

“No," | said and, sensing in his tone esite for communication,
added, "You speak very good Russian."

"Yes, | do," he assented, and his brightselashed even brighter.
"And I'm proud of it. Still, I've been studyinige language since | was a
boy."

"Have you really?" | said.

"Yes," he repeated vigourously, and added ait unexpected touch of
slyness, "Can you guess why?"

"I don't know," | said, trying not to lookije so sociable if that
was what my face had expressed in the firsteplalo be able to read
Dostoyevsky in the original?"

"Exactly," he nodded, and pushed asidedhgpty ice-cream dish. All
this time he had been hard at work on its cdatefthout for a moment
letting me out of range of his intensely brighégyTo perform both these
tasks at once he had been forced to lower at mé ohtze time.

"How do you find it here?" | asked.

"Good," he nodded again. "I came with my vafel daughter, though it's
very expensive here."

"Where are they?" | asked.

“I'm waiting for them to come back from theabk," he said, and looked
at his watch. "I decided to go for a walk in townrhyself today."

“Look here," | said suddenly, trying notappear too enthusiastic.
"Suppose we drink a bottle of champagne together?"

“I'm with you," he said good-naturedly, andesa his arms.

| rose and went to the bar. All blue plasticd glass, with dazzling
streamlined curves, the bar looked more like aaflyinachine than part of a
catering establishment.

Surrounded by this synthetic splendour sab#retender eating hominy
and cheese in an attitude of bucolic bliss. Hfe was standing over him
and at his knee, with one hand rummaging thouditih a large drawerful
of sweets, was a child.

"Champagne and a kilo of apples,"” | said, hgwnspected the counter.

The one and only waitress was standing nextdpher back against the



bar, eating ice-cream. The barman wiped his hamithsa rag and, clicking
his tongue, reached into the ice-barrel. The wastded not stir.

"He's a foreigner," | said with a nod in theedtion of my table.

The barman responded with a comprehendwigpm of his head and |
sensed his hand going deeper among the tinklirgiesc in the barrel. The
waitress went on calmly eating her ice-cream.

"“Tell the kids to keep quiet," | heard therban's voice behind me.

The young coin-divers had taken over a fabdet next to ours. Their
elbows were beating a tattoo on the table. Onberhtkept shaking his head
to get the water out of his ear, and this demwothers into fits of
irrestrainable laughter. Their wet, sunburnt slias speckled with goose
pimples. They all looked the picture of health, &nglas pleasant to watch
them.

The waitress brought a dish of apples andiéebaf champagne. Having
put the dish on the table, she started takingdiheff the bottle. The
lads at the next table froze in expectation efgbp, but then | noticed
that the waitress had forgotten the glassesstodped her. Not in the
least offended by my interference, nor in angywmbarrassed by her own
mistake, she went for the glasses. She appeatea/&a very keen sense of
her own independence, and also to take &thedronic view of her
customers. It was particularly noticeable aswgakked away swinging her
broad hips, but not too much, just for her gAgasure, not for anyone
else's benefit.

A minute later she reappeared with two tatroa glasses. She removed
the cork skillfully, letting out the air little bittle, so that the boys,
who had again frozen in expectation of a bang, were once again
disappointed. We drank to having made each othegsaintance.

"Magnificent stuff," said the German, ae@laced his empty glass
firmly on the table. Tiny beads of perspiratitad broken out on his
forehead. The champagne really was good.

"Were you living in Germany during the timetbé Nazis?" | asked when
the conversation turned to Mikhail Romm's flndinary Fascism, which he
praised highly. Apparently he had seen it at hamé&/est Germany.

"Yes," he said. "From start to finish."

"“Well, it's all over now," | said. "What dou think? Was Hitler a
clever or gifted man in his way?"

"He was never a clever man," the Germanlishaohead, twisting his
lip a little to one side. "But he did possess saor of hypnotic gift, |
believe."

"In what sense?"

"His speeches roused the mob, workeantlgp into a kind of
politico-sexual psychosis."



"What abouMein Kampf?" | said. "What would you call that?"

“In form it's a typical stream of conscioass. But in contrast to
Joyce, it's a stream of a very foolish consciousiies

"Never mind the form," | said. "The thingathnterests me is how he
set about proving, let us say, the necessity fterexnating the Slavs."

“In Mein Kampf that was all wrapped up in very vague phrasewsds
only brought out into the open after they hatmmwver.Mein Kampf was
written in 1924. On the whole, it's a wretchegmi-literate piece of
work," he added contemptuously, and | felt that subject had begun to
bore him.

“Is that what you think now or have you alwélysught so?" | asked.

"Always," he replied, rather haughtily seemed to me, and added
suddenly, "and | nearly paid the price for it."

He paused as if to recall something or, geshwondering whether to
continue.

"Are you tired of my questions?" | asked, pogrchampagne.

"Not a bit," he replied promptly, and havinged at his glass again,
set it down firmly on the table. Apparently hedhsome doubts about the
stability of the glass.

"It was just a boys' prank," he said withrails. "Two of my friends
and | got into our university one night and saatiepamphlets around. We
guoted a few illiterate passages frdvtein Kampf and argued that a man who
didn't know the German language properly couldatenitn to be leader of the
German people."

"And what happened?" | asked, trying not tpesgy too curious.

"We were saved by the primitive mentality lo¢ t police," he said and
rose, emptying his glass, at the sound of the laarsiren.

“I'l' be back in a moment," he said with@dn and set off briskly
towards the pier, moving fast on his musculgslé noticed that he was
wearing shorts.

The boys' table was now occupied by allpeasioner, a smallish
chubby old man in a clean tussore tunic. Onabéet before him stood a
bottle of Borzhomi mineral water and a small tienb from which he would
occasionally take two or three sips, then munehlipgs and, fingering a
string of prayer beads, go on watching the padsessith idle curiosity.

Everything about him seemed to say: here,divel worked hard all my
life and now I'm enjoying a well-earned rest. InkrBorzhomi if | want to,
| count my beads if | want to, and, if | want tadn just sit and look at
you. And there's nothing to stop you doing a gadd pf work in life so
that afterwards, when your time comes, you too ezgay a well-earned rest
as | am doing now.

At first he was alone, then he was joinedlbyg carelessly made-up



woman wearing a necklace of wooden beads, whdosa at his table with a
dish of ice-cream. They talked animatedly andthedltime the old man's
voice seemed to emanate a chilly intellectsigberiority, which his
companion sought ineffectually to melt, with thesult that her own voice
began to betray a certain secret resentment arreproach. But this the
old man ignored, persisting obstinately in the thednad adopted from the
start. | listened.

"Japan is now considered a great country,ptresioner remarked. "And
as a matter of fact they do have some very beawdmen."

"But the men are all ugly," his companioetorted joyfully. "In
‘forty-five | saw lots of Japanese POWs in Irkuaskl there wasn't a single
good-looking man among them."

"Prisoners of war are never good-lookinthe pensioner interrupted
superciliously, as though revealing some profousytpological truth behind
her ethnographical observation and thus dispoditiggomodest value of the
observation itself.

"l don't see why..." the woman began, butdldeman in tussore silk
raised his finger and she fell silent.

"However, Japan is at the same time gomsource of potential
aggression," he said, "because she is tied upAmterica through banking
capital.”

“If you ask me, they're all a lot of scouridri@ America, except for
about ten per cent," the woman responded and,imgtice old man touching
his beads, herself began to finger her necklace.

"A country of enormous wealth," the pensioperclaimed thoughtfully,
and propped his elbows on the table, two pggharcompromising elbows
outlined through the wide sleeves of his tussonectu

"Dupont's daughter," he began, but the thoogtite educational level
of his audience made him pause. "Do you know whpddtiis?"

The woman looked confused. "Oh yes, that dne..

"Dupont is a multi-millionaire,” the old maleclared harshly. "And
compared with a multi-millionaire a millionairis considered a mere
beggar."

"Good heavens," the woman sighed.

"Well," the pensioner continued, "Dupont's glater came to a reception
wearing diamonds worth ten million dollars. Nowuppose you'll ask why no
one robbed her?"

The old man leaned back, as though offetinge and space for the
widest conjecture.

"Why?" the woman asked, still overawég the wealth of the
multi-millionaires.

"Because she was guarded by fifty detectiveguised as distinguished



foreign guests, " the pensioner concluded trivamply, and sipped at his
Borzhomi from the small tumbler.

"Now they've published Admiral Nelson'svate correspondence," the
woman remarked. "A man can write all sorts of tkitga woman..."

"l know," the old man interrupted sternly. tBbat's the English."”

“It's a shame anyhow," said the woman.

"Vivian Leigh," the pensioner continued, étti to save the admiral's
honour but she failed."

"l know," said the woman, "she's dead, i9m&>

"Yes," the old man affirmed. "She died obérculosis because she
wasn't allowed to have any sex life. When @&@e has tuberculosis or
cancer," holding the beads in one hand he bemtn two fingers on the
other, "all sex life is categorically forbidden!"

This sounded like some kind of mild warninthe old man glanced
sideways at the woman, trying to sense her attitodliee matter.

"l know," the woman said, not allowing himgense anything.

"Vissarion Belinsky also died of tubercuksithe old man recalled
suddenly.

"Tolstoy is my favourite writer."

"It depends which Tolstoy," he corrected. iEhere were three of
them."

“Leo Tolstoy, of course," she replied.

"Anna Karenina," he remarked, "is the greatest family novedlb
times and all nations."

"But why was she so jealous in her lofeVoonsky?!" the woman
exclaimed, as if she had been sorrowing overftinigears. "That's such a
terrible thing. Quite unendurable."

A crowd of holiday-makers had left the beant was drifting lazily up
the street. The foreign women among them in tigart beach robes seemed
particularly long-legged. A few years ago they hatibeen allowed to walk
into town in such attire; now apparentlywss tolerated. My new
acquaintance reappeared.

"They seem to be very late," he said withawt special regret.

| poured out some more champagne.

"That's German punctuality for you," | said.

"German punctuality is very much exaggeratbd,teplied. We drank. He
took an apple from the dish and bit into it vigousty.

"So it was the primitive mentality of thmolice that saved you?" |
reminded him when he had swallowed his bite of @ppl

"Yes," he nodded, and went on, "thest&eo turned the whole
philosophical faculty upside down but for somas@n they left us alone.
They decided it must have been the work of sttgdehose line of study



would enable them to compare Hegel's style wittei's. One day all the
students of the philosophical faculty had theatlire notes confiscated,
although we had printed our pamphlets in block tedgi Two of the students
refused to surrender their notes and were takarmgbktrfrom the university
to the Gestapo."

"What did they do to them?" | asked.

"Nothing," he replied, allowing his asymmediliface to break into a
sardonic smile. "Released them the next day pntfiound apologies. These
brave fellows had influence in high places. ©hdéhem had an uncle who
worked in Goebbels' office, or pretty near it. mdittedly, while they were
finding this out, they gave him a nice..." Heupad and made an eloquent
gesture with his fist.

"A black-eye," | suggested.

"Yes, a black-eye," he repeated the expreghimirhad evaded him with
some pleasure. "And he went about for a whole watkthat black-eye, very
proud of it. Actually that was one of the typitlaings about the Reich--a
return to primitive tribal relationships."

"Was this deliberate or part of the logic o regime?"

"Both, I think," he replied after a pauseh&lReich bosses tried to
pick their men on a local as well as a farhdgis. Sharing the same
accent, the same memories of a certain path@country and so on
provided them with a substitute for what edudapzople call spiritual
affinity. And then, of course, there was thisteam of the invisible
hostage. Our family, for instance, lived imstant fear because of
mother's brother. He had been a Social-Demoenagsted in thirty-four.
For several years we were able to correspotid im, then out letters
started coming hack stamped 'adressat unbekana#ining that the person
they were addressed to was no longer there. Wartottler he must have been
moved to another camp where correspondence waallmved, but my father
and | suspected that he had been killed. And dfeewar we learned that
he had been."

“Tell me," | said. "wasn't this a handidapyou while you were at
college or at work?"

“Not directly," he said slowly, speakingtlween pauses, "but one
always had a feeling of uncertainty or even gitik.a difficult kind of
feeling to express in words. You have to experienirereality. It seemed
to get stronger, then tail off, then come on agaurt.it never disappeared
altogether. A kind of inferiority complex towartlee state--that's how |
could define that particular condition."

"You put it very clearly," | said andyred out the rest of the
champagne. Whether it was the drink or the precisf his definition | am
not sure, but I did envisage very clearly the cbadihe had described.



"To give you an even better idea, I'll g3l about something that
happened to myself," he said and, smacking hss pfaced his empty glass
on the table. He was certainly enjoying the champag

"What about another bottle?" | suggested.

"Fine," he said, "but you must let me payifdr

“That would be contrary to our custom.” Idsawelling with pride in
my own generosity.

| held up the empty bottle for the waitressee. She was watching a
workman crouched beside the barrel where thecneam was kept. He was
breaking up a large lump of ice wrapped in satkcloth. The waitress
nodded and turned unwillingly to the bar. Mgmpanion offered me a
cigarette and lit one himself.

The pensioner was still talking to the woraahis table. | listened
again.

"Churchill," he declared sententiouslyecognised no other drink
except Armenian brandy and Georgian Borzhomi."

"Wasn't he afraid they'd take their revengénion?" said the woman,
nodding at the bottle of Borzhomi.

“No," the pensioner replied blandly. "Stdtad promised him. And you
know how Stalin kept his word?"

"Of course," said the woman.

"I wonder," the German remarked, "what isgbeular local wine here?"

"l have read the Stalin-Churchill correspamdks™ the pensioner said.
"It's an extremely rare book."

"At the moment," | said, still listening tine conversation at the
next table, I'sabella is the favourite."

"You couldn't lend it to me to read, could 96the woman asked.

"Never heard of it," said my companion afteme reflection.

"No, | cannot, my dear," the pensioner repladre gently, to soften
the refusal. "But | can let you have some otrere book. I've been
collecting rare books ever since | retired."”

“It's alocal peasant wine." | said. "It paps to be in fashion at
the moment."

The German nodded.

"Have you govwbman in White?"

"Of course," the pensioner nodded. "I havehadirare books. "

“Lend it to me. | read fast," she said.

"l can't lend yoWbman in White, but you can have any of my other rare
books."

"But why can't you lend mé&bman in White?" she asked bitterly.

"Not because | don't trust you but becasseeone else has it at
present,” said the old man.



"Fashion is aremarkable thing,” my compa observed suddenly,
stubbing out his cigarette on the side of thb-teesy. "In the 'twenties
there used to be a popular film actor who madesélf up to look exactly
like Hitler."

"How do you mean?"

"He either sensed or foresaw the kind of |aibled would appeal to the
lower middle classes as a whole. And a few g/&der the image he had
created turned up in the real person of Adolphetilitl

“That's very interesting," | said.

The waitress came up with a fresh bottlech&dmpagne. Instead of
allowing her to uncork it, | took the cool weittle myself. She cleared
away the empty ice-cream dishes.

| removed the foil from the neck of the b®tind, holding down the
white polythene cork with one hand unfastenedatine with the other. The
cork pressed up against my hand with all theed of a strong, living
creature. | released the air gradually, then mborg the champagne. As |
tipped the bottle a wisp of vapour rose from thekne

We each drank a full glass. The new bottle @xen cooler and tasted
better still.

"After | had graduated,” he said, stillleapng his glass on the
table in the same firm, deliberate manner, "l aesepted by the institute
of the famous Professor Hartz. In those days | w@assidered a young and
promising physicist and they put me in a granmgaged in theoretical
studies. The scientists at our institute led agratlecluded existence and
tried to cut themselves off as much as possiben the life around them.
But this was becoming more and more difficuft,only because one might
easily be killed any day by the American bombiimgl943 several districts
in our town were bombed so badly that even thaieval enthusiasts could
not pass them off as picturesque ruins. More naock cripples from the
Eastern Front kept appearing in the town, raode and more tormented
women's and children's faces, but Goebbels' gepma went on proclaiming
victory, in which by this time no one, in auircle at least, had any
belief whatever.

"One Sunday afternoon, when | was sitting ynroom reading a novel of
pre-Nazi days, | heard the voices of my wife anth@one else, a man, coming
from the next room. My wife's voice sounded worri8tie opened the door and
looked anxiously into my room.

" "There's someone to see you,' she said, sémod aside to admit a
person who was a complete stranger to me.

" 'You're wanted at the institute,' hedsafter a brief greeting.

'It's for an urgent conference.'
" 'Why didn't they ring me up?' | asked, vig him closely. He must



be some new man from the administrative side, idéec

" "You can probably guess,' he said signifilyan

" 'But why on Sunday?' my wife protested.

" 'We don't discuss orders from our sugeri he retorted with a
shrug.

"By that time we were used to the polivaking a great show of
vigilance around our institute. There was nothireg eould do about it. You
had only to ring from one room to another to spwak colleague about some
problem connected with our work and the lineuld go dead. This was
regarded as a means of protecting us againsteakgge of information.
Now, apparently, they had decided to inform usptsecret conferences by
their own official messengers.

""I'll be ready in a minute,' | said, and Aeghanging.

" 'Perhaps you would like a cup of coffee?'wufe suggested. | could
still feel the alarm in her voice.

" 'Very well," | replied, and nodded to reassher.

" "Thank you,' the man said, and sat dowenimrmchair, glancing out
of the corner of his eye at the bookshelves. Mewaft the room.

"'l am from the Gestapo,' the man informssl when he had heard the
door close behind my wife in the next room. He ghisl in a toneless voice
as if trying to contain the explosive force ks statement as far as
possible.

"l felt my fingers instantly go numb and fuletb helplessly to button
my shirt. By a great effort of will | managed tosseome their rigidity and
guide the buttons into place, and then adjustneck-tie. To this day |
remember those few seconds of suffocating siletheedeafening rustle of
my starched shirt, the sudden irritation with myjewor always using just
that little bit too much starch in the washiagd--most surprising of
all'--the sense of embarrassment at having taodwething so disrespectful
as change my clothes in this stranger's presembde all the time the
underlying thought behind these sensations wagd thast not hurry, must
not show any sign of alarm.

" 'Well, what can | do for you?' | asked hitriast.

"'l am sure it's something quite trividhe said without the
slightest expression in his voice, apparently bstening for any sounds
in the other room. The sound of a door opetoidjus that my wife was
bringing the coffee.

"We looked at each other and he understoodilagt inquiry at once.

"'No need to cause anxiety,’ he sarml gave me a significant
glance. | nodded as cheerfully as | could. | lashtow that | had nothing
to be afraid of and was confident of getting howens | slipped a marker
into the novel | had been reading closed it lyiskd dropped it on the



table. If he had been watching my behaviour, tpesture should have told
him that | expected to return to my book that emgni

" 'We have decided we had better go rigldyavihe said rising, when
my wife appeared in the doorway with a steaming tra

"It can't be as urgent as all that." | pstee.

"l took a cup of coffee and drank it standliimga few searing gulps.

He also sipped a little coffee. My wife was stlisturbed. She realised

that while she had been out of the room | masehelicited some more
definite information from my visitor and sheked inquiringly into my
eyes. | gave no answer to her glance. She lookkinabut he remained even
more inscrutable. There was something indefinadly about him. Perhaps it
was the oddness of the insurance agent. His dagkrbackintosh gave him a
rather sombre elegance.

" 'But you'll be back for dinner?' she asks&ten | had returned the
cup to the tray. It was still four hours till dinm@me.

"'Of course,' | said, and looked at him.+delded, either to confirm
what | had said or in approval of my taking up degne.

"When we had left and the house was somardistbehind us, he halted
and said, 'I'll go on ahead and you'll follow.'

" 'At what distance?' | asked, marvellingrat own readiness to live
according to their instructions.

" 'About twenty paces,' he said. 'I'll wait f@u at the entrance. '

“'All right,' | said, and he walked on ahed#dme. There were two
weak spots in my biography--the fate of my lerand the pamphlets. |
realised they must know all about my uncle. But mowch did they know about
the pamphlets? Six years had passed since therfoBthem there was no
statute of limitations and they never forgave aimg. Surely none of the
others had let it out? | had told only oogher person, an old
school-friend of mine. | trusted him as much latrusted myself. But
perhaps one of the others had, like myself, dedfiin a friend and that
friend had betrayed him? But if they knew somethwalgy did they not arrest
me straightaway? Turning all this over in my mihdyalked on in the wake
of my escort. He seemed to be in no hurry. Irslosch hat and dark-blue
mackintosh he now looked more like a street lounger

"The Gestapo office was situated in an odhamon surrounded by tall
plane trees. On one side it looked over a fieloene some schoolboys were
playing football. Several bicycles lay gleaminghe grass. It was strange
to see these lads and hear their excited vemesear this sinister
building whose purpose was common knowledge ertdlwn. The pavement on
this side of the street was almost deserted. Pgoeferred to keep to the
other side. | followed my escort down a dimly dorridor. There was no
guard on the door. My escort stopped and wditedne at a pass-office



window. When he saw me approaching, he caughduhe officer's eye and
nodded in my direction. The duty officer wgseaking on the phone. He
glanced at me and put down the receiver.

"There was a cup of tea on his desk withughed slice of lemon
floating in it. He stirred it with a spoon and sgab We walked on down the
corridor, at the end of which | could make ow tfton cage of a lift. We
entered the lift. He slammed the iron door aresped a button. The lift
stopped on the third floor.

"We came out of the lift and walked dowioiag corridor lit by dim
electric bulbs, then turned down a side corridad into another and at
last, when | thought the corridors would nevad,ave halted at a door
padded with black leather, or some kind of matéhat looked like black
leather.

"My escort nodded to me to wait, took off het and opened the door a
little. But even before he opened it, he and hik-tldue mackintosh seemed
to melt into the black background of the doorisThorridor like all the
others was poorly lighted.

“Five minutes later the door opened againlaaiv the pale blob of my
escort's face in the blackness of the door. Thke bbdded and | entered
the room.

"It was a large, well lighted room with wimas looking out over the
field where the boys were still playing footbalhad not expected to find
myself on this side of the building. It may haweh pure coincidence but
at the time | was sure they had deliberately caduny sense of direction.
The large desk was bare save for an inkstandpan folder and a pile of
clean notepaper. Behind it sat a man of altbuty with a narrow,
carefully shaven face. We greeted each other arextended his hand to me
over the desk.

" 'Won't you sit down,' he said, and noddedri@armchair. | sat down.
He spent a minute or so rather casually leafinguidph the contents of the
file thatlay in front of him. The desk wagyevide and it was quite
impossible to read what he was looking at. Butatwertain that the file
was about me.

" 'Have you been at the institute long?' Heds still thumbing the
pages casually. | replied briefly, quite sure tiaknew far more about me
than his question indicated. He turned a few maigep.

" 'In what department?' he asked. | namediepartment and he nodded,
still examining the file as though seeking camfition of what | had told
him.

" 'How do they feel at the institute about tvar against Russia?' he
asked, and this time he raised his head.

" 'Like the whole German people,’ | said.



"A faint expression of boredom appearedhis dark, almond-shaped
eyes.

" 'Could you be more specific?'

" 'Scientists are not very interested in padityou know,' | said.

" 'Unfortunately," he nodded pompously andtipg on a more dignified
air, added suddenly, ‘Do you know that the Fuhmashklf finds time to take
an interest in the work of your institute?’

"A glassy look came into his eyes and for@asd his whole appearance
bore a distant resemblance to Hitler.

"'Yes, 1 do,' | said.

"The institute authorities had often toldcamfidentially about this
and made it clear that in response to this exaeglinterest on the part
of the Fuhrer we should display exceptional zea@unwork.

" 'But the Fuhrer is not the only persorowis interested in your
work," he continued after a generous pause, inhwlhwvas granted time to
enjoy the pleasant side of the matter. 'The ereofighe Reich are also
interested."

"The glassy look reappeared in his eyes laaégain resembled the
Fuhrer, this time in expressing ruthlessness tosverd Reich's enemies.

"l shrugged. This was a relief. Apparentlg did not know about my
escapade at the university. He went back tdiltndeafed through it,
then stopped suddenly and began to read a papeamsed eyebrows. The
tension grew inside me again. He did know, after al

"'Your uncle seems to have been a Socmh@rrat?' he queried, as
though he had quite by chance discovered a slightibh in my intellectual
background. Even the way he said 'your unceneed to express contempt
for, rather than hatred of, the Social-Democrats.

"'Yes, heis,' | said.

"'Where is he now?' he asked, making no giteéonconceal the falsity
in his voice. | told him the whole story, whidte knew perfectly well
already.

" "There you are, you see,' he nodded, asitbhie seemed to indicate
that this was the inevitable outcome of such hgsyeobsolete patriarchal
convictions. But | was wrong. His tone indicatedngthing quite different.

"'There you are,’ he repeated. 'We taat but what is your
response?’

"'l trust you too,' | said, as firmly as Iuid.

"He nodded. 'Yes, | know you are a patriogrethough your uncle was
a Social-Democrat.’

" 'Was?' | could not help repeating, and &dtudden stab of pain in
the chest. We had kept hope alive in spite agrghing. Apparently the
Gestapo man had said more than he intended. Grhevanerely pretending to



have done so?

" 'Was and still is," he corrected himselft this sounded even more
hopeless. 'l know you are a patriot,' he repeatadt, the time has come
for you to show your patriotism in practice.’

" 'What have you in mind?' | asked. The hiading through the file
stopped for a moment and appeared to strokenapemed page. He seemed
scarcely able to resist the pleasure of turningOnce again | had a
suspicion that he knew something about those paetgphl

" 'Help us in our work,' he said simply, andked into my eyes.

"I had never expected this. My face mustehaxpressed either fright
or revulsion.

" "You won't have to come here,' he addedkiys 'One of our people
will meet you about once a month and you will keih...'

" "Tell him what?' | interrupted.

" '"The attitude of scientists, instanaddhostile or subversive
statements,” he said evenly. 'We neeavaek information, not
surveillance. You know how much importance is dtéatto your institute.'

"He sounded like a doctor persuading a pateetake the prescribed
medicines.

"His dark, almond-shaped eyes were watchmegsteadily. The skin on
his clean-shaven, bluish face was so taut thabked as if any grimace,
any private expression would cause him ganpinching the already
overstrained skin. He therefore tried to maintanty @mne expression on his
face that was in line with the general directiormisf service.

" 'If it were a matter of any hostiktatements,’ | said,
involuntarily bringing my own voice and face lime with this general
direction, 'l would consider it my duty to bringetm to your notice in any
case.'

"As soon as | began to say this the faintesgion of boredom again
appeared in his eyes and | suddenly realised thiisawas to him merely
a long familiar form of refusal.

" 'Bearing in mind the fact that we are ary added, to make it
sound more convincing. This had eased the smmatit was not the first
time they had heard a refusal.

" 'Yes, of course,' he said expressionlesshg reached out for the
telephone as it began to ring.

" 'Yes,' he said, and a voice gratedhareceiver. 'Yes,' he
repeated from time to time as the voice wentis.monosyllabic replies
sounded impressive and | sensed that he was pléyenigigh official for my
benefit.

" 'He's bluffing,’ he said suddenly into tkeeeiver, and | gave an
involuntary start. 'Here, in my room,' he addean'fe over.'



"All this time he must have been talking abmét over the phone. This
fisher of my soul now rose to his feet, tookuadiie of keys out of his
pocket and walked over to a safe and, as he didsher man entered the
room. | felt instinctively that this must be tperson who had just been
speaking on the phone. He glanced at me with adfima@sual curiosity, and
| decided that they had not been talking about me.

"The first Gestapo man opened his safe antfbemard to look inside.
| caught a glimpse of several rows of mousy-colddiles standing tightly
packed on the shelves. He hooked two fingersantof them and pried it
out. The file actually seemed to resist andthatlast moment, as it
reluctantly gave in, emitted a kind of squede lithe cry of a captured
animal.

"The files were so tightly packed that the rdased again at once, as
though nothing had been removed. The other mak ttee file and silently
left the room.

"'So you don't want to co-operate with'gsitd my interrogator,
resuming his seat. His hand again glided to tiopaned page and stroked
it.

" 'Hardly that," | said, feeling my eyes drawnesistibly to the page
that was quivering under his hand.

"'Or is it your uncle's principles that fadbt?' he asked. | felt
the spring of annoyance within him begin to tighté&md all of a sudden |
realised that the main thing now was not to showm that it was normal
human decency that prevented me from having angexdion with him.

" 'Principles have nothing to do with itsdid. 'lt's simply that
every job demands a sense of vocation.'

" "You should try. Perhaps you have the ryi," he said. The spring
had slackened a little.

"'No,' | said, after a little reflection. dm no good at hiding my
thoughts. | am far too talkative.'

"'Is that a hereditary defect?'

"'No,' | said, 'just part of my character.’

" 'By the way, what was this incident &k tuniversity?' he asked
suddenly, raising his head. | had not noticed lum the page.

" 'What incident?' | asked, feeling a dryniessy throat.

" 'Shall I remind you?' he asked, pointingite page.

"'l don't remember any incident,' | said, &mdced myself.

"We eyed each other for several long secdhtie. knows, | thought, |
have nothing to lose. And if he doesn't know ihistill the only way to
act.

" 'Very well," he said suddenly, drawing aaclesheet from the pile of
paper and placing it before me. 'Put it all dowrpaper.'



" 'Put what down?"

" "That you refuse to help the Reich,' he said

"So he doesn't know, | thought, feeling rengwstength. He knows that
there was some such incident while | was studyutgnbthing more. And now
| took a quiet pleasure in estimating the exterttisknowledge.

“'I'm not refusing,' | said, pushing the dhggently aside.

" 'So you agree, then?'

"'l am quite prepared to carry out my diatyny country but without
these formalities,” | said, trying to cheothe mildest possible
expressions. The pamphlet danger seemed to hasedaut | was afraid he
might bring it up again. At the moment when he hskled me straight out, |
had been almost certain that he had no preciseledge, but now that the
danger seemed to have passed | was even moicktafraturn to this dark
spot. Instinctively | was trying to get as far aweom it as possible and
| sensed that this could only be done at theepsfcsome concession. He
can only be diverted by the chance of a lhwakgh somewhere else, |
thought.

"'No," he said, and a rather sentiment& ccept into his voice,

'you'd better put it down honestly in black avitte that you refuse to
perform your patriotic duty.'

*'I'll think it over,' | said.

" 'Yes, of course you must,' he said amicalolg, opening a drawer,
took out a cigarette and lighted it. 'Have a smbkeZuggested.

" 'Yes,' | said.

"He produced an open packet from his drameroffered it to me. |
took a cigarette, and then noticed that his owareitje was from another,
more expensive packet. | almost laughed indus fas he offered me a
light. Even in this, apparently, he had to feelduperiority.

"l was silent and so was he. | was supposée timinking things over.
Silence was to my advantage.

" '"You should bear in mind," he recalled sy, 'that our service
has not done away with material incentives.'

" 'In what sense?' | asked. This was subj@cthwdeveloping. | had to
impress upon him that | was moving in his direction

" 'We don't pay too badly,' he said.

" 'How much?' | asked with deliberate arrogandad to show him that
he had succeeded in overcoming what theuldveall my weak-kneed
intellectual scruples. A flicker of resentmerpaared in his eyes--this
was an insult to the firm. Perhaps | had gone &oo f

" "That would depend on the fruitfulnessyofir work," he said. Yes,
fruitfulness--that was the word he used.

"I shook my head regretfully, as if | had be®nsidering my budget.



'‘No,' | said. 'They don't pay me too badly at thstitute.’

" 'But in time we shall be able to provideuywith a good flat,' he
said in some alarm. Now we were bargaining.

"'l have a good flat already,' | said.

" 'We'll give you a flat in a district thas the best air-raid
shelter in the city,' he promised, and looked of the window. 'The
American gangsters of the air have no mercyn @ewomen and children.
Under these conditions we have to look after ousqanel.’

“That was a typical sample of national-sastdbgic. The Americans
were bombing women and children, so there hdwgktspecial protection for
Gestapo men. Altogether this dangerous gameddst about three hours.
The essence of it was that | had to display a nesdi to join them but at
the last moment | must appear to be held bsck purely self-centred
attitude of caution or some other considerateonremoved from ordinary
standards of human decency. At one point heyearhered me by pointing
out with a fair degree of logic that | svactually working for
national-socialism as it was, and my attempt wceany direct commitment
was merely a refusal to face the facts. Howdweanaged to evade the
issue. This tragic problem had been discusset oénough in our own
circle, which was naturally a very narrow atmdsted one. History had
granted our generation no right of choice and toated any more of us than
ordinary decency would have been unrealistic."

My companion broke off and lapsed into ddequght. | poured out more
champagne and we again emptied our glasses.

"Do you rule out the idea of heroism?" | askedluntarily.

"No," he replied quickly. "Heroism is sometyi | would compare with
genius, moral genius."

"And what is the conclusion from that?" | agke

"I believe that heroism always impliesapreme act of reason,
practical action, but a scientist who refused twkafor Hitler would not
make his protest heard further than the neareda@@sffice."

"But one doesn't have to give a direct reftidaaid.

"An indirect refusal would be pointless. Nogadould understand such a
gesture and there would always be someone efde toe gap when the
person in question was eventually removed, if theas a gap to fill."

"All right," | said. "But even if no one noés his removal, he can
still refuse for the sake of his own conscience, lva not?"

"I don't know," he said, and gave me a natsteange look. "I have
never heard of such a case. That's far tusiract, too maximalist.
Something out ofhe Karamazov Brothers... But | know that in your country
you take a different view of heroism too."

"We believe that heroism can be inculcatedgplied with some relief



at getting back to a less complex subject. | heglh to think that he was
misunderstanding me.

"I don't think so," he shook his heddntier our conditions, the
conditions of fascism, it would have been quitervg and even harmful to
ask a person, particularly a scientist, to dfferoic resistance to the
regime. If you put the issue that way--either dneresistance to fascism
or complete involvement in it--what you are doiag,a friend of mine once
remarked, is to completely disarm people moralherg were some scientists
who at first condemned our conciliatory tactitisen gave up the whole
thing and concentrated on making a career. Say whu like, but common
decency is a great thing."

"But common decency could not defeat the re@m

"Of course, not."

"Then where's the solution?"

“In this case the solution was provided bg f&ed Army," he said, and
his asymmetrical face broke into a smile.

"But if Hitler had been more careful and nttdeked us?"

"He could have chosen a different time, bat's not the point. The
point is that the very victories he achieved inhst&verish haste were the
result of the corruption of a regime which evathaut the Red Army could
not have lasted more than two or three generatBuisthat was just the
situation in which what | call decency wouldvhacquired even greater
significance as a means of preserving the natroafsl fibre for a more or
less opportune historical moment."

"We are getting away from the subject," | sdi#/hat happened to you
after that?"

"Well, to put it briefly," he resumed, lighgranother cigarette, "the
hunt for my soul lasted about three hours, endburse of which he left
the room and returned several times. In the emthath got tired and he
suddenly marched me off to someone | took to béobss. We entered a huge
waiting room with a middle-aged woman, a rathengubrunette, sitting at a
desk loaded with telephones. Three other people waiting in the room and
| recognised one of them as the man who had corfa the file. The woman
was speaking on the telephone. She was talkihgrtaaughter. Apparently
the girl had just come home from a picnic and vpeuring out an excited
story. I could feel that even at some distance ftloenphone. It was rather
strange to hear such things in a place like Tthen a bell rang on the
desk.

" 'All right, that's enough for now,' | healte woman say as she put
down the receiver. She stood up and walked quicittythe office. The four
Gestapo men drew themselves up respectfiip minutes later she
reappeared.



" 'Go inside,' she said and, as she werk lader desk, gave me a
look that set my nerves on edge. Only a womargoze you that kind of
look. Such a vicious look, I mean. No, theraswone of the hatred or
contempt that | could expect at any moment froosé¢hother four. That look
of hers consisted of a feline curiosity in mygywn the one hand, and
complete confidence in her master, on the othenalf have been the effect
of fatigue, but | actually felt as if my guts migkit any moment rise into
my throat.

"We went into the office. It was an even miapaurious chamber with an
even bigger desk loaded with telephones of vamolsurs, and an inkstand
shaped like the ruins of an old castle. A big nvaimo looked rather like
the manager of a flourishing restaurant, wasngitait the desk. He was
darkhaired and wore a fawn suit with a flamboyaetktie.

"He offered no one a seat and we remairsttistig by the door. The
three men from the waiting room, closer to the daskl | with my escort a
little further away.

" 'So he can't make up his mind?' thefcboomed thunderously,
staring at me with astonished eyes. 'A promispoging scientist and he
won't co-operate with us? | just can't beligite he exclaimed, and
suddenly rose to his full, impressive height.

"His astonished eyes seemed to implore oneleny this false and
perhaps even maliciously invented informatioatthis assistants had
supplied. As soon as he spoke, | realised he aparg) Goering. This was a
fashion among functionaries of the Reich in thadegs. Each of them chose
for himself the mask of one of the leaders.

"'And this at a time when hordes of Asiares aurling themselves at
the sacred soil of Germany, at a time when gargysfehe air are bombing
innocent children to death!" He motioned towardswindow and to the field
beyond where the children were still playing fmik They must have been
different children by this time, but it seemed te that both the field and
the children had been cultivated specially by Gestapo for purposes of
illustration.

"'l am not refusing,' | began, but he intptad me.

" 'Do you hear that? Didn't | tell you?' helkaimed. He seemed about
to jJump on the desk in his enthusiasm. But his tWranged soon enough when
he addressed his assistants. 'So you failed taexa him where his duty
lies. You couldn't find the key that exists for gv&erman heart.'

"He looked at me with his bovine eyes dndould see that he was
asking for my consent not so much for me to worktfiem but as a boost to
his pedagogical prestige. Let us both put thesempetent devils to shame,
he seemed to be suggesting--the murderous clown.

"'You see, it's like this..." | began, segsihat this pedagogical



process was going to cost me dear. Butjushat moment, to my good
fortune, the door opened. He glared at the d&erdn infuriated bull. It
was the secretary.

" '‘Berlin,' she said softly, and nodded toveande of the telephones.

"He seized the receiver, and it was immedyatelious that we had all
vanished from the face of the earth and evendhbedent over the phone,
had correspondingly diminished in stature.

"We withdrew silently to the waiting room,cafrom the waiting room
into the corridor. The secretary ignored us congbjet

"l returned with the fisher of my soul tshffice. | felt that he
was utterly fed up with me. | also sensed tlodh Ine and his colleagues
were at heart glad that their chief had failetii;mpedagogical efforts.

My man made no further attempt to argue with me.

"He signed my permission to leave, wrotelepi@one dawn on a slip of
paper, and said, 'If you make up your mind, ring ttumber.'

" 'All right,’' | said, and left the room. bd't remember how I found
my way home. As | walked through the streets Itfedt kind of weakness and
pleasure that one experiences on first gettingfigp a long illness. When
| was sure that no one was following me, | togethe slip of paper and
threw it into a refuse bin, though for some redssiill tried to remember
the number.,

"The next day | did not telephone, of couBet every day after that
| lived in a state of constant suspense. One agenhen | came home from
work my wife said that the phone had rung butewbkhe had answered it,
someone had put the receiver down at the othdr Aefew days later |
myself answered the phone and again there wasphg or rather | heard
someone carefully replace the receiver. Or perfiapas my imagination.

"l didn't know what to think. In the stresid in buses | began to
have the impression that there was a detective'sipgn me.

"At the entrance to the institute | would fegtrvous if the guard on
duty took more than usual interest in my pass.

“Two or three months went by. One day an olwsl friend of mine rang
up. He was now a well-known criminal lawyer ancetivin Berlin. As usual we
agreed to meet for a walk in town and then go beckny house for dinner.
My wife was delighted. His company always had adjeffect on me and now |
particularly needed something to liven me up.

"He was a witty talker, rather frivolous, tlaways a good friend.
Whenever he visited us from Berlin he wolldng with him a whole
collection of anecdotes that gave us a betterafleahat was going on in
the Reich than any other type of information.

"On this occasion he rang off with his usHi@il Hitler, thank you
for your attention', referring to the fact thidtretel telephones were



monitored. For the first time in all these wediki®und myself smiling
broadly. I, too, was convinced that my telephons @ing tapped.

"My friend and | had similar views on evenyidp that was happening in
Germany. Incidentally, he was the only persohatl told about my student
escapade.

"'l don't believe the Reich is going tetla thousand years but
it'll last quite long enough for our generatidre would say when we
talked about it. Like everyone with a gift forrhaur he was a pessimist.
During the past year the information from the East&gont had made it look
as if he had overrated the Reich's potentdhen | had told him this
during his previous visit, he had disagreed.

" 'On the contrary,' he had exclaimeduriderrated the extent of
Hitler's madness.’

"We met in the lounge of his hotel. As 3@s we were out in the
street and at a safe distance, | said, '"Well; staray. Hitler goes into
an air-raid shelter and there...'

" 'My God!' he exclaimed. 'Only night watchmiell that kind of story
nowadays. The latest thing is the carpet-eateese€ri

" 'What's that?' | asked.

" 'Listen," he said, and started on opeysifter another. Their
general theme was that Hitler, on hearing the r@wisesh defeats on the
Eastern Front, would throw himself on the flobrtos study and bite the
carpet. We passed several blocks and he wasesitiirg stories from what
seemed a quite inexhaustible series. The lastheneld, which was far
from the best, has engraved itself on my memory.

"Hitler goes into a shop to buy a new carj@Hall | wrap it up for
you, or do you wish to gnaw it on the premisesks dise salesman.

"He had just told this story, when my Gestagan appeared round the
corner coming towards me. In my confusion uldonot make up my mind
whether to greet him or not. At the last momerm@alised that this would
he the wrong thing to do, but then I noticeat timy friend and he had
nodded to each other.

"We walked on. My mind was in a whirl. Henten talking but I could
not understand a word. His voice seemed to ctno far away. Feverish
thoughts raced through my head. He was workimgthie Gestapo. They had
called him as a witness. | should be shot.

"And yet | still clung to the hope that tBestapo man was merely a
chance acquaintance of his. Perhaps they hadhngehinection with one of
his cases. He had often told me that the Gestdpdened in political and
criminal trials alike.

"But how could | find out? The realisati@ame to me in a flash. It
was quite simple. | must ask him straight outhéfy had met by chance he



would say who he was, but if they had a se@phection he would, of
course, invent something.

" 'By the way, who was that you nodded tb2isked a few minutes
later. Oh God, how much depended on his answew. IHeould have hugged him
if only he had told me the whole truth!

" 'Oh, just someone | happento kndwe' replied with studied
indifference. | felt his momentary hesitation aldthe rest seemed to
take place in a mist. There was an air-raid wayrie ran for cover. Near
a gutted building we spotted an old air-raiditeneéhat had caved in on
one side.

"He pushed me inside and slithered downdbecrete steps after me.
Anti-aircraft guns barked overhead. A bomb bamhe distance away and |
felt the earth give a frightening heave. Gradudlie anti-aircraft fire
moved away to another part of the town and thedadf bursting bombs grew
fainter.

"It's bad enough to die in an air-raid,dulght, but how much worse
to be murdered by the Gestapo. Not so much beadubke torture. There was
something mystical about it, like being stranglgdalghost.

"Perhaps this was because you were isolated everyone else and
punished in the name of the whole country.

"But what had | done? | had merely writtenatvbvery educated person
in the country knew already. Had | invented/neules for the German
language? And why is it that something which eveeyof us sees separately
cannot be seen by all of us together? But whadlyrevorried me was this
sense of guilt. Why should | feel that? There ninaste been some point when
| had tacitly, unknowingly agreed to play this génht@therwise why should |
feel guilty?

"We were still sitting on the cold concréteor, which was strewn
with brick rubble. In the semidarkness the brokeokis looked like stains
of blood on the floor.

" 'Oh, hell" he said, and began to brushdaiindown. 'This seems to
be something one never really gets used to.' Henagned in his overcoat and
took out a packet of cigarettes.

" 'Have a smoke?'

"'No,' | said. He flicked his lighter seaktimes before he got a
flame, then his round head stood out plaagginst the glow of the
cigarette. Just like target, | thought suddely,it melted into the
darkness. The decision formed spontaneously immy. His head will show
up like that another three times, | decided, dhdd'it. And yet after
the third time | felt | must ask him once again.

" 'Listen, Emil," | said. 'Who was that youdded to in the street?’

"He must have noticed something in my voitesensed it in the damp,



menacing stillness of the shelter. Soil trickledvd between the beams of
the roof. | heard the tiny grains pattering onftber.

" 'Well, he was a Gestapo man, if you mustkn&/hat of it?' he said.
Everything seemed to go limp inside me.

" 'How did you come to know him?' | asked.

" 'We were at college together. He was offehedjob in his last year
and he thought fit to ask my advice about it.'

" 'Did you give him any?'

“'Are you mad?' he shouted suddenly. fifaan asks your advice on
whether to join the Gestapo, it means he hasdlrekecided to join. It
would be crazy to advise him against it. Still, wisaall this about?’

"'Give me a cigarette,' | said. He heldt the packet in the
darkness. Only then did | notice that my righhtt had been clutching a
heavy lump of brick. | released my grip on idd; slimy surface. Emil
appeared not to notice. | told him everything.

" 'And you could think that of me?' he saiteatiedly.

" 'Why didn't you tell me the truth straightay®' | countered.

"l felt him staring at me intently in the dadss.

"It was rather unpleasant to have toytell | knew someone in the
Gestapo,' he said, after a pause. | felt a sligitititad come between us.
He must have felt the same.

"Soil was still sprinkling off the ceiling.

"'It seems to have quietened down,' he staohding up. 'Let's get
out of here before the whole place collapses otays.'

"And all at once | was overcome by laughtethéf it was hysterics or
simply a kind of relief. | had remembered the sfelter the Gestapo man
had offered me. Somehow | had recalled everyttheg had promised Germany
and what they were still promising her, andvtmle history of Germany
over the past decade struck me as monstrouslydbsur

"'l don't know what you find to laugh &rhil said, when we were
above ground again. 'Look what they have done.to us

"'l can see,' | said, not realising at tiheetthe full significance
of his words. And the significance of them waaragrom anything else,
that our friendship was over. He had been ashaotdl me that he was
acquainted with a Gestapo man, and because dflhatnot been ashamed to
think that he might betray me. Perhaps thas woo little to end a
friendship? Actually it was more than enough. Fi&nip does not like being
tested. Testing degrades it and destroys its vdfuegendship demands
testing, some kind of substantial guaranteeems that it is nothing
more than an exchange of certain intellectual cothties.

"Friendship is not merely trust that can beadht by testing, but a
trustfulness that exists before any testing tgkase, and at the same



time it is a happiness, a delight in the very fedia of giving spiritually
to a person who is near to one.

"If | say | am a friend of this man it meahat | trust him utterly
and completely because my feeling implies alisation of the great
fraternal predestination of man. And as forgeshould fate send them,
they will be only a confirmation of that sur@jsnd not a signed and
sealed recommendation of a partner's good faithl think | have been
talking too much..."

“Let's drink to that never happening agairsdid, taking advantage
of his unexpected pause. | felt that his remimses had overexcited him
and we were beginning to attract attention.

"Yes, let's drink to that," he agreed, appyesomewhat embarrassed
at having told such a long story. We drank. Thengbagne was tepid by now
and my toast did not strike me as very convigciMy acquaintance had
obviously tired himself with his recollections aseemed a little bemused.
To revive him | said that the previous autumnad lvisited West Germany,
where the thing that had struck me most hadn the friendliness of
ordinary Germans towards our delegation. He nodaled seemed to be pleased
at this information. And then he was brilliaobhce more, if what he had
been relating up to then could be called brilliant.

"We, Germans," he said, barely restraininghdes that now seemed not
half so asymmetrical, if asymmetrical at allye'aery slow to lose our
respect for the big stick."

This set us both laughing. And perhaps we Ishisave gone on laughing
for eternity had | not noticed that people wersenmg up towards us from
the pier. Apparently the launch had arrived.

"000-hoo!" he exclaimed with a kind of plawe dignity and hurried
off to the pier.

From this strange sound that had risen ddesuly from the depths of
his German soul | concluded that he had hadegertough of the Russian
language and decided to call it a day. Some ohdtiday-makers were still
walking along the pier when he reached it. | hehein greeting each other
loudly from a distance and scraps of their noisyvewsation. We, Russians,
had also greeted one another in this noishida while travelling in
Germany. Once you get accustomed to the tdad no one around you
understands the language you are speaking,wsuferget that they can
hear it.

The pensioner was still sitting at theldabith his faded lady
friend. | felt his gaze upon me.

"So he's a German?" he asked in surprise.

"Yes," | said. "What of it?"

“Well, | thought he was Estonian,” heefed with a touch of



annoyance, as though, if he had only been inforbed¢drehand, he might have
been able to do something about it.

"Democratic or Federal?" he asked a moraet in a tone that
dismissed the possibility of taking any action $lhibwed a desire to know
the extent of the error he had committed.

"Federal," | said.

"What does he say about Kiesinger?" heeésknexpectedly, leaning
towards me with a kind of communal curiosity.

"Nothing," | said.
"Ahal Humph," the pensioner pronounced withmbmposity and shook his
pink head.

| laughed. The old man was really rather singt He also broke into
silent triumphant laughter.

"What could he tell us anyway?" he sadtirassing his companion
between chuckles. "We know all about it from theveigapers as it is."

The German came smilingly to the table withwife and daughter. He
introduced us and purely for the sake of rhetpraposed another bottle.
His wife shook her head and, lifting a browougg arm, pointed to her
watch. Like all of them, she was wearing a vewy-ttut dress and looked
youthful and athletic. It was rather strange ® aevoman who had lived
through a whole epoch in the history of her peaple looked none the worse
for it. As for the girl, | had the impression tislte would have been only
too glad of some champagne if her parents had gk father and | shook
hands firmly and they went off in the directionaohotel.

"We won the war and they go about enjgyhemselves," said the
pensioner, and laughed good-naturedly as he watbtlead go.

| made no reply.

"If you like," he said, addressing his compamuch more sternly, "I
can bring you a book tomorrow by the French Academ André MauroisThe
Life and Adventures of Georges Sand.

"Yes, | should like that," she replied.

"That's a rare book too," the pensioned.sdi describes all her
lovers, to wit--Frederic Chopin, Prosper Meriméfrédl de Musset..."

He paused, trying to remember the rest of GeoBand's lovers.

"Maupassant,” the woman suggested doubtfully.

“In the first place, you should say ridaupassant but Guy de
Maupassant,” he corrected her sternly. "And sdgphd is not included,
although a number of other great European figuresheere."

"l shall be extremely grateful," the wonrasponded, gently evading
any further discussion.

"You should indeed, it's a rare book," pemsioner observed and
dropped his beads into his tunic pocket. "Waitf@r here at the same time



tomorrow."

"Il make a point of it," the woman said resffully.

"Expect me," the pensioner repeated amtining his pink pate,
stalked away across the boulevard. The woman wdthim go, and then asked
me rather anxiously, "Do you think he'll come?"

"Of course, he will," | said. "What else cando with himself?"

"There are all sorts, you know," the womaghed. She sat stolidly at
her table and now seemed very big and lonehaid the bill and went off
to a coffee-house. The sun had sunk rather low thnesea. The launch that
had brought the wife and daughter of the Germassipist left almost empty
for the beach. When | reached the coffee-housmihd the pensioner there,
already surrounded by a gang of other oldh.nfemong their withered
coffee-coloured faces his pink countenardisplayed a rubicund
independence.

Catching Trout on the Upper Kodor

| awoke early and remembered that the evemafigre | had made up my
mind to go fishing for trout. Probably it wasstthat had woken me. |
raised my head and looked round. The lads werdeadping in the strangest
attitudes as though sleep had caught them byriseypcertain movements
half-completed. A lilac dawn showed through thedew. It was still very
early. The bare log walls glowed faintly golden anaelled of fresh resin.

All the week we had been trekking in theum@ins, visiting places
where there had been fighting in defence of thec@sws. The expedition had
been planned long ago by students of our Geogrgpbylty and was led by my
friend Avtandil Tsikridze, a physical training ingttor. It was he who had
suggested | should join them. | had gladly agreed.

On our last day, spurred on by lack of fooakaebody had miscalculated
student appetites--we had done our longest hikdogrevening reached this
village.

Fortunately, we did not have to pitch dants because the local
militia chief had hospitably provided us with acaoodation for the night in
what was either a former store-shed or a futtltb-house. He appeared,
fishing rod in hand, when we, having dumped oucksacks, were lolling
blissfully on the grass over a bend in the river.

After climbing down the steep slope, he sewdlmaking his casts in a
businesslike fashion, evidently into pools witthich he was thoroughly
familiar. He would make a cast, wiggle his rodta&nd pull out a trout.



Then he would walk on a few paces, make anah®t; jerk and wiggle his
rod again--and out came another trout. Fromtanlte it looked as if he
was simply pricking out the fish with the loriart needle of his fishing
line. Having caught a dozen fine trout in thac of half an hour, he
quite suddenly, for no apparent reason, as thoadiald collected his day's
guota, reeled in his line and came up to us.

That evening, despite our weariness onthefstudents and | cut
ourselves rods from a hazel bush and fittethtreut with lines. The
student's name was Lusik. In some Abkhazidlagas they give their
children Russian names or simply call them bye&ussian word, usually a
resounding one often repeated on the radio. Rtamce, | used to know a
lad whose name was Voina (war). Possibly a Miberied by his own name,
he always behaved in a markedly peaceful manner.

Lusik was the same. As though bewitchedhiz/feminine name, he was
shy and stood out among the other lads by a slmupurespectfulness that
never degenerated into servility. He was sturdyaditle donkey, and his
amazing stamina had put to shame the toughesbers of our expedition,
which included two trained athletes.

...I took a big clasp-knife out of my rucksamkd two match-boxes, one
with some caviar in it, and the other with rgplaooks, and pushed the
rucksack back against the wall.

The match-box of caviar had been given to sna lman who had come up
to our fire when we were camped at the foot of Mharu

He had arrived in a helicopter belonging tparty of geologists who
had set up camp here before us and were workitigsocality. He was a
fair-haired man of about thirty, already runniogat. He was wearing new
shorts and heavy, also new, climbing boots, andechan ice-axe. For some
two hours he sat with us by the fire, taking arohtrusive interest in us
and our expedition. He did mention his name, bumnhediately forgot it.
One of the lads, choosing the right moment, ask&dw¥here he worked.

“In a certain high-level department,” hedssamiling amiably, as if
hinting at the relative nature of departmehtaghts compared with the
height we were now at. The pun received no furéixgtanation, but then we
were not particularly interested in where he workagway.

The next morning, when we were packingaigd, he brought me this
match-box full of caviar. The evening before In@d heard me complaining
that the local trout were not attracted by grapplecs and for some reason
worms were hard to come by.

"l suppose the earth, like any other prodgets worm-eaten in the
warmer places," | had remarked to my own surprise.

He nodded understandingly, although | myaei$ not too clear about
the implications of my schizophrenic image. And tiet morning he brought



me the caviar.

| was touched by his thoughtfulness and régplehat | had forgotten
his name, but it would have been awkward to aghin at this juncture.
Anyway | made an effort to show that | believiedhis work in a certain
high-level department, although he may not hateed it. That is, he may
not have noticed my effort.

When we went off in single file with ourdksacks on our backs, he
stood by the helicopter in his new shorts withibésaxe in one hand and a
Svan hat, also new, in the other and waveddgpye with the hat and |
finally forgave him for his innocent Alpine masgade. Especially as all
this put together, he and the helicopter on teemmeadow surrounded by
the stern mountains, looked superb and ciwalde been used as an
advertisement for air tourism.

...| buttoned up the pockets of my rucksaan my hands over my
clothing, trying to remember anything | might hdgegotten, and stood up.
| decided not to wake Lusik. He'll come if he walup, | thought. Perhaps
he has changed his mind, and anyhow it's bettiesii@n one's own.

On the table lay several loaves of whitdlrwith glowing russet
crusts. The militia chief had gone to the villapegkeeper in the evening
and he had opened his shop to provide ushwéhd, butter, sugar and
macaroni. Bread in such quantity was a pleasaht.sig

| went up to the table, took out my knife and off a big crust. The
bread resisted resiliently and with a little sduaa | cut it. One of the
lads, without waking, smacked his lips and itnseé to me as if this was
his response to the sound of bread being cut. Twasealso a small cask of
butter. | spread butter thickly over the crustki@ bite out of it and
involuntarily glanced at the lad who had smackiedips. This time he had
felt nothing.

| went out on to the veranda and knocked thfelon the rail to close
it. For some reason it would not close any othey.wa

Only then did I notice that Lusik was steng by the porch steps,
where the fishing rods were leaning against the. wal

"Been up long?" | asked, chewing.

"No," he answered hastily, looking up at m#wais big phoenix-like
eyes. | could see he was afraid that | might éeatbarrassed to find him
here waiting for me.

"Go and cut yourself a slice," | said, anceo#d him the knife.

"l don't want any," Lusik said, shaking hisate

"Go on," | repeated, biting into my crust agai

"I swear by my mother that | don't like egtiso early," Lusik said,
wrinkling his nose and raising his eyebrows alnogtis schoolboy fringe.

“Let's go and dig for worms then," | said, avalked down the steps.



Lusik picked up both rods and followed me.

We walked along the village street. Qur teft were the public
buildings, the collective farm management offite, restaurant, and the
barn with its amber, freshly planed log walls. Tladlystood on the edge of
a cliff. From below came the roar of the invisibler. On the right was a
maize field. The maize was ripening and the sbhualere sticking out from
the well-formed cobs. The street was deserted éxoeghree pigs of the
local breed, black and long like artillery shetlsat were slowly crossing
it.

The sky was a pale-green, exquisitely terleead of us to the south
shone a huge bedraggled star. There were nositrs and this solitary
one looked as if it had somehow got left behindl Aslked down the road |
kept admiring this big wet star that seemed todbemmed of its bigness.

The mountains, as yet untouched by the sure veesombre blue. Only a
small golden spot on the jagged peak of the highastablaze.

Beyond the maize field on the right theres\meschool yard in which
there stood a small, very homely village schdbk door of one of the
classrooms was open. All the classrooms opendd ariong veranda with a
porch. At one end of the veranda there was a pitkeesks standing one atop
the other.

A track ran past the school yard in the dicgcof the street. It was
scattered with pebbles and large stones carrieah dyvheavy rains.

Here we decided to make our first search.il&twas still finishing
my buttered crust, Lusik propped the rods agdivestfence and started
heaving the stones.

"Anything there?" | asked when he had liftee first stone and was
peering under it. He was still holding it halfised as though, if there
turned out to be no worms under it he was goingutoit back in exactly
the same position.

"Yes, there are," Lusik said, and heaved tbeesaway.

| swallowed my last mouthful and felt meed of a smoke but,
remembering that | had only three cigaretteth@ breast pocket of my
shirt, | decided to try and last out. | took the# matchbox that was in
the same pocket, tipped the matches out of itkeptlthe empty box ready
for the worms. Lusik was already collecting hisitin.

Turning up the boulders in this fashion weadyally made our way up
the track. There were not many worms to be haduader some of the stones
there were none at all. Little Lusik sometirsbgted really massive
boulders. You could see his arms were used towarkl. In fact, everything
about his sturdy stubborn little figure suggdghat he was used to
overcoming the resistance of gravity.

As we moved gradually up the track we drevelesvith the school. When



| raised my head for a moment | noticed a womartlte veranda. She was
squeezing a wet rag out into a pail. | was suegrihat | had not noticed
her before, and even more surprised to seeshiegawas a fair-haired
Russian woman. That was unusual here.

"Good morning," | said, when she turned hexthe

"Good morning," she replied amiably, but withany sign of curiosity.

A girl in her teens came out of the opersslaom carrying a besom.
She dipped it in the pail, shook it and having Weakcthe steps with it a
few times, gave us a silent look and went baak ithte classroom. She was
beautiful and walked away with her back perfedtraight, conscious of
being looked at. The charm of her face pagpbably, in the rare
combination it achieved of Oriental brillian@d a Slav softness of
feature.

| looked at Lusik. He was staring opeodthed with his innocent
phoenix-like eyes.

"Where did she spring from?" he asked me iki¥&zian.

"Come back in about three years' time," | said

Lusik sighed and set about lifting the n&eine. | bent down with
him.

| could hear the woman scrubbing the verafidar with her rag and
sluicing it with water. It must have been the pa@st shortages that drove
her up here into this remote mountain villagehdught. Then she had this
girl by some Svan and stayed on here, | decidegdrising myself by my own
insight.

"How do we get down to the river from hereaSked.

She straightened up and eased her head baglaxdher neck muscles.

"Over there." She held out a bare arm thas wet to the elbow.
"You'll find the way down as soon as you get td thause. "

"I know it," Lusik said.

The girl with the besom appeared again.

“Is that your daughter?" | asked.

"My eldest," the woman affirmed with a quieide.

"Why, have you any others?"

"Six altogether," she smiled.

That was a real surprise. She looked far tnog for a woman who had
borne six children.

"Oh! Does your husband work at the school?"

"He's the chairman of the collective farm,é storrected me and added,
with another nod towards the house across the téad}'s our house."

It was barely visible through the fruit-trdad | could see that it
was the kind of roomy well-built place thatgmt belong to the farm
chairman.



"My regular job's at the weather station," elRplained. "This is just
something | do on the side."

The girl, who had been listening to the cmsation, knocked out her
besom against the porch steps and with arsgNance at her mother
returned to the classroom, still keeping her baaly @tiff and straight.

"Pretty hard for you, isn't it?" | asketlying to include in my
qguestion household matters, the children andyveahll, living among a
strange people.

"Not so bad," she said, "my daughter helps..."

We did not talk about anything else. Havicmjlected enough wormes,
Lusik and | picked up our rods and set off. | gkshcound to say good-bye,
but now they were carrying the desks into the otessa and had no time for
us.

As | walked past the house opposite theoaichsaw four youngsters
with fair hair and dark eyes. They were cliggito the new fence and
staring out into the street.

"What is your father?" | asked the eldestog bof about six.

"Chairman,"” he gurgled, and | noticedfmgers tighten round the
stakes of the fence.

We turned off the track and made our way dawery steep path. Tiny
pebbles went bouncing away from under our feetsamdetimes | had to use my
rod as a brake. Thickets of hazel, elder and blrckloverhung the path on
both sides. One spur of blackberry was so hedeiaded with dark dusty
fruit that | could not resist.

| planted my rod on the path and, holdihgvith my chin to stop it
slipping away, carefully bent the branch and gattie handful of berries.
Having puffed the dust off them, | poured th@olcsweet berries into my
mouth. There were plenty more on the branch betid&d not to let myself
be diverted and took to the path. The sound ofitlee was becoming more
audible and | was eager to reach the bank.

Lusik was waiting for me below. As soon @&sine out on the bank |
felt a rush of cool air on my face. It was thie seeam carried by the
whirling waters.

The nearness of the water spurred usarmhwe crunched over the
pebbles of the dried-up channels towards it. Abeatmeters from the water
| signed to Lusik not to talk, and trying not toake so much noise on the
pebbles, we crept to the water's edge. An expegkangler had taught me
this. | had been amused at the sight of him cragndiown to the water as if
he were stalking game, but when he fished outoeesaf trout and | caught
no more than a couple of miserable troutlets irhalerday | had to believe
in the advantage of experience.

Lusik was making signs and pointing. | lookkdvnstream and saw a lad



with a fishing rod about fifty meters away. | rgotsed him at once as one
of our party.

It was unpleasant that he had forestalled\e had not even known
that he intended to go fishing. As if sensing gaze, he looked round. |
made an inquiring gesture: how goes it? He repligid a limp wave of the
arm: nothing doing. | thought I glimpsed a frowindisappointment on his
face. He turned away and applied himself to his rod

If that's how it is, | thought, we can consitteat he arrived with us
and we began fishing at the same time. After ladl,fish don't know he was
here first... | signed to Lusik to go on dowasain and keep his distance
from me. He did so.

| took the matchbox out of my waterproof ket; selected a fat worm
and fixed it on the hook, leaving its tail wiggling

At this spot the river split in two, formireglong island overgrown
with grass and stunted alders. The main channelavethe other side. The
near channel began with a shallow rapid, belowctvihinoticed a small deep
pool. | crept over to it and, holding the linethye sinker with one hand,
drew the rod back with the other to judge ldmgth of my cast more
exactly. Then | swung the rod gently and let@jdhe line. The sinker
plummeted neatly into the pool.

Now the main thing is not to get snaggetipuight, trying to take in
the slack so that the hook was not carrieddam underwater rock or
branch. Something plucked at the line and my lgawe an involuntary jerk.
The hook came up with nothing on it. Aftereavfmore false alarms |
realised that this was due not to a fish pitiout to the tugging of
underwater currents; but my wrist still jerkesmch time as if from an
electric shock. My mind was always a fraction gegond behind the reflex.

Tap! | felt the faint tug and forced my haondeep still.

Still crouching on my heels and very excitédvaited for another
bite, impressing on myself that | should not jerk Inand when | felt it.

He'll try again in a minute, | told mysdijt be patient. The fish
did nibble the bait again and my hand scarcely rdoVais time the fish was
more careful. That's good, | thought, keep tipaa few times until you
feel that it's taken the bait.

The fish attacked again, | made my strike thhe next moment a wet,
gleaming trout was fluttering in the air. | swuihg rod towards the bank
and the line with the heavy fish dancing onehd of it came before my
eyes. In my excitement | did not seize it at onegentually | reached out
and got a firm grip on that cold living body, damy rod down carefully,
and holding the fish even more tightly, with mpet hand freed the hook
from its soundlessly hiccupping mouth.

| had never caught such a big one lkefttrwas the size of a



full-grown corn cob. Its back was speckled wrgd spots. | carefully
unbuttoned the flap of my jacket pocket, droppeith and buttoned the
pocket again. In the pocket it writhed with freststength. | had a knife
there and decided that it might bruise itselflom haft. So | opened the
pocket again and with the coldness of the fishtlom back of my hand took
the knife out, transferred it to another pocket again buttoned the flap
over the fish.

| straightened up, feeling a need for ddtom after such a large
and almost sickening dose of happiness. | toalkeap breath and looked
round. The water was noticeably lighter anddinstream above it had
warmed a little. The mountains on the other sid@ river lay in sombre
blue shadow but the peaks of those behind me wel&za of gold.

Lusik was not far away downstream. | realighat he had not seen
anything, otherwise he would still be lookingny direction. Lusik had
never done any fishing before, except for a cooplattempts at trout up
here with me in the mountains. But there had bwertatch, so he had not
yet experienced the real thrill.

You seldom find an angler among the Abkhazidhss is a strange thing
for a people who have lived by the sea for ceesult think it was not
always so. The unfortunate migration to Turkethe last century probably
took with it most of the inhabitants of the coast the river valleys and
with their departure the Abkhazian fishing industame to a sudden end.

If such blank spots, such oblivion can ocecurai people's memory, of
such a visible thing as fishing, | thought, howetally must we guard the
more fragile values against the danger of disagpeay; evaporation...

The student who had arrived before us hadgddhhis ground.

He had told me once that he and his father &dadbtor boat and often
went fishing at sea. | had asked him if he eseld fish because with a
motor boat you can nearly always find a shoalthede are plenty of fish
to be caught when trolling in a good shoal.

He looked straight into my eyes and said tigatand his fathevever
sold fish. | felt that he was offended. But theael lbeen no offense meant.

| baited my hook again and made a cast. Ndshed standing up. |
felt that the expedition was going to be a good dden't know why, but |
was sure of it.

In a little while | again felt a nibblingand tried to keep my hand
still. There were a few more stirrings, thahness, but | went on
waiting, determined to outwit the fish. When |lpdlin the line, however,
the bait was gone. The fish must have quietly bl away and | had been
waiting for it to snap at a bare hook.

| baited the hook again and made a caosfsi. The line circled
smoothly in the eddying waters of the pool andgtke there with a light



flick of the rod whenever it floated away. Whemere was still no bite, |
decided to let the bait go downstream a littlentrdrew it back against
the current to tempt some of the bolder fish.

The trout that | had caught was slapping méerbelly and every slap
helped me to be patient. *** At last | caught adium-sized trout and put
it in my pocket. The first one, which had beal fgir a while, began to
flap about with the second. It must be gladied company, | thought,
perhaps it has given it fresh hope. But then |adktithat the second trout
had brought the first to life with its wet oxgmated gills. | squatted
down, opened my pocket and poured in a few handfulgater.

Now the two trout flapped about in the evand from time to time
nudged me almost gratefully in the stomach, givimga strange sensation of
rather foolish joy.

There seemed to be nothing more going for m#is spot, so | decided
to move on. | drew in my line, wound it round tloel and planted the hook
in the soft fresh wood.

I might have tried upstream, but thefglibn either side fell
straight into the water and there was no wayndahem. Further up the
river the bank was much more accessible, bututcc not be reached from
here, | moved downstream.

By now the sun was shining brightly and gayg#easant warmth. A mist
was creeping up from behind one of the mountamgheé shallows the water
was clear and every pebble shone joyfully, castiogivering shadow on the
sandy bottom. Now and then for no apparent reagtunderwater tornados
whipped up the sand.

| came up to Lusik. Waist deep in the wates,was leaning over and
groping in it with an alert expression in his ,bighoenix-like eyes. His
clothes were lying neatly folded on the bank.

"Snagged up?" | asked as | approached.

"l can't reach it," he said in an unexpectedtifmannish voice. The
poor fellow was hoarse from the cold. "Come ousadid and picked up his
rod.

"Il lose the hook," Lusik croaked, justdila thrifty old man, and
climbed reluctantly out of the water.

He was almost black with cold.

| pulled the line till it broke, selected reew hook and tied it on.
Holding the hook in one hand, | put the othet ef the tie between my
teeth, tugged it tight and actually bit off the emthich | was not usually
able to do.

"There we are," | said, spitting out the end.

"Have you caught anything?" Lusik asked withteeth chattering.

“Two," | said, and opened my jacket pockessik put his hand in and



pulled out the big one. It was still alive.

"What a whopper, " he croaked, shiveringl can feel them nibbling,
but they don't bite."

"Don't hurry over your strike," | said, amwdhen he had replaced the
trout in my pocket went down to the edge and pdburea few more handfuls
of fresh water.

"Aren't we going yet?" Lusik asked.

“No fear," | said, and walked on down the hank

"Il stay a bit longer, then go back. Thedaall be waiting," Lusik
shouted after me. His voice was coming throughrele@ow.

| nodded without looking round and walked Bar ahead | caught a
glimpse of the other student. He had again shhtsgbosition. He kept on
shifting it--a sure sign of failure.

| wanted to be left quite alone and decidettadry any more until |
had passed the student. | was sure he had distalldbe fish around here
and it would be no use trying, although there vgen@me very good pools.

At one of them | did stop make a cast. |@bite straight away, but
after that came a lull. Grudging the time | wassting and yet determined
to turn it to some use, | went on waiting stubbprnl

Snap! Snap! It was double bite. I made stnike and pulled out a
trout. Good for you, | told myself, you had tbetience and here's your
reward.

But as soon as | tried to get my hand thatfish wriggled off the
hook and fell on the bank. | dropped my rod anetitto grab it, but with a
desperate agility it slipped away into the wateits$ terror it seemed to
have grown feet on its belly.

Cursing myself for the delay, | reeled in img somehow and set off
downstream almost at a run.

The student was fishing knee-deep in the awall Here the river was
racing noisily over a series of small rapidasd he did not hear me
approach. His whole posture suggested that he ddaith in the enterprise
and was merely amusing himself for want of sometlnetter to do.

"How's it going?" | shouted.

He turned and shook his head.

"How about you?" he asked.

The river drowned the sound of his vaod | indicated with my
fingers that | had caught two fish, then pulled big trout out of my
pocket to show him.

| went on further and decided not to stoplurfbund the finest spot
of all.

This was a huge pinkish-lilac boulder. It veaparated from the bank
by a narrow strip of water. On one side | coske a deep pool and |



guessed that there must be another deep, quietvhtakon the other side.

My excitement returned and | crept over ®ltloulder, trying not to
make a noise on the pebbles. Having silentdghed the water's edge |
propped the rod against the boulder and sprang n t

The boulder was cold and slippery. On tids sthe dew had not yet
dried. | pulled my rod up and climbed cautiouslyhe top. Here it was dry
and on both sides there were deep green poolsetf\gater.

Let the bait be worthy of the place, | dedidad, trying not to give
my presence away, took the matchbox of cavidrobmy pocket. | had to
press hard to open it. The caviar was of an undsod | had never seen
anything like it even on the Kommandorskiyeaugls, where people go to
collect caviar with pails and baskets, as if thvegre picking berries. The
grains lay in a compact amber-coloured bunch, eadbig as a currant.

That comrade really must be working in sdngdh-level department, |
thought. | wonder what the fish is that spawnsiszaviar. | wish | could
ask him.

The sun shone pleasantly warm on my balc&. fivet was murmuring
quietly. The green water offered its tempting tiepiThe grains of caviar
gleamed with a noble transparency in the sunligitted two on the hook,
squeezed them a little to make them stick togethdrstill trying not to
show myself, made a cast.

For a few seconds the red blob of caviar giered in the green mass,
then vanished. | felt the sinker hit the bottoheked it up a little and
waited motionless. After a while | raised the roditde and drew it back
and forth a few times then let the sinker totieh bottom again. | was
trying to give the impression of an alluring @neCaviar dallying under
water.

Snap! | felt the tug on the moving bait andg®d in expectation of a
second attack. There was a pause. It was asfistheouldn't believe how
lucky it was to find such a tasty morsel. | gdlre rod a flick and the
trout touched the bait again. | decided to ggtlime moving, but on a
wider track and without stopping at the first bge that the temptation
would not merely be moving but going away andsttuall for more resolute
action.

Snap, shap, snap, snap! | made my strikefi$héugged back hard in
the depths, but | hauled on my rod and a troutswas flapping in the air.
In its own element, when first struggling in thepths and as it came out
of the water, it had seemed huge, butit wasotwally so big as the
first. Still it was pretty big.

As soon as | put it in my pocket, all threghflivened up and flapped
about in what was left of the water. It was ligenew prisoner bringing
life to the exhausted inmates of a goal.



| looked down at the other side of the beuldhis side was in the
sun and the water was lighter, but even so th@ftvottas not visible. The
pool was very deep. | decided to try this side tath fish steadily now on
one side, now on the other.

| put two more grains of caviar on theokgsat down ina more
comfortable position, so as not to press on my etigkof fish, and made a
cast. The boulder, now pleasantly warmed bysthe gave off a wholesome
flinty smell of healthy old age. | took a cigasetiut of my shirt pocket
and lighted it.

| enjoyed my cigarette hugely but was delifturprised that nothing
rose to the bait. A little further downstredme triver divided again,
forming a low sandy island with a few tuft§ grass and a solitary
chestnut-tree twisted in the direction of therent. A good place for
sunbathing, | thought. If it got too hot you coalevays rest in the shade
of that tree. Evidently the island was flooded oiolty in spring but after
every heavy rain.

| threw my butt away and waited a little leng wondering why there
was no sign of a bite. Perhaps the line showed upis sunlit water and
the fish were frightened?

| crossed to the other side of the boulderamost at once caught a
huge trout, or so it seemed to me after the lamgof bad luck on the
other side. It was certainly a big one, biggenths predecessor, though
not, of course, as big as the first. Perhaps thathad been a salmon. And
anyway where was the dividing line between a lmgttand a small salmon?

| cast my bait and suddenly heard a kind iokalg. "What the devil?"
| wondered, and looked round.

About a dozen little children had gatheradtbe edge of the high
cliff above me. Some of them were carrying scluasles. When they realised
| had noticed them, they burst into a twittejayf and the ones without
cases swung their arms all together. The nextemviseveral fierce little
stones clicked and clattered round my boulder.

| shook my fist, which at once put the littland into a frenzy of
joy. They jumped and babbled merrily, and those wice still holding their
cases dropped them, and a moment later anatzengebbles came flying
down. Not one of them landed on the boulder, botesof them bounced off
the pebbles on the bank and in the silliestrandt unexpected fashion
ricocheted against the boulder and dropped hattk the water. | got
terribly angry and stood up, this time shakimgth fists, which judging
from the unanimous howl afforded them utmost delighother hail of stones
followed.

Then | decided to pretend not to noticemthThey shouted several
times but | feigned total attention up to mg end line, although what



fishing could | do now! | sat with one eye time bank, where their
malicious pebbles were landing regularly to rermmel of their presence.

| decided that | had better move. | wouldssrdoth streams and come
out on the other bank. Most of this hank wadgblesfrom the road and |
felt that they would not leave me in peace.

As soon as | climbed down from the bould&d walked downstream, a
move that was correctly interpreted by those littleins as quitting the
field of battle, | heard catcalls and victoriouppeeing behind me.

| found a shallow place, stepped into timeggengly cold water and
crossed the first stream. In places the water agnte my waist and pulled
me hard. | tried not to stumble, but wet sportstbdecame very slippery.
The fish in my pocket, sensing the nearnesseif twn element, raised a
rumpus.

As | made my way up the bank of the islaheard the far-off ringing
of the school bell. I glanced round and saw timeimlitive figures of those
little bandits running along the road. Well, daitall, I thought, and
suddenly burst out laughing. The water had coolgdury. But now | had no
desire to turn back. | went on, crossed the sestredm and came out on
the narrow green bank. It was hemmed by a fofds¢ech and cedar. Higher
up the stream a huge beech-tree was leaning alhwg&ontally over the
water. Its green branches hung comfortingly oversiirling currents.

As there seemed to be no good spot closeleyitled to try fishing in
the main stream. There was nothing to worrpuaibbow because | was wet
through already. | baited the hook, chose the dgeppot by eye and went
as near to it as | could.

Nothing rose. | was about to climb out orthte bank when | felt that
the line had caught on something. | decidedatwifice the hook and
pulled. The line tautened, broke and came to thfiaseL It was the sinker,
not the hook that had caught.

| emerged from the water with my feet so ndrbuld scarcely walk. As
| had no spare sinker, | searched and found asbiaged pebble, narrow in
the middle, and tied itto the line. Of coynsewas not much of a
substitute, but it was better than nothinglet¢ided to try from the
overhanging beech-tree and headed upstream. Ipiasant to walk on grass
after the slippery stones of the riverbed. Théewsquelched in my boots
and sometimes spurted out through the eyeletscift@ation soon returned
to my legs and made them warm but my body féltycand shivers chased
each other up my spine.

| climbed on to the thick, moss-patched trohkhe tree and walked
out along it to the very middle of the streafihe deep green water,
splashing gently on the dangling branches, floswiftly beneath me. The
branches didn't seem to mind being in the wataH at



The deep green flood streamed past belowymuwing softly. Shadows
swayed on its surface. A bird, oblivious of nmggence, alighted on the
branch quite close to me. It was probably a wadtaiany rate it kept
wagging its long tail as it looked around. Hayimoticed me, or rather
realising that | was a living creature, it shesway through the beech
leaves.

| lighted a cigarette. Still nothing rose nty bait. | felt that it
was much too nice here to expect good fishingvali. Perhaps | had even
lost interest in trout. | felt that | had had enbuy fishing. | lifted my
rod, pulled off the stone, wound the line rduaime rod and lodged it
between two branches.

It seemed a pity to leave. | pushed my hgmgket of fish aside and
lay face down on the sun-warmed tree-trunk. & vgavaying slightly under
the pressure of the water pulling at its submetgadches. The nearness of
the deep swiftly flowing water increased the sesfspeace and immobility.
A winy smell rose from the sun-warmed trunk. Tha'surays felt steamily
hot through my wet trousers. The moss tickled ngeghthe trunk swayed and
| fell into a sweet doze. An ant crawled slowly@ss my neck.

Through my drowsiness | reflected that isv@aong time since | had
known such peace. Perhaps this was something ndaaet known. Even with a
woman Yyou loved it would not be so peacefudrh@ps because there was
always the danger that she would start talking spoil everything. But
even if she didn't, there would always be agkinf awareness that she
might, and there was no telling how it migénid. So you could never
experience such complete bliss as you had herehéatyou had it because
a tree could not possibly begin to talk; that warssure.

Through drowsiness | heard a distant whistien the other bank. It
seemed to come from another life. Still dozingyondered how it could
possibly have carried such a distance. Thestlehivas repeated several
times and each time | wondered drowsily how | hashaged to hear it.

Then | heard a chanting voice but could make out the words. Then
came more whistling and the chanting voice agaiealised that they both
came from one persistent source, and slowhedame aware that the
whistling and chanting were produced by severapf@etogether...

“Lorry-is-here!" | felt the words rather am heard them. A stab of
alarm passed through me. | realised that the Ithgt was to pick us up
had arrived and the whole group was waiting for hggabbed my rod and ran
down from the trunk.

The sun was quite high by now. It was probaltigut eleven o'clock. |
had quite forgotten the time and now felt emba&edgo have kept so many
people waiting. Besides, | was afraid they wouddvie without me. | had no
money to pay for the journey back. And when woutdck up a lift anyway?



Without looking for a ford I charged intbe water and crossed the
first stream almost at a run. After running acrnbssisland | plunged into
the water again. Here the river was broad aatlesh | ran as fast as |
could, trying not to stumble and bruise my legdid stumble several
times, but always managed to save myself with e r

When quite near the bank, | felt the watemgng much deeper. | could
hardly keep on my feet. "What the devil!" | mutt@nd halted.

The water was only just above my waist, het¢urrent was so strong
that only the rod kept me from being swept awaggretted that | had not
gone back downstream where | had quite easitiefibthe river before. At
the same time it was hard to believe that | shookbe able to manage the
last five meters to the bank. | took a step fadyautting all my weight
on the rod. The main thing was not to trust yaat funtil it had found a
firm new foothold. Some of the stones rolled caved moved away with the
current as soon as | trodded on them. The waserin a hostile flood
around me. And suddenly | realised | could noetak single step because
all my strength was needed to hold on where | was.

| felt fear surging up and sweeping awaysooousness at terrifying
speed. And more afraid of this fear than anythisg,d tried to forestall
it by action, by leaning into the current atepping off quickly. The
flood snatched me at once and dragged me downbddy sank into the icy
murk and | swallowed water.

At last | managed to regain the surfacefaptithe bottom, but the
current carried me away again while out oéestobstinacy | went on
clutching the rod. | swallowed more water, bus time let go of the rod
as soon as | surfaced, and struck out with allstrgngth. | was still
being carried along at terrifying speed and coatl fny strength failing.
Nevertheless | managed to approach the bank abdagoaulder, though | was
sure | hadn't the strength to pull myself out.

But at least | could rest and get my breattkba

At this moment | saw a hand reaching out fadrove. | clutched it and
the two of us together hauled my body out on taoiduek.

It was Lusik. | felt dizzy and sick, but sitj on the pebbly beach |
slowly recovered.

"l shouted to you," Lusik said, "didn't youan@"

"No," | said. Perhaps he hadn't seen thalevthing. Perhaps he had
just come down to the bank to give me a hand.d'tlwlant him to know what
predicament | had been in.

"We had breakfast long ago, the lorry'stivgi” Lusik reminded me
patiently.

"All right, just a minute," | said, and stoa@d with an effort.

| still felt sick from exhaustion. | opendtetpocket of my jacket,



pulled out the trout and tossed them on the.sEmely were still alive.
When the current had swept me away they hadnecgloatingly still. Or
perhaps | was imagining it all.

It had been a strange feeling when | wasiezhaway. What a devilish
force, | thought, recalling the vicious persistef the water as it
dragged me down.

| was longing for a smoke. | put my hand in pogcket but the cigarette
was sodden. | pulled everything out of the pockatsiressed, squeezed out
my pants and vest, then dressed again.

Lusik had threaded the trout on to a twig @ad waiting patiently. |
was quite indifferent to them now.

We set off. Lusik took the lead. The heavydiuaf fresh trout dangled
from his hand. The red spots on their backs watelsight. By the time
we started climbing | wanted to carry them mydalt | could hardly keep
up with Lusik.

"Hand over," | said when he stopped to waitni@ at a bend.

“It's all right, I'll carry them," Lusik repd.

But | took the bunch all the same. | felt thatould be more proper
for me to appear carrying my own catch, althoulybre would have been no
doubt as to where they were.

When we reached the street, everyone wasdeathe lorry. Cheerful
pandemonium broke out as soon as they saw us ald heached down from the
back to help us in. The student who had beenfishihg before us looked
disdainfully at the bunch of trout just to shdvatno one could surprise
him with fish.

"l lost one," | announced, holding out thecbaio somebody.

The bunch was handed round. Everyone waresspd, but when it came
back to me someone said that we had four hounsigguahead of us and they
would go bad by the time we reached town.

“They'd have made a nice soup for lunch," daked.

"Better fried," someone else suggested.

"Not enough to go round if they were friesdld the other, "but you
could make a good fish soup.”

I, too, realised that the journey would be long, specially in the
heat. Not that they would really go bad, but itidobe a pity to bring
this fine bunch of trout to town in a miserablaata

As though sensing my hesitation, a longlblaig came up to me. It
stood there waiting with feigned patience to seatwhvas going to do with
my catch.

"Give it to the restaurant," someone suggested

| glanced round. The door of the restauveas open and loud voices
could be heard. | shoved the pig out of my wayaatked to the restaurant.



It was deserted except for three Svans who wdmn&ing white wine with
tomatoes anduluguni cheese. They seemed to have drunk quite a |l@dire
The bartender was engaged in a quarrel with orieeoh.

| offered him the bunch of trout. Withowdticing me, he took my
catch, carried it off into the kitchen and camekhastill berating one of
the drinkers. He just didn't notice me dt &lwalked out of the
restaurant and climbed into the lorry.

We moved off. The wet clothes made me shaet,stripped down to my
shorts. Someone gave me my rucksack, a big chiumlead and a mess-tin of
stew. | made myself comfortable on the rucksackate my breakfast. The
tin was still hot because they had wrapped iairsleeping bag. | would
take a bite of bread then, holding the mess-timoitth hands, sip from it,
trying to time every sip with the jolting of th&ry so as not to burn
myself or spill the tasty stew of macaroni and Ise&dhen | had emptied the
tin | felt warmer. Someone gave me a cigarettd | lighted up. Now
everyone had plenty of cigarettes.

The lads decided to sing, but their songtad#d off because they
didn't know the words. They had grown tired tbé songs they did know
during the expedition. But it still sounded jolly.

The lorry rushed down the winding road, tragp and braking at the
bends. The mountains slowly unfolded and onlefir the river showed
glittering below a steep drop. It kept narrowargl spreading out again,
dividing and flowing together. In the end | greved of it.

Suddenly the lorry plunged into the warm, hdiar of Kolkhida.

We continued our descent and all the tim@as conscious of the
nearness of the sea, although it was a longhehare it actually became
visible.




