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                                 Preface

                    Vladislav Krapivin and His Books

    If you look  at a map  of the Soviet  Union you see  that the whole of

its eastern part is taken up by Siberia, which stretches all the way  from

the Urals to the  Pacific Ocean reaching as  far as Mongolia in  the south

and the Arctic Ocean in the north.  Siberia is such a vast land that  many

European countries could be fitted into its territory.

    You  probably  know  that  Siberia  has  tall  rocky  mountains, broad

rivers, large lakes  and endless 'taiga'  forests populated by  deer, elk,

wolves, bears and numerous smaller  animals.  But there are  also hundreds

of towns, large and small, in  Siberia. This story, 'August, the Month  of

Winds', tells of children who live in one such town.

    The author of  the story Vladislav  Krapivin was born  in the Siberian

city of Tyumen in 1938. He went  to school and college in Siberia and  now

lives  in  the  large  Siberian  city  of  Sverdlovsk. (Ekaterinburg after

1991).

    Vladislav Krapivin  began writing  very early  and some  of his  short

stories and poems were published in regional newspapers when he was  still

a schoolboy.

    I first  heard about  Vladislav Krapivin  at a  meeting with  my young

readers  during  a  Children's  Book   Week.   At  these  book   festivals

traditionally  held  in  our  country  during  the  school spring holidays

children meet  their favourite  authors at  schools, libraries  and clubs.

After discussing my own books, the children asked me what I thought  about

Vladislav Krapivin's. I had to confess I had never read one. Then one  boy

recited a poem he had dedicated to Krapivin.

    Naturally I lost no time in looking  up the books of a writer who  was

so popular with schoolchildren.

    That  was  several  years  ago,  when  Krapivin had published only two

books. Since then he  has written several more  and is now a  widely-known

author of children's book.

    Krapivin's books,  however, are  also interesting  and instructive for

adults. They impress on grown-ups  that children must be taken  seriously,

and  likewise  their  ideas,  joys  and  sorrows. Krapivin urges adults to

respect children's dreams and  secrets, to treat children's  feelings with

consideration.

    Children,  meanwhile,  learn  from  Krapivin's  books  how to be kind,

loyal, brave  and persevering.  The write  presents the  lives of children

and those  of adults,  as complementary  to each  other, showing the young

citizens of our country how  thrilling useful work can be,  how purposeful

is life lit up by dreams of great achievements.

    Krapivin's books  always have  an absorbing  plot, and  once you  have

started on one  you cannot tear  yourself away until  you have read  it to

the end. They  carry you away  with their spirit  of adventure, and  their

dynamic picture of present-day life.

    Krapivin's characters  possess such  striking personalities  that they

cannot be confused with any of the other writers'.

    There is  the boy  from the  story 'Stars  in the  Rain' who discovers

that if  you paint  the map  of the  star-studded sky  on the inside of an

umbrella, you can have a small planetarium of your very own. Then you  can

find your way  by the stars  in the daytime,  too, provided you  hold your

umbrella correctly, aiming it at the North Star.

    Little  Kashka  in  the  story  'Kashka  the  Sword-Bearer'  has  been

appointed  as  sword-bearer  (or,  rather,  arrow-bearer)  to  Volodya,  a

star-archer in  the tournament  of the  "Great and  Unconquerable Order of

Archar Knights" staged at a summer-camp.

    This  little  Kashka,  whom  Volodya,  to  begin  with, is prepared to

exchange for "just anybody", with  the offer of an extra  ten arrow-heads,

and about whom  Volodya says disdainfully, "Feelings in this  shrimp?", is

found  to  inhabit  a  most  interesting  world of his own, populated with

'chelotyapiks'.   Examined through  an ordinary  cotton real,  grass turns

into jungle concealing baffling mysteries under its shady canopy.

    This is a convincing, romantic  and poignant story about a  friendship

that gradually ripens  between the knight  Volodya and his  devoted little

sword-bearer.

    'The Shadow of the Caravel' acquaints  us with Vladik, a boy who  is a

little  cowardly  at  the  beginning  of  the story but, little by little,

overcomes his weakness. In a sensitive and convincing narrative,  Krapivin

depicts  the  happenings  and  situations  which  help Vladik to steel his

character.

    For instance,  we see  Vladik at  a concert  where Tchaikovsky's Fifth

Symphony  is  performed.  The  music  has  a  powerful  effect on the boy,

bringing him  new strength,  as it  were.   And his  dream of  a fantastic

caravel spurs him to  swim across the river,  which is no mean  feat for a

boy like him.

    Young readers of  'The Shadow of  the Caravel' will  remain unaware of

its nostalgic undertones,  the wistful sadness  of a grown-up  remembering

his childhood that cannot be re-lived,  but the book will bring alive  for

them the complex and interesting world of their fellows.

    You will not  have read the  books I have  mentioned. But you  will be

reading the story 'August, the Month of Winds', and I am sure you will  be

sorry to part with its heroes when you reach the last page.

    You cannot help growing fond of Vladik, the blind boy who cannot  bear

to be  pitied and  refuses help  even in  the small  matter of untying his

shoe-laces. You will be  sorry for Vladik, but  you will also admire  him.

Imagine a blind  boy going cycling  at night, when  there is less  traffic

and passers-by!  Imagine him  wanting to  become a  meteorologist (a blind

meteorologist!) and to work at an arctic wintering station!

    And of course Vladik  insists on an operation,  even if it only  holds

out a one-in-a thousand chance  of recovering his eyesight. Together  with

his friends you will await its outcome with bated breath.

    You  are  bound  to  like  Gena,  who  hates  German lessons more than

anything in  the world  and yet  shuts himself  up, alone  with the German

textbook, when he  comes to the  conclusion that, since  nobody else seems

able to  help his  friend Vladik,  he will  have to  finish his  schooling

extra  fast  (and  that  means  passing  the German exam), then go through

medical college and think up a way of curing Vladik.

    Gena  will  show  you  that   real  friendship  is  not  deterred   by

sacrifices.

    Gena  is  unreasonably  afraid  of  thunderstorms  - ever since a ball

lightning exploded in the room where  he was playing at the tender  age of

four.  Yet,  when  he  sees  the  white  square of a kite against the wild

thunderclouds and realises that Vladik is up on the roof flying it,  "open

to all  lightnings, right  beside the  iron rod  of the  weather-vane", he

dashed out into the storm, suppressing his fear, to save his friend.

    Little Ilka is sure to appeal to  you, as well. He is a very  likeable

chap, this "Runner" who "burns out his sandals", as his mother  complains,

an amazingly  scatter-brained creature,  who keeps  forgetting the  key to

the flat inside it, brings  along inflammable solvent instead of  mosquito

repellent on a sailing  expedition and sticks his  head out of the  window

to talk to his friends when he is supposed to be in bed with  tonsillitis.

But  Ilka  is  also  fearless,  truthful  and  loyal,  a  most   appealing

character, in fact.

    Then there is Yasha the Sparrow,  a remarkably clever boy, who is  too

lazy to be a  good pupil. He is  overjoyed to get a  mere pass mark for  a

mathematics test, though he  is the only one  in the class to  think of an

original way of solving the problem. His trouble is he daydreams too  much

floating away to places like Africa, and has his finger in too many  pies.

But when he is faced with a life-and-death problem, he does not hesitate.

    This  story  begins  with  the  description  of  a  windy  August sky,

speckled  with  kites.   The  initiated  kite-flyers  refer  to  them   as

"envelopes".   They  have   the  most  romantic   names:   "Blue   Demon",

"Leonardo", "Bitango". The kite-flyers communicate with each other  using

bits of  coloured paper,  "telegrams", which  they attach  to the strings.

For their "kite-Morse" a white tag is  a dot and a black one, a  dash. The

coloured tags are call-signals.  Each kite-flyers has his own  call-signal

which he flies to identify himself.

    Krapivin describes the sky and the boys' fascinating game so well  you

feel  tempted  to  try  your  hand  at kite-flying yourself. Then the game

motif  broadens  into  a  very  interesting  plot that keeps the reader on

tenterhooks from beginning to end.

    A large white kite appears in  the sky.  It flies no  call-signals and

does not respond  to the others.   A council of  war is called  and it  is

decided  to  shoot  the  arrogant  stranger  down  with  the "catapult", a

fearsome  contraption  specially  designed  to  shoot  down  kites  by the

kite-flyers' pigeon-keeping  enemies and  pilfered from  them before  they

managed to use it even once.

    Well, the kite is brought down and Gena goes out to the spot where  it

dropped. Obviously the kite's owner will come running to the scene of  the

disaster, too.

    To learn how things develop from there read the book.

    As in  his other  books, in  'August, the  Month of  Winds', Vladislav

Krapivin  has  a  serious  message  for  his young readers. In general, he

respects children and  trusts them. He  does not hesitate  to discuss such

matters  with  them  as  physical  handicaps, death, friendship, relations

with  grown-ups,  honour  and  heroism.   All  these  important, sometimes

bitter subjects  are softened  with the  glow of  Krapivin's gentle kindly

humour.

    Krapivin knows his children very well - because he has spent a lot  of

time with the younger generation.

    He has been in charge of  children at Young Pioneer camps, he  has sat

with them round campfires, and  they confide their most cherished  secrets

to  him.  He  has  gone  on  hiking  excursions  and flown "envelops" from

rooftops with them. He enjoys  children's company and they repay  him with

trust and  friendship. It  is precisely  because Krapivin  feels he is the

friend of all  children, that he  is able to  depict their life  with such

fascinating faithfulness.

    Vladislav Krapivin  said of  his story  'August, the  Month of  Winds'

that it  is a  book "about  boys who  have brave  and loyal  hearts, about

those who never turn their backs to  the wind, even when the wind is  very

strong."

                                                          Agnia Kuznetsova

                           Vladislav Krapivin

                       August, the Month of Winds

              Translated from the Russian by Raissa Bobrova

                                Part One

                            Kites in the Sky

                                               Awake will come the compass

                                                          with the breeze.

                                                            Alexander Grin

    The north-wester  descended on  the town  at night.   Under its sudden

impact several  slates dropped  from the  roof and  crashed on  the wooden

porch. The  gate groaned  on its  loose hinges.   When the  first gust had

passed, the  wind became  steadier, and  Vladik heard  the humming  of the

electric wires. They vibrated in  the air currents like bass  strings, and

their low-pitched sound made itself heard through the noise of the  nearby

trees  and  the  slamming  of  wicket-gates  which sounded like volleys of

gun-fire.

    Vladik thought of  going up to  the garret and  checking the arrow  of

the weather-vane,  but decided  against it.   However quietly  he tiptoed,

his father was sure to wake up.  No, let him sleep. He couldn't have  gone

to bed more  than half an  hour before -  for Vladik could  still make out

the charred smell of the newspaper his father covered the lamp with  while

he sat working on his blueprints.

    Vladik groped for his blanket that had fallen on the floor, pulled  it

up to his chin and dozed off  to the accompaniment of the swishing of  the

poplars and the  humming of the  wires. "Cyclone from  the north-west," he

thought drowsily. He no longer  needed the weather-vane to tell  him where

the wind was coming from.

    The darkness shuddered in the wind like the walls of a black tent.  At

last the  wind broke  through scattering  orange sparks.   They grew  into

bright fluffy  balls, which  started to  dance round  Vladik, tearing  the

blackness into shreds. That was how his best dreams always began.

    But something intruded, an unwelcome and sinister presence.

    He heard his aunt's  shuffling steps at the  back of the house.  "Home

already,"  Vladik  thought  vindictively.  "Didn't  take  her  long, worse

luck."

    His aunt's rasping voice started naggingly somewhere in the  distance.

"The  roof's  full  of  holes  with  all  those  rods sticking through it.

Imagine fooling  around with  them things....   Other people,  if God  has

stricken them, at least they...."

    "At least what?" Vladik  asked in a low  but harsh voice as  he sat up

in bed, his face growing cold with grieved anger.

    His aunt  snorted at  him in  disgust and  begun to  recede, as though

dissolving into thin air.

    "God...," Vladik said through his teeth.

    "But the little  orange suns began  dancing before him  again, merging

into bright stripes, and the  darkness was dispelled. Vladik dreamed  that

it was day and the trees were blazing like green fires in the wind.

                               Chapter One

    Father  only  learned  about  Gena  skipping German lessons three days

running by chance, when he was  all set to leave. The news  infuriated him

so that he gave  Gena such a box  on the ears that  it even made his  nose

itch afterwards.   Gena jumped into  a corner, leant  up against the  wall

and braced himself up to scream  that they could kill him but  he wouldn't

learn German all the same, because he just....

    But his father did  not wait to be  defied.  He tore  his raincoat off

the hanger, tossed  his rucksack over  his shoulder and  was off, stopping

in the doorway for a second to say,

    "If you have to stay down a year, I'll flay you alive."

    Mother cast  Gena a  long weary  glance, sighed  and went  out to  see

Father off. The door slammed shut.

    Gena wiped a tear  off his cheek, kicked  a stool viciously, sat  down

on the window-sill and started gnawing his nails in a resentful sulk.

    The "flaying alive" part  of it did not  bother him too much.   Father

would only  be back  in October,  when it  would be  too late  to raise  a

rumpus about Gena's  having to stay  down, even if  the worst did  come to

the worst. Actually  Gena had not  the least doubt  that that was  exactly

what 'was' going to happen.  He had got used to  the idea.  What made  his

life a  misery was  not this  but having  to go  every morning  to special

German  class  laid  on  for  him  and  a  few  other unfortunates by thin

irritable Vera  Ivanovna in  an attempt  to hammer  into their  heads what

they had failed to learn in the course of the entire school year.

    Gena shuddered as he thought of the hollow thuds his feet made on  the

deserted  school  stairs,  the  desks  stacked  up by the walls, the heavy

tread of painters dragging step-ladders along lime-splashed corridors  and

the dusty windows in the  class-room. The class-room looked strangely  big

with all the desks but the four  they used taken out for repair. Gena  sat

at  the  one  by  the  wall,  and  listened  dejectedly to Vera Ivanovna's

measured voice:

    "It's time you understood that there are only three weeks left  before

the crucial test."

    Then she  would turn  to the  blackboard, that  was faded and cracked,

pick up some chalk  and write out German  words, words which sounded  like

nothing on earth and just refused to stick in his mind.

    Gena stared at Vera  Ivanovna's gray knot of  hair and chewed his  pen

miserably, all hope drained out of him.

    That  was  how  he  had  to  spend two hours. Interminable though they

were,  they  finally  came  to  an  end,  and Gena would walk out into the

street where the  August wind was  whistling softly in  the crowns of  the

maples and poplars. The sun was  dancing of their leaves, but the  day had

been wrecked, for the feeling  of hopelessness persisted till evening,  as

acrid as the smell of lime in the empty school corridors.

    Now, too, as  Gena sat on  the window-sill, the  wind was humming  and

swaying  the  lilac  branches  in  the  front-garden. But the wind did not

cheer him up:  Gena  hated everything.  One can  be angry in all kinds  of

ways.   He was  angry with  that helpless  kind of  anger which,  far from

giving you added strength,  weakens you so that  you do not even  have the

strength to  clench your  fists. All  one can  do is  sit and scowl at the

world  from  under  knitted  brows.   To  make  matter  worse,  Gena   had

practically no brows to  knit - just two  barely discernible streaks of  a

reddish colour. Gena glanced disgustedly  at his reflection in the  mirror

of the shabby  wardrobe, but could  not make out  his face.   All that was

visible was his  dark silhouette against  the lighted window,  the hunched

shoulders, the round, slightly protruding ears and the bristling tufts  of

hair. However, Gena remembered his face well enough without the help of  a

mirror - broad cheek-bones, thick  lips, eyes set wide apart  and upturned

nose  with  a  strip  of  yellow  freckles across the bridge. "The perfect

portrait of a good-for-nothing," he thought to himself grimly.

    He  was  irritated  by  everything,  the  rustling  of  the  wind, the

slamming of  the little  window, the  jangling music  coming from  the old

wireless set  He jumped  down, slammed  the window  shut and  wrenched the

plug out viciously. A disgruntled clatter of crockery was coming from  the

kitchen - Granny  was washing the  dishes. Gena opened  the door into  the

kitchen and suggested spitefully:

    "Why clatter them one by one - you might as well hurl them all on  the

floor at once."

    "We'll be lost with father gone," Granny said sadly. "The holy  terror

will be giving us hell."

    "Sure," Gena echoed morosely.

    He went back into the  living-room and perched the window-sill  again,

planting his boots bang on the newly scrubbed window-sill.

    The same nagging thought went round  and round in his head, "What  can

I do? What  can I do?"  He might well  ask! If only  he could take  a pill

that would put him to sleep for three weeks, so that he would not have  to

go to the empty lime-reeking class-room and listen to the mournful  squeak

of chalk on the blackboard. To  sleep and feel nothing! He would  not even

be sorry to  miss August with  its winds. If  only the whole  business was

over! All  right, so  he'd stay  down for  another year,  so what?  It had

happened to lots of people.

    Of course, when his mother found  out she'd grab him by the  scruff of

his neck and  start wailing and  beating him on  the back with  her skinny

little fists. That wouldn't be to bad.  It'd be worse if she did not  beat

him but simply let her hands droop and started weeping quietly. Big  tears

would  roll  down  tiny  little  creases  on  her  cheeks and drip off the

pointed chin  to vanish  in the  matted green  wool of  her worn cardigan.

That was something Gena really  dreaded. And Granny would hover  round her

saying in a low mournful voice:

    "Didn't Father tell him, the young  devil, not to laze about, to  be a

man. But he won't the shameless good-for-nothing!"

    But it wasn't that he wouldn't, he COULDN'T!  He just hadn't got  what

it takes. They didn't teach you  music, for instance, if you had  no flair

for it. But what if a person had no flair for German?

    "Be a  man." Couldn't  one be  a man  without knowing  German? And why

"be"? Wasn't he human already?

    Suddenly a familiar  sound interrupted Gena's  dismal ponderings.   It

was as  though dry  peas were  being split  on dry  boards. Of  course, it

wasn't peas  though, but  eight-year old  Ilka dashing  along, his sandals

clattering on the road.

    Gena  grinned,  remembering  Ilka's  mother  lamenting over a worn-out

sandal a few days  ago: "Would you believe  it - it's the  third pair this

summer! He gets through his shoes in no time!"

    The neighbours  stood around  and nodded  sympathetically. Ilka  stood

nearby, too, hopping about on one leg. He glanced at the hole in the  sole

and asked hopelessly, "Why can't I go barefoot? Go on, Mummy!"

    "I'll  give  you  'barefoot'!   You'll  cut  yourself  and get lockjaw

before  you  can  say  knife...  and  there  isn't  a dog's chance of ever

dragging you to hospital for an injection!"

    Ilka's mother was a children's  doctor and knew all about  lockjaw and

such things.

    Judging by  the loud  clatter, Ilka  was now  onto his  fourth pair of

sandals. Would they last  him till autumn, Gena  wondered. It was hard  to

say. Ilka  was nicknamed  "Runner". He  liked nothing  better than dashing

off with a  message, even if  it was to  a place several  streets away. He

loved running along the street with the wind blowing in his face.

    Gena pictured the Runner sprinting,  his brown legs flashing like  the

spokes in Granny's old spinning wheel, his short forelock blown on end  by

the  wind,  and  his  unbuttoned  shirt  billowing  round him like a small

cloak.

    The clatter  of Ilka's  soles meant  something must  have happened  or

some news.

    The  rat-tat-tat  came   nearer.   The  chickens   in  front  of   the

neighbours' gate  burst into  terrified clucking  as Ilka  dashed past. He

came to an abrupt halt at Gena's front-garden. Raising himself on  tiptoes

he leaned across the sharp palings  of the garden-fence and made a  gap in

the lilac branches with his head.

    "Gena,"  he  said,  panting.  Long  eyelashes  fluttered over his dark

worried eyes.

    "Well?"

    "It's up again. The white one...."

                               Chapter Two

    August is the month of winds.  They advance in a broad front from  the

north-west,  humming  in  the  crowns  of old poplars, slamming unfastened

wicket-gates, pulling washing off the  line.  The black smoke  pouring out

of the tugs' funnels is torn  to shreds and flags flutter on  their masts.

Small yellow clouds scurry across the clean blue of the sky.

    Beneath those  clouds hover  multi-coloured squares  of kites,  jerked

this way and that by air currents.

    Petka the Lemon, who  had once sent his  Blue Demon right up  into the

clouds and become the kite-flyers' first captain, was no longer Petka  but

Pyotr Limanov. He  had moved from  the western fringe  of the town  to the

other side  where the  factory estate  was and  worked at  the factory  as

foreman in the  foundry. Yet his  Blue Demon became  legendary. Every year

though, when  August comes  along with  its steady  winds, gay bast-tailed

sky-roamers climb up into the sky from the roofs of Riverside Estate.

    With its criss-cross of thin laths, a kite looks like a big  envelope.

That's how they are referred to  by the initiated - "envelopes". But  each

envelope also  has a  name. Ilka  knows them  all. If  you stop him in the

street, he is only too willing to  lift his head, point up and rattle  off

the romantic  names -  Leonardo, Yellow  Shield, Cornflower  (that one was

thought  up  by  girls  of  course), Bitango, Vostok-203 (the three-figure

number is to avoid overlapping with the real Vostoks), Gagarin....

    Ilka  knows  them  all.  Moreover,  he  can  recognise  kites overhead

without even looking up,  simply by the sound  of their rattle. He  really

can! Just try him! But he has no  kite of his own. He only dreams of  one.

Dreams about a  big, light "envelope",  which will strain  up out of  your

hands even in a light breeze and never, never fall.

    Sometimes the  "envelopes" fall.   If it  is the  case of  the  string

snapping in  a strong  gust of  wind, the  calamity is  not so  great, the

"envelope" will be picked  up and returned to  its owner. Things are  much

worse  if  a  kite  gets  knocked  down  by the pigeon folk. They are real

pirates. They have  invented the theory  that kites frighten  pigeons. And

they have also invented the catchers.   The catcher is a length of  string

with two stones attached. When a kite  is up in the sky, the string  never

goes up straight. It  sags and a length  of it hangs low  over the ground.

That's where the pigeon folk trap it with their catchers.

    They grab  the quarry  and rush  off home  to wait  for ransom.  After

waiting for some  time in vain,  they go out  into the street  again. Here

they are intercepted and given a good thrashing. That's the law.

    The winds  and the  sky have  drawn the  kite-flyers together into one

big family.  From morning till evening the coloured paper tags run up  and

down the kite  strings. These are  "telegrams" exchanged by  the owners of

the "envelopes".   Everybody understands  the air  ABC, it's  easy enough.

Even Ilka  can keep  up with  it, though  he was  only introduced  to real

letters last year.  It  is ordinary Morse - a  white tag stands for a  dot

and a  black one  for a  dash. And  the coloured  tags are the call signs,

special for each  kite. Gena's Condor,  for instance, has  two green tags.

That is  how he  is always  summoned for  a talk,  or for driving away the

pigeon folk.

    There is a rule that every  new kite must announce its call-sign.  How

else? The  sky is  one for  all, and  everyone up  there must know all the

others. Yesterday a large white kite  floated out like a square moon  over

the poplars in Tchaikovsky Street and rose higher than all others. It  did

not give its call-sign and made no response to any signals.

    Shurik Cheremkhovsky stood leaning on a fence and chewing a dry  stalk

of  grass  as  he  gazed  upwards.   The  white  square  of  the kite hung

motionless  overhead.   The  light  string,  barely discernible, came down

behind the poplars.  The  sky was almost empty. The  coloured "envelopes",

as though  shamed by  the white  stranger, began  descending to their home

roofs and disappeared  from view. Only  Nadya Kolpakova's blue  Cornflower

hovered  low  over  the  roofs  of  the  neighbouring  district, and Tolya

Selkupov's  clumsy  Cloud  Chaser  fluttered  over  his green roof, vainly

trying to soar skywards.

    The white kite  stirred. They saw  it rise another  few feet. Then  it

was still again.

    "Perhaps he didn't understand  us," suggested Shurik through  clenched

teeth, so as  not to let  go of the  grass stalk. The  stalk jerked up and

down, as he spoke, like the needle on a sensitive instrument.

    "What?" Yasha the Sparrow queried from his perch on the fence.

    Squatting there precariously, he too was peering skywards, his  bright

eyes like two shiny  drawing pins.  His  gaze fixed on the  white kite, he

went on:

    "What didn't he understand?"

    "Our signals," answered Shurik.

    "Ha-ha! Everybody understands them, he can't be too dim to read  plain

Morse! If he is, then he should've asked and we'd have taught him."

    Shurik shrugged his shoulders and spat out the grass stalk.

    A rapid clatter of  sandals came from round  the corner, and the  next

moment  Ilka  dashed  out.   Without  reducing  speed he described a steep

curve, like a skater, and brought  himself to a stop by hitting  the fence

with his hands stretched out to stem  his fall.  The fence rocked.   Yasha

rocked too,  waving his  thin arms  ridiculously.   He could  not keep his

balance for  all the  waving and  dropped off,  hitting his  heels on  the

asphalt.

    "Crazy goat," he swore at  Ilka, threatening him with his  bony little

fist.  "Brakes faulty or what?  I'll knock your teeth in for that!"

    Ilka ducked nimbly.

    "Leave him  alone," said  Shurik. And  then asked  Ilka, "Did you find

out?"

    "What about?"

    Shurik motioned upwards with his eyebrows and said,

    "Whose kite that is?"

    Ilka blinked his eyes in dismay.

    "I don't know."

    "Don't you?" Shurik queried disappointedly. "I thought you ran off  to

find out."

    "I did,  yesterday," Ilka  said guiltily.   "But there  were Vitka and

Sergei  Kovalev  in  Yakornaya  Street,  and  some  other  pigeon chaps in

Chekhov Street.  And they all  know about the catapult, I expect.   They'd

just love to get hold of one of us, wouldn't they, Yasha?"

    "Wouldn't they just?" Yasha smirked  in reply and his triangular  face

rounded out for a moment.

    "Why should they have it in for YOU?" Shurik asked Ilka. "You took  no

part in that business."

    "As if they'd bother to stop and ask!" Yasha said.

    Ilka fidgeted irresolutely for a while, then sighed and said  pointing

to the kite:

    "You know what? I think he does it on purpose, to spite us."

    "Who?"  Shurik   asked  absent-mindedly.   He  was   clearly  thinking

something out as he chewed another stalk of grass.

    "Whoever's flying it," Ilka explained.  "There it is, higher than  all

the others. Well, he  thinks, since I'm flying  higher than all the  rest,

what do I care for their stupid signals?"

    Yasha scowled.

    "What d'you mean higher? My Bumble-Bee went higher than that."

    "Like hell it did!" Ilka said amazed at such a gross lie.

    "Besides, your Bumble-Bee dropped," added Shurik.

    Yasha realised that he had gone  too far. He did not fell  like making

an issue  of it  and giving  Ilka a  clip on  the nape for cheekiness. The

white  "envelope"  up  there  seemed  to  be  poking  fun  at  all   other

kite-flyers.

    "Anyway, Gena's Condor can go higher," he said firmly.

    "So it can, but where's Gena?" said Shurik.

    Ilka opened  his mouth  to speak,  but Yasha  the Sparrow  forestalled

him:

    "He's on  the rampage.  That German  will be  the death  of him.  He's

really had it this time."

    "Well, he  never really  tried to  find a  way out,"  Shurik commented

soberly.

    Yasha glared at him and burst out:

    "'Never tried!' A fat  lot you know! And  what's the use of  trying if

you know you're not getting anywhere? He just can't take it in!"

    "Perhaps he can't.  I wouldn't know.  We have English  at school. They

say the grammar's easier."

    "Different  people  have  their  heads  screwed on differently," Yasha

declared in a thoughtful voice.  "Some have no trouble with languages  and

others just  can't manage  them.   My sister  Galya has  to do  English at

medical school plus Latin for the  prescriptions. And she takes it all  in

her stride. I  had a peek  at her Latin  textbook - couldn't  make head or

tail of it all."

    Shurik shrugged his shoulders.

    "Did you expect to  understand it just like  that? For a start  do you

know the Latin alphabet?"

    "Yes, I do! 'R' is like Russian  'YA' only back to front, 'L' is  like

Russian 'G' upside down. And 'i' is a stick with a dot."

    "Stick with a dot yourself," Shurik said with a sigh.

    Yasha looked up  again. The white  "envelope" was hovering  motionless

up in the sky.

    "Doesn't even so much as stir," said Ilka.

    "Gena's is  better all  the same,"  said Yasha  with a  spit by way of

emphasis. "We must call  Gena out. We'll get  the Condor up and  then this

white fellow will know...."

    What the  "white fellow"  would know  Yasha could  not decide. He just

felt, as did the others as well,  that if the Condor rose higher than  the

white kite, everything would be all right. Ilka opened his mouth again  to

say that he had called Gena, but Shurik interrupted him:

    "Only don't mention German when he comes."

    He's come," came Gena's glum voice.

    No one had noticed him come up  - they had been too busy watching  the

white kite.

    "I'm sorry, I didn't see you," Shurik said unperturbed.

    Gena frowned in  disgust and dismissed  him with a  shrug. He did  not

understand people like Shurik. He  hated it when they bandied  about their

'Sorrys" and  "Pardons". And  he always  felt embarrassed  for people like

that. For his part, Gena never dreamt of saying he was sorry. Many a  time

he  had  had  to  stand  in  the  staff  room before the headmistress Anna

Arkadyevna who  would eye  him expectantly  waiting for  just those  three

short words "I am sorry". Or even  one word "Sorry". But he would keep  up

an agonising  silence, because  forcing out  a "sorry"  was more difficult

for him than taking any punishment.

    Gena looked up  at the white  kite, his lips  tight pressed. His  eyes

became two angry slits.

    "Let's send Condor up, shall we?" Yasha asked cautiously.

    "What for?" Gena retorted without moving a muscle.

    "Do  let's,  Gena!"  Ilka  pleaded,  hopping  up and down impatiently.

"Want me to fetch it?"

    Gena said nothing.

    Ilka stopped hopping.

    "What ARE we going to do then?" Shurik asked.

    "We'll bring it down."

    ....A  long  pause  followed  after  that.   Bringing  a kite down was

piracy.

    "We'll be no  better than the  pigeon folk," Shurik  said uncertainly.

"Indeed?" Gena queried, still gazing up into the sky.

    Yasha said nothing. He had his own reasons for saying nothing.   "It's

his own fault, Gena, isn't  it?" Ilka gushed. "We signalled  and signalled

and it never answered. Of course, we must bring it down, I suppose."

    Shurik scratched his chin thoughtfully.

    "On the whole, that's right. Since there's been no answer."

    "How are  you going  to get  at it?"  Yasha asked  looking away. "Look

where it is!"

    "What about the catapult?" Ilka chipped in.

    "Shut up!" Yasha hissed.

    "Ilka's right," Gena stood up for the younger boy.

    "I knew it!" Yasha said sadly. "They'll take it out of me again."

    The  catapult  was  a  recent  trophy.  They  had captured it from the

pigeon folk. Or rather  not captured but stolen  it from under their  very

noses.

    It was a formidable looking weapon  rather like a cannon. It stood  on

a pair  of wheels  taken from  a water  cart and  had a  plank carriage on

which bristled a complicated system of sofa springs and ropes. Instead  of

a barrel it had a long pliant pole with an old ladle tied on the end.  The

pigeon folk had  spent two weeks  building this deadly  weapon and boasted

that when  it was  ready not  a single  "envelope" would  come home in one

piece.

    They did finish  building it, but  never shot down  a single kite.  At

seven  in  the  evening  the  pirates  hid  the  catapult  in  the Kovalev

brothers' vegetable patch, and at nine it was gone. How the operation  was

carried out remains a  secret to this day  for all but Yasha  the Sparrow,

Shurik and Gena. There were two other people in the know - Volodya  Savin,

captain  of  the  Leonardo  and  his  friend  Igor  Kan,  the owner of the

Monsoon. Little  Ilka was  sworn to  secrecy and  told about the operation

later on. Listening to the story  Ilka laughed so much that he  went quite

weak and had to lie  down in the grass and  waggle his legs in the  air as

though several  people were  all tickling  his stomach  at once  with cold

fingers. Then he stopped laughing  abruptly, sat up and looked  round with

eyes that were starting  to glower. And he  said it was mean  to treat him

like that. All of them were always  in the know, but nobody ever told  him

anything. All of them were always  up to all kinds of interesting  things,

but he was always left out.

    If they thought he was too  little and couldn't do anything, then  let

them run their  own errands when  they want somebody  fetched or something

found out or brought along. Why should he run their errands for them?

    The boys  tried to  pacify him,  but Ilka  would not  be pacified, and

just got up and walked off in a huff.

    But  he  was  not  a  spiteful  person  and soon forgot about his hurt

feelings. Anyway,  it was  the time  to quarrel  with the  boys. They  had

decided to try the  catapult out the next  morning and he was  going to be

allowed to pull the cock-rope.

    He pulled  it well,  but the  catapult was  not working  as it should.

The bits of brick  placed in the ladle,  instead of shooting straight  up,

flew low over  the ground. The  first bit hit  the porch of  Yasha's house

and left  an orange  dent in  it. The  second wrought  havoc in the tomato

patch.  The  third  whistled  over  the  fence, and they all listened with

bated breath for the jangle or clatter to come. But all was quiet.

    Then along came Shurik,  called them some funny  name "pithecanthropi"

and busied himself with the catapult.  He moved some stick to a  different

position, span a tricycle wheel round a bit, thought for a while, span  it

some more and said:

    "The machine is ready for testing."

    "You mean we can fire it?" Gena asked with a frown.

    "Yes."

    It was the first real shot. The  stone went so high up it looked  like

a speck of dust. But it was also the most unfortunate shot of all  because

the stone came back.  It dropped  on the old chicken coop and made  a hole

in the plywood roof.   There were no chickens  inside, but a lot  of glass

jars Yasha's mother had put for jam. Three jars out of eleven survived.

    They just managed to hide the catapult behind the shed, but Yasha  was

caught  by  his  mother  and  dragged  inside  where  he  started  howling

piteously right away.

    Ever since  that incident  the terrible  machine had  stood idle.  The

pigeon folk found out  who had it and  asked for it back,  promising never

to harm a kite  again. But the owners  of "envelopes", even those  who had

only heard  the merest  whisper of  a rumour  about the catapult, answered

curtly, once and for all:

    "Nothing doing, it'll come in useful for us too."

    Nobody had the faintest idea what possible use they might have for it.

    But now the moment had come.

    "DO leave it be," Yasha whined. "Somebody'll see us again. Haven't  we

had enough trouble with it already?"

    "We'll load it behind the shed," Gena retorted firmly. "Then we  wheel

it out at a run, fire and wheel it back."

    "What? Have you gone off  your rocker? Wheel it around  loaded?! It'll

knock you for six if it goes off...."

    "Never you mind,  I'll wheel it  out myself!" Gena  snapped and strode

towards Yasha's gate.

    He had  now found  an object  he could  vent his  anger on - the white

kite. It  had to  be shot  down - for some reason  Gena  imagined it would

make him feel better.

    "They may say we  brought it down out  of envy," Shurik suddenly  said

as he followed Gena. "We'd better fly the Condor first."

    "We'll bring it down and fly the Condor afterwards," Gena tossed  back

at him.

    "That's stupid."

    "We can't all be clever."

    In the  yard behind  the shed  they threw  off the  burdock leaves and

pieces of plywood which covered the catapult. Gena grabbed the end of  the

pole, bent  it back  and hooked  it onto  the plank  tail.   Then he began

spinning the little  tricycle wheel. The  pole vibrated. The  creaky ropes

went taut. The springs tightened with a clang.

    "Enough!" Yasha cried out pathetically.

    He had been glancing round the  corner of the shed to make  sure there

was nobody in the yard. His pointed nose was covered with beads of sweat.

    Gena went on spinning the wheel.

    "That'll do," Shurik said calmly.

    Gena let go of the wheel.

    "Go and find some thread, Shurik. And a stone."

    "Okay."

    Shurik went off.

    "Open the gate, Yasha," Gena ordered.

    Yasha ran off on tiptoe.

    "Keep out  of the  way, Ilka!"  Gena said  and took  hold of a running

wheel.

    Instead of keeping out of the  way, Ilka took hold of the  other wheel

and pushed against it with his whole body.

    "Keep off, I said!" Gena shouted.

    "Gena," Ilka said softly, "may I  take that kite if we shoot  it down?

You've all got kites and I haven't."

    "Okay, you can take it. Keep out of the way, it may go off...."

    "I'm not afraid."

    The  wicket-gate  creaked  -  Yasha  held  it open. Gena pushed at the

catapult.  Ilka  helped  push  and  it  rolled  towards the gate, the taut

springs humming.

    Outside there was a grass  strip between the asphalt pavement  and the

row of yellow acacia bushes. At one spot the strip widened into a  regular

island. Here Shurik had laid out the string in a large coil. For a  weight

he had  a little  sack made  out of  a handkerchief  and filled with earth

tied onto one end.

    "A safety precaution," he said.   "It may drop on somebody's head  for

all we know. That's not very likely of course, but still...."

    The other end of the string was tied to an acacia branch.

    "Now, let me take aim."

    Gena walked off  without a murmur:   Shurik was the  undisputed expert

when it came to working this contraption.

    Yasha kept looking round. The street was empty.

    Shurik screwed up his eyes at  the kite, moved the catapult a  little,

checked the thick birch bar on the top, and then put the little sack  into

the ladle at the end of the pole.

    Gena  stood,  his  lips  presses  tight,  waiting. The white kite hung

motionless high up  in the sun-scorched  sky. Gena was  reluctant to admit

even to himself that Condor could never rise that high.

    "Ready," Shurik said.

    "Will it get him?" Gena asked.

    "I think so."

    "Get on," Yasha pleaded.

    "Ilka, pull!"

    Pulling was  a dull  job, unless  you laid  on some  fancy stuff. Ilka

took a deep breath, swayed importantly on his thin legs, glanced round  at

the others and shouted in the deepest bass he could manage "Fire!"

    The recoil was really vicious. The pole knocked out the cross-bar  and

hit the ground the other side. The catapult leapt up and fell over on  its

side. The bar somersaulted onto  the road. The little tricycle  wheel flew

off and wobbled away across the grass.

    But the shot went off fine. The  string flew out in a spiral and  then

soared aloft in the wake of the little sack.

    "Got him," Shurik said matter-of-factly.

    The  catapult's  string  lashed  across  the  kite's.  The  "envelope"

swayed, gave a swish of its  tail, lurched, as though trying to  throw off

the lasso, but failing to, began slowly to fall.

                              Chapter Three

    When a  kite is  brought down  by the  enemy, its  owner does not stay

put,  but  jumps  off  the  roof  and  dashes  off  to  the  scene  of the

catastrophe.  And,  more  often  than  not,  he arrives not alone but with

friends in tow.

    Gena knew that very well, but he said:

    "I'll go alone."

    "Let's all go," Shurik suggested.

    Shurik shrugged his  shoulders. No use  arguing if Gena  had announced

his decision - they all knew that.

    Yasha hurriedly  collected the  catapult parts  lying scattered  about

the street.

    The  kite  had  come  down  quite  a  long  way  off,  in  Chekhov  or

Konnogvardeitsy Street.  Its owner  had obviously been pulling the  string

for all he was worth.

    Gena thrust  his fists  into his  pockets and  strode off without once

looking back. Ilka ran after him.

    "May I come too, Gena?"

    "No, Ilka, don't. Better help the Sparrow."

    Ilka stayed behind.

    Gena crossed  Tchaikovsky Street,  walked past  a block  of houses  on

Yakornaya and  came out  into Chekhov  Street.   He felt  bad. Behind  the

thoughts about  the white  kite and  the catapult,  the westerly winds and

the clouds, lurked  the nagging thoughts:   father ... German  ... school.

His resentment against his  father was like a  dull pain. For some  reason

it was mingled  with pity. Gena  suddenly remembered that  his father must

be  on  board  ship  now.   He  was  probably standing on deck smoking and

tossing the butts  overboard.  They  would be left  behind in the  wake of

the boat, marking its course with wide-spaced white dots.

    To chase away those thoughts,  Gena quickened his pace. He  was nearly

running now. After all the kite's owner was probably running too.

    Gena was  not afraid  of a  fight. In  fact he  was looking forward to

one.

    He soon spotted  the white kite.   It lay on  the springy grass  of an

overgrown lawn.   The fall  had been  a lucky  one -  the string lay right

along the street and had not  caught in the wires anywhere. The  long bast

tail lay in a neat coil. The kite seemed to be having a nice snooze  while

waiting for its master.

    But there was no master in sight. There was nobody, in fact, not  even

a chance passer-by. A  minute later, though, Gena  caught sight of a  tiny

black figure at the far end of the street. A boy was approaching.

    He wore a black track suit.   He was slight and dark-haired. Gena  saw

there wasn't going to be any fight  - the boy was a weakling. No  glory in

fighting HIM. He was probably only third-former.

    The boy walked  unhurriedly, his head  bent. It was  as though he  was

looking  for  something  on  the  ground.  The  string of the kite slipped

through his fingers. He seemed to be unaware of Gena.

    "So we're taking  our time," Gena  said through clenched  teeth. "Very

well then."

    He pulled out the kite's tail  to its full length, stepped on  the end

and waited.

    The captain of the white  "envelope" was obviously out to  demonstrate

his coolness. He never gave Gena a  glance. He picked the kite up off  the

grass and  began feeling  its laths  carefully to  make sure  they weren't

broken. All kite-flyers would inspect their kites like that, as  carefully

as though the laths were delicate bones, which hurt if fractured.

    The kite was all  right. The boy broke  the string and rose  abruptly,

the kite in  his hands. The  tail pulled taut,  the laths snapped  and the

paper tore. The kite broke in two.

    Gena jumped up from  the fence. That was  too much! You could  play it

cool, ignore someone sitting on the  fence all tensed up like a  cat about

to jump. That was all very well.   A second ago he had felt a stirring  of

respect for the boy, so brave and unruffled. But to ruin a kite like  that

for the sake of stubbornness!

    "Are you crazy  or what?" Gena  asked in quiet  rage. "Can't you  see?

Couldn't you see I was ... standing on it?"

    The boy lifted his face as he pressed the torn kite to his chest.  For

a second his face registered confusion. His eyes turned to look  somewhere

beyond Gena. But he took control  of himself at once. He lowered  his head

and tossed the kite aside. Then he said, in a low, hard voice,

    "No I can't see. I'm blind. So what?"

    Gena felt as though someone had grabbed him by the hair and  viciously

pushed his face into  boiling water. Even his  ears began to ring  and his

eyes smarted as though soap had got  into them. For the first time in  his

life, hoarsely and clumsily, he brought out a "Sorry".

    The boys were  sitting on the  ridged roof of  Yasha's house.   Shurik

and Yasha were perched lower down, by the ladder, to be near the means  of

escape if that fury  Yasha's mother came in  sight. Small, lithe Ilka  had

climbed right up to the ridge and  was lying in the shade of the  chimney.

He was nearly invisible  up there, his sunburnt  legs and back almost  the

same colour as  the iron roof.  His old corduroy  shorts were also  brown.

Ilka had taken off  his green striped shirt  and put it underneath  him so

as not to scratch his tummy and knees against the rough iron.

    A steady wind was blowing from beyond the river where the forest  made

a blurred  line along  the horizon,  ruffling the  boys' hair, swaying the

coloured  "envelopes"  in  the  sky  and  driving along round clouds which

looked like puffs of smoke from ships' cannon in old pictures. The  clouds

were not hiding the sun and it  was blazing down from the blue sky,  still

as high and hot as in mid-summer.

    The  roof  smelt  of  hot  iron,  rust  and dust. Many find that smell

offensive,  but  this  is  because  for  them  the  smell  has no pleasant

associations. For the  boys it is  the smell of  height. It is  associated

with the thrill of launching their  first kite, when the string begins  to

glide steadily  through their  fingers, trembling  like a  live nerve  and

imparting to them the  swift strength of high  winds.  And the  kite soars

higher and higher.   You watch it breathless,  not daring to believe  your

luck, and it is  already no bigger than  a postage stamp. Obedient  to you

and the wind.

    But at that  moment they had  no kite. They  were just sitting  there,

waiting  for  Gena.  It  had  been  a  long  wait,  and  they were getting

impatient and worried. Had  it not been Gena,  they would have long  since

assembled the gang  and rushed to  his aid. But  Gena would not  stand for

it. After saying  "I'll go alone",  he would want  to be alone  to the end

and would not thank them for their help even if he was being murdered....

    "Here he comes!" Ilka announced from his vantage point. Then he  added

in a subdued voice, "No kite."

    Gena climbed up the ladder,  stepped noisily across the iron  roof and

sat down beside  the two boys.  He sat there,  saying nothing and  looking

away from them. His face had a strange look about it, as though he  wanted

to tell them  something but did  not dare and  was therefore annoyed  with

himself  and  the  others.  No  one  asked  him any questions. If Gena was

sitting there in angry silence, it was no use asking questions.

    Ilka was the first to give way to curiosity.

    "Was there a fight, Gena?"

    Gena said nothing.

    "Was there, Gena?"

    "Oh, shut up - you and  your fights!" Gena's voice was sullen  but not

angry. "Fighting is all you can think of!"

    "Didn't you find the kite?"

    "I found it."

    Again there was silence. Then Ilka's reproachful voice broke it:

    "But you said...."

    What did I say?" Gena stirred.

    "Didn't you  say Ilka  would have  the kite  if we  brought it  down?"

Shurik asked dryly.

    Gena's silence was beginning to get on his nerves.

    "Make one yourself,"  Gena said with  a frown. "Taking  other people's

things is too easy."

    "What if I can't,"  said Ilka in a  strained voice that sounded  as if

there was  an itching  feeling in  his throat  and he  was afraid to start

coughing.

    "You can do anything if you  try hard enough," Gena was about  to say,

but the  words had  an unpleasantly  familiar ring.  That's right,  it was

what his  father used  to say  to him  - not  about a kite, naturally, but

about his German. What the hell, he  WOULD think of German at a time  like

this.

    "The kite  broke in  two anyway,"  he said  softly. Then  he turned to

Shurik. "Have you any more of  that paper? The stuff you used  for Borya's

Vostok-203?"

    "Yes I have. Why?"

    "Well,  you  see..."  Gena  began  and  suddenly felt he was blushing.

"It's for that boy. He's  got to make a new  one." Then he burst out:  "So

he doesn't answer  the signals? You  and your signals!  How can he  answer

them if he does not even know they exist? If he's blind?"

    Shurik gave a long soft whistle.

    "Blind!"  gasped  Ilka  and  slipped  down  from  where he was sitting

almost to the edge of the roof.

    "Can't  he  see  anything  at  all?"  asked Yasha the Sparrow blinking

wide-eyed.

    "Nothing at all. And I almost hit out at him."

    "All you can think about is hitting people," Shurik said.

    This did not annoy Gena. He  was even glad of the reproach,  though he

would be hard put to it to explain why.

    Didn't we put our foot in it?" Shurik said gravely.

    "It  was  I  who  put  my  foot  in it," Gena replied. "And you've got

nothing to do with  it. Although how could  I know either? You  just can't

tell. He walks like a ... normal person. And his eyes, too...."

    They had  been very  normal eyes.   Gray with  blue streaks  in  them.

Like lots of  other boys'. The  boy rarely raised  them, most of  the time

his eyes were in the shadow of his long lashes. How could you guess?

    Gena  sometimes  met  blind  people  in  the street. Twice he had even

helped a tall  and very upright  blind man in  blue spectacles across  the

street. The  man had  had a  tense, immobile  face and  his movements were

stiff, though  quite brisk.   Then that  dry tapping  of the  ever-present

stick!

    The little  captain of  the white  kite was  not like  that at all. He

moved slowly and easily.  And his  face was alive. A nice face, not  timid

but shy, the face of a boy  who kept his gaze lowered out of  shyness. How

could Gena have guessed those eyes could not see?

    He  had  stood  before  the  boy  and  felt strangely helpless. Like a

fencer who had had  his rapier knocked out  of his hand and  was robbed of

his strength and agility.

    "I didn't know," he forced out  with such difficulty as though he  was

swallowing a piece of barbed wire.

    "Oh, never mind,"  the boy said  hastily, in embarrassment.  "Must one

know?"

    Gena had no answer  for those unexpected words.   And it was  terribly

awkward to stand there saying nothing. Nor could he walk away. He felt  he

had no right to turn and walk away just like that.

    The boy  bent down  and felt  the kite  all over.  He lifted it up for

some reason and then dropped it again.

    "It's had it," he said, half to Gena, half to himself.

    "Maybe  we  could  mend  it?"  Gena  muttered, knowing that it was the

silliest possible suggestion.

    "It can't be mended. And even if it was, it wouldn't rise very high."

    "No,  it  wouldn't  Not  as  high  as  it used to, higher than all the

others," Gena suddenly admitted. "The others" included the Condor.

    "The  others?"  the  boy  raised  his  eyes inquiringly. "So there are

others?"

    "Yes," Gena  said with  relief, glad  that the  unbearable silence had

ended.  "A  lot  of  them.  If  you  could..." Gena nearly said "see", but

checked himself. "If you only knew."

    The boy frowned  with concentration and  said slowly, "I  see. It must

have got tangled up with another string. Was it yours?"

    "No.... We did it on purpose.... We brought it down."

    "Why?" He  did not  seem angry  or offended.  Only surprised  that his

kite had been in somebody's way up in that great big sky.

    "We didn't know," Gena  said again. "We know  all our kites, and  this

was a stranger.  We have signals,  and yours did  not answer them.  And it

was flying higher than  anybody else's. So we  thought you looked down  on

us all, so to speak...."

    "I didn't know there were any others," the boy said in a quiet  voice.

"I thought mine was the only one."

    "Don't you  worry, nobody  will touch  your kite  again. Not  even the

pigeon folk."

    The  boy  groped  about  in  the  grass  till  he found the end of the

string.

    "I'll have to make a new one. Only it won't be as good."

    "Would you like my Condor?"  Gena almost suggested, but did  not dare.

Instead he said:

    "Is it difficult to make one?"

    "Not very. The thing  is I haven't any  more of that paper.  I've only

got drawing paper left. It's strong, but too heavy."

    "I'll get you some decent paper," Gena promised hastily.

    "Will you bring it yourself?" the boy asked quickly.

    "Yes. May I?"

    "I'll tell you the  address - see that  you remember it, the  boy said

quickly. "43, Chekhov Street, at the  very end, in the blind alley.   It's

quite easy to find."

    "I'll remember," Gena  said. "What do  I want the  address for anyway?

I'll walk you home. You can't go alone, can you?"

    The boy jerked a thin shoulder.

    "Of course I can. I came alone, didn't I? I've got the string."

    "Let's wind up the string - it's silly to waste it. Let me."

    "I'll manage."

    He stepped forward  and began winding  the string round  his thumb and

elbow, like housewives winding up a washing line.

    "It'll get tangled," Gena said hesitantly.

    "No, it won't  I know how.  And I could  walk home without  the string

anyway. Don't you believe me?"

    "I  believe  you,"  Gena  said,  knowing  instinctively that he had to

agree. "What I was  thinking about was the  cars.  You'll be  walking down

the  middle  of  the  street,  and  suppose  a car dashed out from round a

corner. The driver wouldn't know. You  can't tell that ... that it's  hard

for you."

    "Not  as  hard  as  all  that.  Can't  you really tell?" the boy asked

warily.

    "Not for the life of you,"  Gena said quickly. He found it  awkward to

discuss the boy's handicap.

    They  started  off  down  the   road.  The  boy  walked  slowly,   but

confidently. One  would think  he was  only walking  slowly because of the

string which  had to  be wound  very neatly.  But suddenly  he stopped and

asked, "Can you walk  beside me? No, no,  don't hold me by  the hand, just

walk beside me so that I can fell you."

    Gena hastily took up  a position on his  right. A few steps  later the

boy said:

    "I don't know this street at all. It makes it hard."

    Gena tried  to walk  in step  and did  not say  anything. One question

kept nagging  at his  mind, but  it took  him a  long time  to muster  the

courage to broach the subject.

    "I  say,"  he  started  up  at  last,  "there  is  something  I  can't

understand. We know a lot, too - about kites, I mean. We know how to  make

them. And we have Shurik who can design them properly. All the same  we've

never made one as good as yours. Or do you fly it differently?"

    That was not quite what he wanted  to ask. He wanted to ask a  shorter

and simpler  question: "Why  does your  kite fly  higher though  you can't

even see? What's the  secret?" But he did  not dare. He was  afraid to use

the actual word "see".

    But the boy understood.

    "It's the way I fly  it I think," he said.  "You must get the feel  of

the wind.  And the  string -  with the  fingers, your  arm and shoulder. I

don't know how to explain it - I don't make any special effort."

    "To  get  the  feel  of  the  string  -  I understand that," Gena said

thoughtfully. "With the fingers  - yes. But with  your shoulder - I  don't

understand what you mean there."

    "Everyone probably  holds the  string in  his own  way," the boy said.

For some  reason he  started to  sound embarrassed.  "I hold  it across my

shoulder. Like this," and he passed the string across his shoulder.  "Only

it is stretched tight  when the kite's in  the air. Hold it  in place here

and I'll pull at it...."

    Gena held  the string  with two  fingers to  the black  shirt. Now the

string was stretched between the  boy's shoulder and hand. Carefully,  the

boy touched it gently  with the fingers of  his right hand, as  if he were

playing a violin.

    "Like this."

    "But just a  moment," Gena said  puzzled. "The thread  goes backwards.

That means the kite will be behind you!"

    "Well, and why not?"  The boy raised his  face and Gena had  a feeling

that he was  staring, yes, staring  far out into  the distance. "It  might

just as well be behind my back.  I can't see it anyway. The main  thing is

that I should feel the wind. So I stand facing it. Don't you?"

    "No," Gena said with a sigh. His fingers were still on the boy's  thin

shoulder, and he could feel a vein pulsing under the collar bone.

    "His name is  Vladik," Gena said.  "He's come here  from Voronezh with

his father. His  father's an engineer.  Only I forgot  where he works.  He

told me, but I forgot."

    "Has he no mother then?" Yasha asked.

    "I don't know."

    "Yasha's mother's chopped the catapult up with an axe," Ilka  suddenly

reported.

    "Oh, to hell with the catapult."

    The whole business  with the catapult  now seemed unbelievably  stupid

to  Gena.  Like  playing  horses  in  the  nursery.  He even felt ashamed.

Compared to  the terrible  thing that  had happened  to the  boy he'd just

met, everything seemed trivial and unimportant.

    Gena propped  his heels  against the  drain-pipe and  stretched out on

his back.  He could feel  the warmth of the sun-scorched roof  through the

shirt. The sun's rays made the corners of his eyes smart, but Gena  stared

up without blinking.  Overhead, clouds were sailing across the dense  blue

sky. They were  moving as sedately  as before, but  something had happened

to them  - they  no longer  looked like  round puffs  of smoke from ships'

cannon but were all shaggy and tattered.

    Gena's thoughts were also slow-moving and tattered.

    "Vladik's  father  is  an  engineer,"  he  thought, "and so is mine. I

wonder what Vladik's  father is like....   The wind is  strong up there  -

look how  shaggy those  clouds have  become. They  move so  slowly. Clouds

always move slowly. It only looks  like that from down here though.   It's

the same with days. Days seem just to crawl along, but before you know  it

a month has passed.... I wish this month would pass quickly!  When it  has

everything will be over, and I won't have to think about German any  more.

Only the summer will be over, too,  and the winds.  That's a pity....   My

father is an engineer, like Vladik's.   Has Vladik's father ever hit  him?

No, I shouldn't  think so, it  would be a  terribly ... mean  thing to do.

And what  for? I  don't suppose  Vladik has  ever stayed  down because  of

German.... Here I'm thinking of German  again. What has it got to  do with

all this?"

    It was simply ridiculous. It was ridiculous to be thinking about  some

stupid German when just over the  way, in Chekhov Street, lived a  boy who

could not see the  sky, the clouds and  the sun. Who could  see nothing at

all. Nothing. Not a gleam of light.

    "Nothing," Gena said.   Suddenly he became  conscious of the  complete

hopelessness of this empty black word. It did not hold even the  smallest,

faintest spark of light. Only impenetrable darkness. Nothing and never.

    How could it be?  It wasn't possible!

    He  tried  to  imagine  himself  blind.  He  shut  his  eyes.  The sun

penetrated through his  eyelids and there  was an orange  mist floating in

his eyes. Then Gena pressed his palms  over his eyes. Even then a host  of

multicoloured spots floated in the violet darkness.

    Gena waited. Slowly and reluctantly  the spots went out one  after the

other. There were  a lot of  them still, but  they had grown  dim and were

gradually dissolving in the darkness. The violet darkness in the  meantime

grew  thicker.  And  suddenly,  when  the  last  vestiges  of  light  were

swallowed up, a thick and  heavy blackness descended on Gena.  A momentary

fear pierced his whole being - what if it was for ever? He tore his  hands

away with such force that he  hit his knuckles against the iron  roof. The

sun's bright rays bore into his eyes.

    "What's the matter with you?" Yasha asked.

    "Nothing," Gena answered morosely and began licking the blood off  his

knuckles.

    He no longer  worried about any  of his own  troubles. They seemed  so

small beside Vladik's tragedy.  They were not worth thinking about.   Gena

resolved  that  he  would  toss  his  German  textbook behind the stack of

firewood that very evening and never give it another thought.

                              Chapter Four

    At  about  nine  o'clock  next  morning  Gena walked up to the crooked

green wicket-gate. He  was afraid that  he had come  too early, but  there

was nothing for it. Vera Ivanovna's lessons started at nine, and Gena  had

told his  mother and  Granny that  he was  going to  school. He had had to

fold the sheet of  paper Shurik had given  him in the shape  of a textbook

and put it under his arm.

    The gate was  locked from the  inside. Gena sighed  and pulled at  the

heavy iron ring a couple of times.

    Immediately he heard light brisk  steps.  The catch clicked,  the gate

opened and Gena saw Vladik. His  face wore an anxious expression of  tense

expectation, and his eyebrows were twitching.

    "I've brought  the paper,"  he hastened  to say  so that Vladik should

know who it was right away.

    The eyebrows  stopped twitching.   Vladik smiled  a happy  and bashful

smile, and seemed immediately embarrasses by his smile.

    "Come on in," he said  eagerly. "And don't shut the  wicket-gate, will

you? Daddy  may be  back soon.  And if  you slam  the gate  shut, the lock

clicks to. Then you  have to go and  unlock it every time  somebody comes.

Quite a gadget, isn't  it? It's the aunt's  invention. She must be  afraid

of thieves I suppose...."

    "Let her unlock  it herself then,"  Gena suggested feeling  that there

was no love lost between Vladik and his aunt.

    "She's away," Vladik said.  "For two whole weeks.  So Daddy and I  are

on our own.... Come on in."

    He  walked  ahead  along  a  narrow  boarded  path.  The  boards  bent

springily under him and  Gena had a feeling  that they might shoot  Vladik

up a couple of feet or so into the air any moment, he looked so light.

    "The paper got creased  a little," Gena said.  "We'll have to soak  it

to dampen it out."

    Vladik slowed down.

    "Wet it? I never heard of doing that. Won't it tear?"

    "No. It'll stretch even better when it dries. I'll show you."

    "Will you?" Vladik asked quickly. "You  are not in a hurry to  go, are

you?"

    "Where should I be hurrying to?" Gena retorted with slight  annoyance.

"I haven't come too early, have I?"

    "Oh no!  We always  get up  very early.  Daddy has  to be  at work  at

eight."

    Vladik led Gena  unerringly across a  long yard past  beds of tomatoes

and carrots  and some  glass-houses to  a small  lopsided shed.  When they

reached the door, Vladik gave a well-aimed kick which threw it open.

    "Wait a minute. I've been looking for a screw for my earphones."

    The semi-darkness in the shed smelled of dry shavings and was  pierced

with sunrays forcing their way through  the chinks in the walls. Gena  sat

down  on  a  block  of  wood  by  the  wall.   In  the corners were heaped

broken-down chairs,  worn-out suitcases  and other  trash people  so often

find unaccountably hard to throw out.  On a thick birch bench by the  door

glittered a grip vice.  It was quite new - obviously recently installed.

    Vladik squatted down  in front of  a big cardboard  box.  The  sunrays

made three gold stripes on him  as he rummaged among the clanking  bits of

iron groping for a screw.

    Gena made as if to rise.

    "What kind of a screw do you want? Let me help you!"

    "I'll manage. You'll never find it among all this junk of mine.  Won't

take a minute."

    He  did  indeed  find  the  little  screw  very soon among the pile of

nails,  nuts  and  coils  of  wire.   Next  he  fished  out some earphones

attached to a metal holder.

    One of the earphones had  worked loose and Vladik started  screwing it

on.  The  socket was tight  for the screw,  and Vladik's fingernails  went

white with the strain.  He bit  his lip and, as though to see  the awkward

screw better, he bent his head low.

    Gena stood nearby in  an agony of helplessness.  It would have been  a

matter of seconds for him to fasten  the screw, but he did not dare  offer

to help. He knew by now that Vladik would say he'd "manage".

    "What do you want these  earphones for?" Gena asked in  an indifferent

voice.

    "To listen to the radio,"  Vladik muttered between his clenched  teeth

as he gave the screw a final twist.  At last he got it home and looked  up

with a  triumphant smile.  "It's wonderful!  You switch  them on  and know

what's happening  all over  the world.  They do  me instead of newspapers.

And books."

    Gena felt a flush spreading over his face. Thank God Vladik could  not

see him.

    "Stupid gas-bag," he cursed himself. And swore never to remind  Vladik

of his handicap by so much as a word.

    "I thought  a proper  radio would  be better.  Shall I  tell Shurik to

make you a loud-speaker?"

    Vladik carried the cardboard box into the corner and answered:

    "We've got a radio set, a Vostok-57. These earphones go with it.  They

are much better than a loud-speaker. Daddy can't work when the radio's  on

loud.  He  spends  whole  evenings  working  and  drawing,  you  know. And

earphones don't bother him."

    "Do you mean he works during the day, and then in the evening too?"

    "Sometimes even  at night,"  Vladik answered  with a  sigh. "He's that

kind of engineer.  In charge  of equipment. They're going to commission  a

new shop at the ship-yard soon,  and he's in charge there right  now. He's

mad at them - says they built the shop all wrong and now the lathes  won't

fit.  He's got to calculate the  whole thing all over again, he says.   He

explained to me  what exactly was  wrong, but I  didn't understand. So  he

has to sit up at night and work it all out, and make new drawings."

    Gena  said  nothing.   When  boys  start  talking about their fathers,

everyone starts thinking of his own.

    Gena's  father  never  worked  at  home.   Neither in the evening, nor

during the day.  There  was nothing for him to  do in their town. He  went

off into the  taiga to work,  where they built  wood-working factories and

paper-mills.  He  only came home  for visits now  and then. The  first few

days after his arrival  he was not his  usual self, flurried and  excited.

He used to go to the cinema  three times a day and demand that  Mother and

Gena accompany  him. Those  were the  best days.  Father would go visiting

and invite friends home  and the rooms were  filled with the jolly  hum of

men's gay voices.

    After a  few days  of this  Father would  calm down.  He would take to

lying about  on their  narrow creaky  sofa from  morning to  night reading

Gena's books about spies and sailors.

    Coming home  from school,  Gena would  kick his  school-bag  under the

sofa and sit down on the far end of it.

    "Dad," he'd say.

    "Uh," Father would mutter from behind the book.

    "You'll be going away again soon, won't you?"

    "We shall see," Father would answer and turn over the page.

    Gena would sigh and go on:

    "Are you on leave or on business here?"

    "I'm on leave."

    "But you've had your leave for this year already!"

    Now it was Father's  turn to sigh. He  would put the book  down on his

chest, look  at Gena  in silence  for a  few seconds  and finally  explain

enunciated his words clearly:

    "I have taken my month's leave  in three parts, and then another  week

without pay. Is that clear?"

    "That meant: I wish you'd leave me alone and let me read in peace.

    "It's clear,"  Gena said  and added  anxiously: "But  what about  your

work? Will they manage there without you?"

    The  sofa  gave  an  annoyed  creak  -  that  was Father shrugging his

shoulders.

    "What am I, the hub of the earth? There's an assistant on my  section.

He'll manage all right for ten days."

    "What's the taiga like, Daddy?"

    "Oh God! It's big! It's old and thick and dense. There are wolves  and

bears and martens and crocodiles in it!"

    "Not crocodiles," Gena interposed softly.

    Father would relent momentarily and put the book down again.

    "I'll take  you there  next year  and you'll  see for  yourself. Maybe

it'll make a real person of you."

    Gena looked at his father's long face with its receding hair and  firm

cleft chin.

    "Aren't I a person now?" he asked.

    "No, you're just  a ... a  nothing," Father answered  without a shadow

of a smile. Even his light gray eyes had no hint of a smile in them.

    Gena's eyes, also light gray, were not smiling either.

    "When does a person become a real person then?"

    "When he starts  working, doing something  useful for people.  Is that

clear?"

    "It's clear. But I'm learning things at school. Isn't that useful?"

    "Lessons aren't work."

    "It's harder, let me tell you," Gena protested. "You finish your  work

and you can relax. And you don't  work on Saturdays. But we have all  that

homework  to  do.  They  promised  they  would  give  us  no  homework  on

Saturdays, but they give it us all the same. And you say I'm not a  proper

person yet!"

    "Okay, okay, you are."

    "Does it mean all children aren't people?"

    "All right. They are then. Let me be!"

    "What about students? They study, too. Aren't they people?"

    "Look here, are you going to let me have any peace or aren't you?"

    "Very well, have your peace," Gena answered with a sigh. Only give  me

that book."

    "What book?"

    "The one you're reading."

    "Hey, what do you mean? That's great that is!"

    "But Daddy," Gena pleaded. "Vovka only  gave it to me for three  days!

I haven't read it myself yet!

    "There's plenty of time."

    "No, there isn't!"

    Father rose slowly to a sitting position.

    "Pick up a spy story the moment you come home from school, would  you?

Why don't  I ever  catch you  picking up  textbooks? That's  what you call

studying! Show me your record book, come on, show it to me!"

    Just as you  please!  Gena  pulled his school-bag  out from under  the

sofa. He had nothing to fear. Let  him look. All right, he had threes  for

nature study  and history.  So what?   They weren't  below the  pass mark!

And Gena tugged  exasperatedly at the  lock on his  bag which would  never

open when you wanted it to.

    That was  how things  had been  in the  third and  fourth form. In the

fifth he had  no longer produced  his record book  so readily. Because  of

German. As a matter  of fact, Father hardly  ever demanded to have  a look

at it any more during his rare visits.

    Nor did he talk of taking Gena  to the taiga so often now. But  he did

mention it sometimes.

    And Gena waited hopefully. He imagined the taiga as a sea of  towering

tree trunks with an impenetrable  green canopy overhead pierced with  fine

needles of sunrays  and echoing with  the twang of  electric saws. And  he

pictured the two of them, away from home, growing closer to each other.

    But the trip did not come off. Because of that blasted German.

    Naturally Gena did not tell Vladik any of this. All he said was:

    "My  father's  an  engineer,  too.  A  civil  engineer.  He's  away on

construction jobs  all the  time. And  my mother  is a  controller at  the

trolleybus depot."

    He thought Vladik  would volunteer some  information about his  mother

in response. But Vladik only gave the earphones a jerk or two to test  the

screw, tried them on and said with a smile,

    "It holds fast now.  Last  night it came loose. Daddy was  drawing and

lay there listening to  'The Storm', a play  about sailors. Daddy said  it

was late, time to go  to sleep, and I wanted  to listen to all of  it.  It

was  an  interesting  play.   'Come  on,'  he  said, 'time to sleep.' So I

crawled  under  the  blanket  and  listened  there.   Then  he came up and

grabbed at the earphones, but I wouldn't let go. So we romped about for  a

while and then that screw dropped out and got lost down some chink in  the

floor. It won't drop out in a hurry now though."

    "Did you listen to the rest of the play?" asked Gena.

    "Yes, Daddy switched on the set  and we listened together. He said  it

didn't matter, because his head was ready to burst with that work  anyway.

He often says that and still he works every night."

    "You have a fine father," Gena said almost inaudibly.

    Vladik took off the earphones.

    "Let's go and wet that paper, shall we?"

    "Yes, let's."

    Vladik moved over to the door and Gena followed him. Only then did  he

notice  a  bicycle  hanging  on  the  wall  by  the door.  Sparks of light

glimmered on its spokes and mudguards.  Gena gave the front wheel a  spin.

It span easily with a gentle whizz.

    "A swell bike!" said Gena.

    Vladik stopped.

    "Haven't you got one?"

    "No. They won't buy  me one this year,  that's for sure. Perhaps  next

year...."

    "You can use this one," Vladik offered. "Nobody rides it now anyway."

    That  was  an  unexpected  piece  of  good  luck.  But  Gena  kept his

excitement under control.

    "Won't your father mind?" he asked.

    Vladik  turned  round  in  surprise  and  his  eyes, so unlike a blind

person's, slid over Gena.

    "My father? Why should he mind. He doesn't ride it. It's my bike."

    "Yours?" Gena  asked in  involuntary amazement  before he  had time to

check his tongue.

    Could  Vladik  have  gone  blind  quite  recently?  Could he have been

dashing about on his bike over  the asphalt only last spring, scaring  the

passers-by and rejoicing in the steely glint of puddles?

    But Vladik took no offence. Or perhaps only a little, as any boy  does

when people don't believe him.

    "Don't you believe  me? I rode  it in Voronezh.  There was an  asphalt

path round our yard and I knew every turning on it...."

    "Sure, I believe you," Gena muttered.

    "I rode it at night," Vladik went  on in a low voice. "During the  day

there are  people walking  everywhere and  kids running  about, so  I went

riding at night. It makes no difference to me, you see. It was  wonderful.

Only once I ran into some drunk. Here, look!" Vladik lifted the sleeve  of

his shirt  and Gena  saw a  white scar.  "I cut  my arm that time," Vladik

explained. "And you don't believe me!"

    "Oh yes,  I believe  you," Gena  repeated in  embarrassment. Again  he

could not restrain his curiosity. "Did your father allow you to go  riding

at night?"

    "Sure he did. He taught me to ride it himself," Vladik said, and  then

added, as an afterthought, "He taught  me to walk, too.... So that  people

wouldn't notice I'm blind...."

    Gena  said  nothing.  He  thought  that  Vladik was different from all

other boys not  in that he  was blind. He  was not like  an ordinary blind

person either. There was something else....

    "Come on  then," Vladik  said urgently  and hurried  on in a different

key: "Have I bored you talking all  the time? I have been alone all  these

days. Nobody to talk to.... And now you've come along."

    "It's bad to  be alone," Gena  said. He knew  what Vladik meant.   But

what else  could he  say? It's  only in  books that  two boys meet for the

first time  and vow  eternal friendship  within the  first few minutes. In

real  life  you  did  not  talk  about  friendship. Gena could not imagine

himself making an offer of friendship even if his life depended on it.

    Vladik, it appeared, was thinking the same thoughts.

    "There's a  tub in  your garden.   Let's wet  the paper  there,"  Gena

suggested. "And then pin it to the wall. Have you got some drawing pins?"

    "Of course!"

    They  walked  to  the  tub  and  again  Gena  had the feeling that the

springy boards might  toss Vladik up  into the air  like a black  feather.

The feather would float in the air  and soar up into the sky, towards  the

sun.

    Gena raised his eyes.

    The Yellow  Shield was  tumbling slowly  down. Gena  did not even know

who the kite belonged to, but  it was dropping jerkily like kites  do when

their thread has been trapped by a catcher.

    "Vladik," Gena said hurriedly, "I must be off. They've knocked down  a

kite."

    "Yours?" Vladik asked stopping in his tracks.

    "No. I don't know whose. But I have to run over just the same.  That's

our rule. It's the pigeon folk got him."

    Vladik stepped off the path to make way for Gena.

    "Don't wet  the paper  without me,"  Gena said,  following the  kite's

fall with his eyes.

    "Will you come back then?" Vladik asked happily. "Today?"

    The Yellow Shield landed somewhere in the region of Konarmeisky Lane.

    "I don't  know about  today. They're  delivering some  firewood today,

and I'll have to help stacking it. But I'll come tomorrow I promise."

    "You promise?" Vladik asked softly.

    "Yes," Gena said,  walked off quickly,  breaking into a  run before he

reached the wicket-gate.

                              Chapter Five

    When Gena woke up  the next morning, he  saw that the windows  were as

though screened with gray curtains.  It was raining outside, a  depressing

fine  drizzle.  Where  had  they  come  from, all those low sodden clouds?

Gena's hands  were sore  after stacking  all that  firewood and a splinter

lodged in his palm ached dully. His spirits were at a low ebb.

    "Get up," his  mother said. "You'll  be late again.  How's that German

going?"

    "Like blazes," Gena muttered ambiguously.

    "Listen  to  him!  What  have  we  done to deserve this cross?" Granny

moaned in the kitchen.

    "Off they go,"  Gena thought dismally.  But then he  remembered Vladik

and felt better.

    He found his old  windcheater in the wardrobe.  It was supposed to  be

waterproof and could be relied on  to keep the rain out for  five minutes.

But it would take him no less than eight minutes to reach Vladik's house.

    "Never mind," Gena thought cheerfully.

    "Don't forget your textbook," his mother reminded him.

    "I won't!"

    His  textbook  was  getting  soaked  into  a  pulp behind the firewood

stack. Gena thought  of it with  complete indifference. He  could not care

less.

    "I'm off!"

    Vladik  opened  the  gate  again.  Gena  saw  at once that he had been

expecting him.

    "See, I've come," he nearly said, stopping himself just in time.

    "Come on in," Vladik hustled him. "It's so wet. This rain...."

    Vladik's aunt's  house consisted  of two  parts. It  was as though two

houses had grown together as one.  One part was bigger and older,  under a

steep gable roof. Beside it nestled a more recent addition. The boards  of

the unpainted porch were still a fresh amber colour and the drain-pipe  at

the edge of the flat slate roof had no patches of rust on it yet.

    It was in this new wing that Vladik and his father lived.

    The small porch was dark and smelt of bast. Vladik pulled at the  door

that led into the living-room.

    "Come in."

    Gena took  a long  time wiping  his wet  shoes on  a piece of sacking.

When  he  saw  the  light-yellow  floor  in  the  room  he  took  them off

altogether. Vladik heard him walking in his bare feet:

    "You needn't have done that...."

    Gena took off his  wet windcheater and left  that out in the  porch as

well.

    "It's so clean in here - and I'm all dirty."

    It was light in  the room. You might  even have thought there  was sun

outside - so bright were the yellow glints on the floor. In the corner  of

the  room  stood  a  big  cumbersome  wardrobe with a tarnished mirror. It

seemed to  be ashamed  of its  unprepossessing appearance  and kept to the

shadows. Even its mirror was dull. The room also contained three  assorted

chairs, a long old-fashioned  bed, a narrow sofa,  much like the one  Gena

had at home, and  a big table with  a drawing-board on it.   Obviously the

aunt had let them have those bits  of furniture for which she had no  use.

Only the  drawing-board was  sparkling new.  Obviously not  the aunt's. On

the floor along the walls stood stacks of books.

    Through another door  Gena caught a  glimpse of the  white-washed side

of a small stove. That was  obviously the kitchen. Only it was  funny that

it should be reached by way of the living-room.

    While Gena was  taking his bearings,  Vladik produced a  roll of paper

from behind the wardrobe.

    "Is it smooth enough?" he asked unwinding the roll. "I didn't wet  it,

just pressed it through a towel."

    The sheet was very smooth.

    "Yes it'll  do. We  can stick  on the  laths right  away. Have you got

some?"

    "Yes, I have." Vladik dived behind the wardrobe again, then paused  to

ask, "What about that kite, Gena? Did they really bring it down?"

    "Yes, they did," Gena  answered in a casual  tone. "Only it didn't  do

them any good. We were there first and we picked it up."

    "I was  afraid it  had fallen  down of  its own  accord," Vladik said.

And added after a pause: "I don't like it when a kite falls. Mine used  to

fall before."

    "But that ...  last one.... It  was a fine  kite," Gena muttered.  "It

did not fall like that...."

    "Oh, now I've  learned how to  make them. Only  it takes time.   Never

mind, though. If we start now,  it'll be ready by lunch. It's  quite early

yet, isn't it?"

    "There's no hurry anyway. It's  raining cats and dogs. I  wonder where

that rain has come from?"

    "I knew rain was on the way yesterday," Vladik informed him  producing

the laths. "It'll stop soon, you'll see."

    "You knew  yesterday?" Gena  asked in  surprise. "Why  didn't you tell

me?"

    "Why, wouldn't you have promised to come then?" Vladik asked warily.

    "Oh, it's not  that at all,"  Gena said with  annoyance. "As though  I

only came because I promised!"

    "Don't pay any attention to me," Vladik said in a low voice.

    To change  the awkward  subject Gena  looked round,  wondering what to

ask Vladik about.

    In the  corner behind  the sofa  he saw  a big  black case of the kind

used to  carry accordions  about in.  That was,  incidentally, his  entire

stock  of  information  about  accordions  and  music  generally.  He  was

indifferent to it. Of the countless pieces composed over the centuries  he

knew and liked only two songs: "Hey,  my boy, you spent too long at  sea!"

from the  film "The  Amphibian" and  the Cuban  march "The Twenty-Sixth of

July".

    But the accordion would do quite nicely as a subject of  conversation.

Gena went up to it and gave the case a flick.

    "Is that yours?" he asked.

    Vladik did not  answer. He stood  with his back  to Gena rustling  the

sheet of paper in his hands.

    "Is this your accordion, Vladik?" Gena repeated.

    Vladik pushed the  rolled-up sheet back  behind the wardrobe,  and his

shoulders drooped wearily.

    "You're like everybody else," he said  nearly in a whisper.  "Just  as

bad."

    Gena was stumped. He must have said the wrong thing again. Only  what?

And what was he to say now?

    But Vladik explained himself. He spoke  in a low voice that was  harsh

with resentment.

    "Nobody ever asks if it's my  bicycle. And they don't believe me  when

I say  it is.   They are  struck all  of a  heap. But  this thing," and he

nodded in the precise direction of the black case, "they all have to  know

about it. 'Is  that yours?' 'Are  you learning to  play it?' No,  it's not

mine! Father bought it for  himself, not for me.   Do you think that if  a

person is  blind, all  that's left  him is  playing the  accordion? Do you

think there's nothing else for him to do?"

    "I think  nothing of  the sort,"  Gena retorted  wishing himself miles

away since it was  hardly likely that the  earth would open up  to swallow

him. How many times  had he warned himself  to be careful what  he said to

Vladik.

    "I have no use for it," Vladik went on.

    Gena's face screwed up as though he was in pain.

    "I never thought anything of the sort. I just saw it and asked."

    "There are thousands of  things a person can  do as well as  play that

thing," Vladik said standing with his back to him.

    "You're,  you're  behaving  like  a  stupid  girl!"  Gena  cried  in a

miserable rage. "You  invent things and  then take offence.  I just asked.

Because the  accordion was  sitting there.  I'd ask  anybody if  I saw  an

accordion in his room. Anybody - d'you understand?"

    "Oh, I know," Vladik said ambiguously,  and one could not say what  it

was he knew - that he was  himself to blame for his outburst or  that Gena

was not to be trusted. But Gena was not lying.

    They remained silent for  a long time after  that, and the longer  the

silence lasted  the more  oppressive it  became. Finally  Vladik said in a

conciliatory tone,

    "You can't  imagine how  fed up  I am  with hearing  one and  the same

question all the time!"

    "Oh, I can imagine all right!" Gena hastily assured him.

    Vladik came  up to  him and  stood for  a while  in silence,  his head

bent, as  though he  wanted to  confide in  Gena and  did not  know if  he

could.

    "Would you  like me  to show  you something?"  he finally  forced out.

"Only we'd have to climb up to the loft to see it."

    Gena did not care where he had to climb as long as Vladik relented.

    He even forgot  to put on  his windcheater as  he dashed out  into the

rain after him.

    Vladik went  up the  slippery ladder  first and  was on  the roof in a

second. Obviously, it was a familiar  route for him. Gena lagged behind  a

little.

    The silvery-gray slates glistened in  the wet. Where the flat  roof of

the wing  joined the  main roof  there was  something like  a small  house

nestling against  the wall.  This was  the entrance  to the  loft. Not far

away stood an iron pole with a metal flag on top of it. "A  weather-vane,"

Gena guessed.

    Vladik bent and dived into the square opening. Gena followed.

    At first he  could see nothing  but darkness and  the dim outlines  of

beams.

    "Here," Vladik said in embarrassment, "it's my ... you know...."

    "Wait a  bit," Gena  answered. He  could see  nothing in the darkness.

Then it  occurred to  him to  step away  from the  opening. Immediately it

became lighter. "A brigantine," he nearly said.

    For a second  he imagined that  he was on  board ship. Of  course that

was a fleeting feeling, for no loft can really look like a ship. But  they

had a  lot in  common.   Gena remembered  an old  film in  which the waves

rocked a heavy  three-master, water splashed  about in the  dark hold, and

on the bridge the captain in a wet cocked hat, shouted into the  megaphone

some rollicking Spanish  curses. Why did  Gena remember that  film? Partly

because  the  dull  light  of  a  rainy day filtering through from outside

looked like that stormy night on the screen, and because those beams  were

like a  ship's hulk?   Also because  a damp  wind was  whistling  outside.

Mainly, though, because  one of the  crossbeams shone with  the nickel and

copper of instruments.

    Gena had  not identified  the instruments  yet. He  could only see the

white faces of dials  and the narrow points  of arrows. On a  nail on that

same beam  hung an  ordinary boy's  cap. Vladik's.  It looked perfectly at

home, as though it were on  a hanger in the porch. Obviously  Vladik spent

a lot of time up here.

    Did he play captains?  Gena  did not quite understand what it  was all

about.   But he  knew that  some games  were very  important because  they

involved a dream or a secret. He respected such secrets and knew that  one

should not slight them  with a show of  inordinate curiosity, or even  the

most innocuous of jokes.

    Gena took a step towards the instruments.

    "A fine outfit," he remarked.

    On the left  hung an alarm-clock.  An ordinary alarm-clock,  but minus

the  glass.   And  the  figures  on  it  were  not  painted but cut out of

cardboard and pasted on the clock-face.

    "It keeps excellent time," said Vladik. "Only gains thirty seconds  in

ten days."

    On the  right glittered  the arrows  of an  aneroid. Gena  had seen  a

similar barometer at  Shurik's home.   When they wanted  to know what  the

weather was going to  be, they tapped on  the glass with a  fingernail and

looked to see which way the arrow  jerked. Gena was about to tap this  one

too but caught himself in time  - like the alarm-clock, the barometer  had

no glass.   The brass  arrow stood  vertically. Its  point cut  across the

middle of the word "changeable" and stood at the figure "76".

    "Aha," Gena said. "So that's how you knew about the rain."

    "Are you looking at the barometer? Think that's how I find out? I  can

tell without  it, too.  And it's  not too  reliable. I  need a thermometer

with an arrow. I can't do without an arrow."

    "They make thermometers like that," said Gena. "There's one like  that

on Moscow University. It's like a huge clock."

    Yes, I know. Only I  don't know how it's made.  If I did we could  try

and make one with Daddy."

    "Did he help you  set this up?" Gena  asked, tapping the iron  pole of

the weather-vane which went up through the roof.

    "No, I did it myself." Vladik squatted beside the pole and gripped  it

in his hand. "It's very simple."

    The foot of the pole was fitted into a ball-bearing wheel and  rotated

easily. The wheel lay on a platform, and round it was a plywood ring  with

a scale made of raised matches and  with bent-wire letters N, W, E and  S.

Above the ring trembled a tin arrow attached to the pole. Its end  pointed

to the left of the letter W at the notch denoting West-South-West.

    "See? I  don't have  to climb  on the  roof to  find out which way the

wind's blowing," Vladik explained animatedly and a bit jerkily. "The  wind

turns the vane and this arrow tells me all I need to know."

    "Very  clever,"  Gena  said  absent-mindedly.  It WAS clever, but just

then Gena's mind  was on something  else. "Vladik, but  this pole ...  and

everything - they're made of iron."

    "Sure. You can't make them out  of wood. The pole would be  thick, and

it would need a big hole in the roof. Aunt would have a fit."

    "Then you  must at  least connect  it with  earth," Gena  said with  a

worried frown. "It  will attract the  lightning sticking up  over the roof

like that."

    "No, it won't," Vladik said hurriedly. "That's just a lot of hooey."

    Gena's frown deepened and he warned in a low but sharp voice:

    "Vladik, I mean it. You'll burn the house down."

    Vladik jumped up, sat astride a beam and dangled his legs.

    "Let  it  burn  then,"  he  said  with  exaggerated  gaiety. "We'll be

getting a new flat soon. Daddy and me."

    "And what about your aunt? Where will she live - in a shack?"

    "Who - she? She'll  build herself a new  house! Don't you worry  about

her!"

    He spurred on the beam  and whooped like a five-year-old  who imagined

he was riding a  mettlesome stallion. He was  making out he was  as gay as

could be. But  was his face  gay? Gena could  not tell because  Vladik sat

with his back to him. Suddenly Vladik said:

    "She can build herself  five houses if she  feels like it. She's  been

saving money all her life. Do you think she built this lean-to for us?  To

have  lodgers  in.  She  would  take  several students and charge each ten

rubles. Only don't you  think we got it  for free. It isn't  that I grudge

her the  money. Simply  I hate  such double  talk. She  prays to God every

day, goes on about goodness and kindness, and all the while.... She is  as

hard as nails."

    "But who is she? A real aunt of yours, a relation?"

    Vladik tossed his head angrily.

    "So what  if she  is a  relation? You're  like my  father. He's always

telling me she's my own kin. But I hate people like her, kin or no kin."

    Gena dropped the subject. Vladik sat hunched wearily as though he  had

galloped many hard  miles on his  "stallion". Then he  jumped down lightly

and said quite cheerfully,

    "Let me show you my compass. I made that myself too."

    He pulled  Gena into  a far  corner of  the loft.   There in a plastic

container for developing photo films floated a long cobbler's needle  laid

on a circle of cork.

    "I magnetised it," Vladik explained. "A compass like this is  supposed

to be very  reliable. Only it  must be kept  away from all  iron things. I

didn't know  that at  first and  put it  beside the  weather-vane. Then it

struck  me  that  the  needle  wouldn't  be  in  the true any more. Do you

remember  Negoro  putting  a  piece  of  iron  under  the compass in Jules

Verne's  'Fifteen-Year-Old  Captain'?"  After  reading  that  I  took  the

compass over into a far corner."

    "You read...?" Gena  began and stopped  realising he was  on dangerous

ground again.

    Vladik answered with a wry smile and a sigh,

    "I did  not read  it of  course. Father  read it  to me.  I don't read

much."

    "But he reads a little," Gena thought. "Don't they have special  books

with raised letters?"

    Mustering his courage, he asked,  "I suppose you read special  books?"

He did not dare to say "for the blind".

    "Yes," Vladik  said glumly.  "Only I  don't read  them very often. The

letters in  them are  made of  dots. I  don't like  them, I  like ordinary

letters."

    They were  sitting on  some pieces  of wood  in the  far corner of the

loft. Vladik said:

    "Do you  know how  I learned  to read?   I learned  before I  went  to

school. Daddy would go off to work  and I was terribly bored all alone  by

myself! I  was very  small too.   Then Daddy  started teaching  me to make

letters out of matches.  At first it was letters, then whole words.   Then

he started making up stories out of  them. While I was asleep at night  he

would sit up making up stories and then laying out the matches. At  first,

when I could not read well, the stories were short. But when I learned  to

read well,  Daddy had  a hard  time of  it. Sometimes  he sat up the whole

night. I was a silly boy then, all  I wanted was for the story to be  good

and long. In  the morning he  would go off  to work and  I'd make straight

for the  table. There  it would  be, the  story, laid  out on  a sheet  of

newspaper. Sometimes it lasted me the  whole morning.  I'd crawl over  the

newspaper, making  it out  - I  had to  be very  careful not  to shift the

matches. Later  Daddy thought  of sticking  them on  with glue  - after  a

draught blew the newspaper off the  table once. How I bawled that  time! I

ran about the room waving my fists at the air - wanted to give the wind  a

beating. Funny, wasn't it?"

    Gena did not  find anything funny  in the story.  On the contrary.  It

made him want to say something  nice to Vladik. About him and  his father.

But he did not know how to say such things. So he only asked:

    "Did you go to school in Voronezh?"

    "Yes, in Voronezh. And in Omsk. And in other towns too."

    "A special school?"

    Vladik shook his head.

    "No, I don't want to  go a special one. They're  boarding-schools, one

has to live there all the time. I want to be with Daddy."

    "Yes, I see," Gena answered in a whisper."

    "I do  all right  in ordinary  schools. I  do, really.   I have a good

memory and  memorise what  they tell  at the  lessons. It  IS difficult to

write in exercise book, that's true.  Well, I was let off writing  lessons

and drawing too."

    "What form are you in?"

    "I'll be in the fourth this year," Vladik said with a sigh.  "I  could

have been in  the fifth, I'm  almost eleven.   But I was  born at a stupid

time, in October. So they refused  to take me because I wasn't  seven yet.

They said the regulations did not allow it. And the next year they said  I

could not study at an ordinary school, although I could read and count  by

then. But  there was  a teacher,  Nina Sergeyevna,  who agreed  to take me

into her class. She gave me special coaching, came round to us to give  me

lessons. She was  so nice.... How  I bawled when  they refused to  take me

the first time! As much as when the wind scattered my story...."

    "Why  is  he  telling  me  all  these  things?"  Gena wondered. "Is it

because everything is black for him  as at night, and at night  people are

supposed to confide things?" Gena  knew that was a poor  explanation. Most

likely Vladik was confiding in him  because he trusted him, felt he  was a

friend.

    "I hated the wind when I was little," Vladik went on softly.  "I  only

came to like it  later, when I grew  up and understood.... The  wind makes

the weather, you know."  He rose and went  over to the weather-vane.  "Can

you hear the wind getting stronger and steadier? That means the rain  will

stop soon. If you can feel the wind, you can forecast the weather...."

    "That's right," Gena agreed.

    Vladik, fingering a chip of wood  and then breaking it up into  little

bits, added:

    "Of course there are  various outward signs, too.   The colour of  the

sky,  the  shape  of  the  clouds.  The  shape of the clouds is important:

there are the cumuli,  the cirri, the strati.  But they can tell  me about

them, can't they. I won't be alone there."

    "Where?" Gena asked incomprehendingly.

    Vladik threw down the chips.

    "Why, at the polar  met-stations.... Where they forecast  the weather.

Don't you know about them?"

    "Now I never!" Gena half  thought half whispered. Because it  was only

at this  second that  it all  dawned on  him. Everything  fell into place,

became  clear  and  distinct  as  with  the binoculars when you focus them

properly. The  busy arrow  of the  weather-vane moving  along the  plywood

scale, the aneroid,  the cap on  the nail and  Vladik himself who  did not

want to  be a  musician. Vladik,  who cherished  an amazing  and audacious

dream - to become a meteorologist at a polar met-station.

    The grayish square  of the window  looked bright and  silvery from the

semi-darkness of  the loft.  Torn clouds  sped across  it. Vladik's figure

looked quite black against this background.

    He stood with his back to Gena, slim, straight and motionless.  Gena's

heart felt on the alert somehow, as though the bugles had just played  the

signal for marching out on a long road under a dark stormy sky.

    But no such road had been  mapped out for Gena yet. While  Vladik knew

his way ahead already.

    "Don't tell anyone, will you?" Gena heard. "Nobody at all. I've  never

told anybody about it before - you're the first."

    Gena nodded forgetting  that Vladik could  not possibly see  this sign

of mute assent.

    Alarmed by  Gena's silence  and perhaps  by his  own thoughts  as well

Vladik went on anxiously:

    "What do you think ... will I manage? If I try hard...?"

    There was such agonising anxiety in his voice that Gena felt a  shiver

creep down his back.

    "Of course you'll  manage," he said  in a low  voice. "There's nothing

YOU can't manage."

    The  rain  had  stopped  and  the  yellow  colour  of the sun could be

guessed at through the shreds of low clouds. The wind was still damp,  but

light and  no longer  cold. Gena  and Vladik  stepped out  onto the  roof.

After  the  darkness  and  the  mouldy  smell  of the loft the sky and the

streets  seemed  wonderfully  broad  and  light  to Gena, and the wind was

laden with the smell of clean-washed grass.

    "The  wind   smells  of   the  woods,"   Vladik  remarked.   "Of  wild

strawberries and aspen leaves."

    He stood right next to Gena so that Gena could feel his sharp elbow.

    "Huh," Gena  assented though  he did  not remember  what aspen  leaves

smelt like.

    Vladik started listening to something.

    "Daddy's coming," he said.

    "Where is he?"

    "Oh, I don't know. A long way off still."

    Gena shut  his eyes  and strained  his ears.   He also  wanted to hear

Vladik's father's footsteps. But he could only hear ordinary  unremarkable

day-time noises of the day: the  rustling of the wind, the distant  hum of

cars, voices  of passers-by,  hoots of  tugs on  the river,  music from  a

loud-speaker....  Then  the  wicket-gate  banged  shut and Vladik sang out

gaily:

    "Aha, so you've come!" It sounded  as though he meant "I've got  you!"

"You said you wouldn't be in before evening."

    A  tall  man  wearing  boots,  a  gray  cap  and a baggy dark suit was

walking along the boarded  path across the yard.   Gena thought there  was

something Spanish  about his  features: he  had a  straight nose, a narrow

chin and  sideburns like  the torero  he had  seen in  a newsreel the week

before. But his lips were full and soft and his hair light. Gena was  able

to take in all  those details when the  man stopped underneath and  raised

his head.

    He smiled at Gena with his eyes and answered Vladik:

    "They didn't let me stay on till evening. Chased me away."

    Vladik leant forward anxiously.

    "Who chased you away?"

    "The boss," his father  said with a laugh.  "He said I was  to take it

easy till the day after tomorrow.  They'll manage now, if you please.   So

there you are...."

    "Hurrah," Vladik said in soft but vigorous tone. "Good for them!"

    "Well, there's nothing for it. Take it easy we shall."

    "Dad," Vladik said.

    "Yes?"

    "Are you ready?"

    "Come on!"

    "Catch me!"

    Vladik  crouched  down  and  then  jumped  off  the  roof.  Gena  felt

something snap  inside him.   He barely  stopped himself  crying out.  But

Vladik's father caught him just before he reached the ground.

    "We've landed," Vladik said and dangled a leg importantly.

    Gena thought of his father. About how he left home. A mixture of  envy

and hurt pushed him  forward like a wave.  Without thinking he stepped  up

to the edge of the roof and jumped too.

    He jumped without  looking.  His  feet slipped on  the wet boards.  He

fell and  hit his  elbow.   The blow  was so  hard that  he saw sparks and

tears welled up in his eyes. Fighting the desire to screw up his face,  he

sat up and saw Vladik's father looking down at him.

    "Alive?"

    "Yes," said Gena and tried to smile.

    "Whatever got into you? No bones broken? Get up then." He pulled  Gena

up by his shoulders.   "That's not an easy trick.   Vladik and me -  we've

worked everything out  and practised a  lot, and you  come along and  plop

down like a frog into a pond."

    "It's nothing," said Gena averting  his moist eyes. And added  a silly

comment without knowing why.  "You don't look like  an engineer at all.  I

thought you'd be different."

    "Well, can't be  helped now," Vladik's  father answered with  a smile.

He didn't seem at all surprised.

    Feeling that he was talking stupid nonsense that would have made  even

that tiddler Ilka laugh, he still blundered on:

    "My  father's  an  engineer,  too.  Doesn't  look  like  one either. I

suppose all real engineers don't look like engineers."

    "You never know," said a real engineer.

    Vladik touched Gena's sleeve.

    "How you frightened me," he confessed.

    "Never mind," said Gena. "I'll be going now. I've got to get home."

    "Why don't you  stay?" Vladik's father  suggested. "We'll fry  a whole

panful of potatoes in  a jiffy.  Have  you peeled the potatoes?"  he asked

turning to Vladik.

    Vladik sighed and scraped the porch step with his shoe.

    "As I thought," his father said sadly. "You forgot."

    "I'll have them  peeled in a  moment," Vladik said  hastily.  "There's

nothing to it."

    "'Nothing', indeed!  Whatever  am I to do  with you? He didn't  forget

about  the  roof,  no,  not  him,"  Vladik's  father said with a laugh and

turned to  Gena.   "He never  forgets about  his beloved  roof. Ever  seen

anyone else  like him?   I just  don't know  what to  do about  it. Do you

think I should thrash him?"

    "Of course, go ahead!" Vladik responded gaily.

    "I'd be ashamed. He's a big chap now."

    "Yes, you should've done it before," Vladik agreed obligingly.

    "Wait till you go and break your neck!"

    "I break my neck?"

    Gena listened to the exchange silently and he did not feel like  going

at all. Yet he repeated: "I'll be going then."

    "Will you come back later on?" Vladik asked.

    "Tomorrow. Can I come tomorrow morning?"

    "What a thing to ask!" Vladik's  father said. "Don't you be afraid  to

wake us up, Gena. We rise with a lark."

    "He knows  my name,"  Gena thought.  "So Vladik  has been  telling him

about me."

    "Out in the  street Gena remembered  that he had  left his windcheater

inside. But the sun was already  peeping through and he decided not  to go

back for it.

                               Chapter Six

    The next morning  Ilka tagged after  Gena. How he  had found out  Gena

was going to see  Vladik was a mystery,  but he dashed out  from round the

corner, his unbuttoned shirt flapping behind his back.

    Braking with a sandal, Ilka declared:

    "I'll come along with you, okay?"

    "Look here, Runner," said Gena, "go and run off somewhere else."

    "Gena, please!"

    "Hear what I said?"

    Ilka blinked and said in a deflated voice:

    "Can't other people be friends with him?"

    "No, they can't!"

    Ilka lowered his head and said in a whisper:

    "But I won't be in the way."

    "What will you do there?"

    "Look on," answered Ilka and gazed at Gena hopefully.

    "Look on at what? Is it a cinema?"

    "Look  on  while  you  make  the  kite,"  Ilka explained in a pathetic

voice. "I'll watch and learn."

    "How do you know we are going to make a kite?"

    "I just guessed," Ilka said with a sigh.

    "See how well he puts two and two together when nobody wants him  to,"

Gena growled. "And if  I take you there  you'll put your foot  in it right

from the start."

    "I won't, I promise I won't! You'll see!"

    "I'll give you 'see'! Forget the word, if you want to come along.  And

in  general,  forget  all  such  words  as  'see',  'look',  'eyes',  etc.

Understand?"

    "I understand."

    "And  another  thing,"  Gena  continued  with  a frown. "Don't ask him

about his mother."

    "Where is she?"

    "How should  I know?   There are  just the  two of  them, he  and  his

father."

    "She must be dead then," Ilka said softly.  "I won't ask him. When  my

Daddy died, I, too...."

    He  did  not  finish,  and  Gena  suddenly  regretted  his   excessive

severity.

    "Come along then. Only don't hop about like a goat."

    Ilka  didn't  hop  about.  He  was  thoughtful  and sad all the way to

Vladik's gate.

    He did put his  foot in it, all  the same. When Vladik's  father stood

him between his knees and began asking questions with a slight smile:

    "What do you  say your name  is? Ilka? That  means Elijah. Elijah  the

prophet! Great name!  And mine is  Ivan Sergeyevich. You'd  better call me

Uncle Vanya though."

    "I'd rather call you  Ivan Sergeyevich if it's  all the same to  you,"

Ilka said looking at  Vladik's father candidly.   "I know one Uncle  Vanya

already. He's our neighbour. A  terrible boozer. His wife brings  him home

in a cart every Saturday. And him just grunting."

    Gena gave  Ilka a  whack between  his shoulder-blades.  Ilka was quite

taken aback and began to study his knee smeared with brilliant green.

    Ivan Sergeyevich and Vladik roared with laughter. Vladik even  started

drumming his feet  against the door  of the wardrobe  - he was  sitting on

top the wardrobe looking for something there.

    Gena looked at Vladik's father apologetically as much as to say:  he's

just a kid - what can you expect?

    "Daddy!" Vladik said when he  had stopped laughing, "I can't  find the

glue."

    "What's it got to do with me?"

    "But YOU put it away!"

    "Put things away yourself, then you  won't lose them.  How many  times

have  I  told  you  -  put  things  back in their proper place after using

them."

    "Your valves were there."

    "You could have moved them to one side."

    "Moved them! And what if I'd sent them crashing to the floor?"

    "I'll give you crashing! See you don't crash yourself, jerking  around

up there. You'll be falling off before you can say knife."

    "So I will,"  Vladik said. "Because  I've found the  glue. Get out  of

the way all of you."  And he landed on the  floor with a crash. "Take  the

paper, Ilka!"

    He talked to  Ilka so naturally  as if they  had known each  other all

their  lives.   Ilka  seemed  to  be  quite  at ease, too. So Gena stopped

worrying on that account.

    "We'll be making it out on the porch," Vladik said. "Will you give  me

some string, Dad?"

    "Well, I don't see how I can get out of it."

    Vladik made for  the door, the  bottle of glue  in his hand.  Ilka and

Gena moved to follow him.

    "Wait a  minute, Gena!"  Ivan Sergeyevich  called out.  "Help me  move

that wardrobe. Vladik dropped my drawings behind it. Let's get them out."

    "I  dropped  them?"  Vladik  cried  out  in indignation. "They are old

drawings - they've  been lying there  for a whole  week. Let me  move that

wardrobe!"

    "Off you go now!"

    "Gena  and  Vladik's  father  stayed  behind.   They  moved the creaky

wardrobe quite  easily -  it felt  as though  it did  not contain too many

possessions.   Ivan Sergeyevich  shook the  dust off  the roll  of drawing

paper. Then he turned to Gena and without the usual twinkle asked,

    "Well, how are things?"

    "What things?" Gena said warily, feeling it was no idle question.

    "Life in  general," said  Ivan Sergeyevich.  "How goes  it? How do you

find my Vladik?"

    "Why,"  Gena  said  with  constraint.  "He's  a  bit  of  all   right.

Everything's fine."

    "So he's no worse than any of the others?"

    "Why  should  he  be  worse?"  Gena  said looking aside. "I'd say he's

even.... Look what a grand kite  he made. Nobody here can make  kites like

that. And generally he...."

    That "generally" implied a good deal, but Gena found it impossible  to

put thoughts like that into words.

    "You know, Gena,"  Ivan Sergeyevich began,  "he's been so  happy these

last three  days, as  though somebody  had given  him a wonderful present.

No, that's not  it. He doesn't  care for presents  all that much.  This is

different. It's as though he's expecting something good to happen to  him.

He told me a lot about you."

    "What's there to tell about me," Gena mumbled in confusion.

    "Quite a bit  ... being alone's  not much fun  for him, you  know. And

now  you've  come  along.  And  brought  Ilka  too. It's a great treat for

him.... Only he's worried."

    "About what?" Gena asked in surprise.

    "He's afraid you'll stop coming after a while."

    "Why should  I? What  rot!" Gena  said and  was horrified  at his  own

harsh tone.

    But Ivan Sergeyevich didn't seem to have noticed.

    "He has been  unlucky in his  friends," he went  on. "There have  been

lots  of  children  around,  of  course  -  schoolmates  and   neighbours'

children. They kept  their distance, though,  because they were  sorry for

him and didn't feel at ease with him. And they showed they were sorry  for

him. Don't do that."

    "As though he'd let you be sorry for him!" Gena said.

    "No,  he  doesn't  like  it."  Ivan  Sergeyevich apparently forgot all

about his drawings. He stood beside Gena, his hand on his shoulder.   Gena

couldn't see his face  and did not dare  raise his eyes. Ivan  Sergeyevich

paused for a while, then repeated, "No, he doesn't like it. Neither of  us

like pity. We live  together, the two of  us, well, we make  out. Have you

asked him about his mother?"

    "I haven't  been asking  him about  anything," Gena  said hastily. "He

tells me things himself when he feels like it."

    "Good thing you haven't. Don't ask him."

    "Is she dead?" Gena asked straight  out to settle the matter once  and

for all.

    Ivan Sergeyevich  let go  of Gena's  shoulder, picked  up the rolls of

paper from the floor and tossed them back onto the wardrobe.

    "It takes all  sorts to make  a world," he  said in a  toneless voice.

"She left us. Even before this thing happened with Vladik."

    "You mean ... you mean he hasn't always been ... like this?"

    "You thought he was born blind?  Oh  no.  It was an accident.  Such  a

stupid bloody accident. There was a pile  of logs on the river bank and  a

kitten got under them.  So the  children tried to get it out.   Vladik was

only three,  but he  had to  take part  in the  rescue operation. The pile

collapsed, and the logs all came  tumbling down. Some children had an  arm

or a leg broken and  Vladik got hit on the  back of his head and  lost his

sight. While there was still hope  I took him round hospitals and  did not

let her know. Then I wrote to  her.  At first she kept writing  that she'd

come back soon, then  she stopped. Perhaps I  shouldn't have told you  all

this. Well, never mind now. It's best you should know. Vladik would  never

have said.... Let's move that wardrobe back."

    They pushed back  the wardrobe. Then  Ivan Sergeyevich walked  over to

the  window  and  stood  there  silently.   Gena suddenly thought that his

movements betrayed well-concealed but great weariness.

    Gena did not know  whether he could go  and did not dare  ask for fear

of offending Vladik's father.

    Ivan Sergeyevich came to, as it  were, and said: "Run along then.   Go

and make that spaceship of yours.   Things are just right for  kite-flying

here. In  Voronezh now,  it was  difficult. Ours  was a  tall house  and I

couldn't  let  Vladik  get  out  onto  the  roof. But here there's so much

space."

    "Will you always live in our town?" Gena asked.

    "For the time  being yes. I  can't tell about  always.  My  job's like

that  -  I  have  to  move  from  place  to  place. Anyway, you know. Your

father's got a job like this too."

    "Yes," Gena said, "only he goes alone."

    "Naturally. You have a house here. A regular establishment."

    "Not much of an establishment," Gena said. "The house is a  tumbledown

affair. But  we have  a grandmother.  She can't  go traipsing  out to  the

taiga. And we can't leave her all alone either."

    In actual  fact, things  were much  more complicated.  Gena remembered

one conversation. Father  had said that  he might be  given a flat  in the

new settlement and asked Mother to come along.

    "Very well, suppose they  do give you a  flat," Mother had said.  "And

three months later  it's up and  off into the  wilderness again. Not  much

fun in that, is there?"

    "It's a matter  of taste," Father  had retorted.   "I personally think

it's more  fun than  living all  one's life  glued to  a chicken coop of a

house and a vegetable patch."

    "Aren't you a fool?" Mother said  fondly. "You know very well you  are

talking nonsense. A fat lot I care about this house! I'd be only too  glad

to see the  back of this  shack.  But  whatever am I  going to do  at that

construction site of yours? There are  no trolleybuses there, as far as  I

know."

    Father wouldn't relent.

    "We'd find you a job. Trolleybus controller! What a career!"

    "It may not  be a great  career, but people  respect me," Mother  said

dryly. "Everybody knows me and I  know everybody.  I began as  a conductor

here."

    Gena had not often  seen his mother like  this. Usually she was  tired

and a  bit flustered  with all  her cares  and worries.   But now  she was

talking in a low but firm  voice and looked stern. She probably  talked in

this voice to  drivers who arrived  late at the  terminus or when  she was

drawing up new timetables for the drivers at her depot.

    Father gave up at that point.

    "What's the point of trying to talk sense to you."

    "It  wouldn't  do  Gena  any  good  switching  from  school  to school

either."

    "What  does  it  matter  where  he  loafs  about? He might come to his

senses  sooner  out  there.  He'd  see  people working at something really

important and might  understand what's what.  It might make  a man of  him

yet."

    "Don't you worry.  Your construction site's  not necessarily the  only

place that can do that. It wasn't so long ago that you talked of  leaving,

now was it?"

    "But I wasn't going  to chain myself to  any one place, you  know that

perfectly well."

    "Oh no, there's no chaining YOU!"

    At  this  point  Granny  had  interfered:  Is  nobody going to spare a

thought for me? What would  I do - roam about  the taiga with you or  live

out the rest of my life all alone here? A fine choice!"

    "There now," Mother had said. "If there were only the three of us,  it

would be a different matter, I might consider it."

    "Consider away," Father said glumly and went off to the landing  stage

alone.

    Gena did not know  whether he should be  happy or sad that  it had all

come to nothing. He wanted to go  with his father, but it was August,  and

winds were gathering up in the  shaggy crowns of the poplars and  up among

the  clouds.  Gena  was  sorry  to  part  with  those  winds and the sunny

rooftops over which roared the rattles of kites soaring up into the sky.

    Later  he  really  regretted  that  Father  had  not talked Mother and

Granny into going with him. Perhaps he wouldn't have had all this  trouble

with German at the taiga school.  Perhaps they would have done English  or

French. They  say they  even study  Spanish in  some schools  now. Spanish

would have been great.

    But Gena did  not mention any  of this to  Ivan Sergeyevich. What  was

the use? He shifted from one foot to the other and said hesitantly:

    "I'll be going then...."

    "Sure. They're waiting for you out there."

    Gena walked  out onto  the porch  and discovered  that his friends had

forgotten all about  the kite. The  sheet of paper  had been abandoned  on

the porch to flutter  in the wind. It  would have blown away,  too, hadn't

one of its corners been weighed down with the glue bottle.

    Ilka and Vladik were having a whale of a time!

    An overturned barrel was groaning away and the plank thrown across  it

creaking mournfully,  but their  complaints could  not be  heard above the

gleeful laughter  of the  two madcaps.  A short  time ago  the barrel  had

stood under the drain  and the plank had  been part of the  path. Now they

made a seesaw.  Ilka was perched  on the end  of the plank,  Vladik on the

other. Up  and down,  up and  down they  went. "Poor  Vladik's aunt," Gena

thought.

    Vladik's hair had fallen  over his eyes. He  was not holding onto  the

plank and started  shouting something to  Ilka.  Ilka's  end of the  plank

was longer  than his  and tossed  its light  passenger nearly  six feet up

into the  air. Ilka  spread out  his scratched  legs in  a comic frog-like

fashion and screamed with delight:

    "Oho! Vladik, I'm  up in the  sky. I can  see the whole  of the earth.

Even beyond the fence."  The head on his  thin neck turned right  and left

and he looked like a checked butterfly with his unbuttoned shirt  flapping

out behind his shoulders  like wings. "It's like  being on a roof.   I can

see everything!"

    "Ilka," Gena pulled him up in  a choked voice and added in  a whisper:

"Loudmouth!"

    But Ilka could hear nothing through his own delighted screams.

    But Vladik  heard Gena.  He turned  his laughing  face towards him and

shouted as he flew aloft:

    "Gena, like to have a go too? Can you do it without holding on?"

    He  was  sitting  astride  the  plank,  his  hands behind his back and

looked like a little black rider taming a wild stallion.

    "I don't want to break my neck," Gena said with dignity.

    He did  not feel  like having  a go  on the  seesaw. He  stood leaning

against the side  of the porch  looking on with  a smile, like  a grown-up

watching small children romping. After  his talk with Ivan Sergeyevich  he

felt grown up and a little weary.

    Ilka  went  on  laughing  and  squeaking,  but  Gena  was  no   longer

apprehensive: Vladik had obviously paid no attention to his words.

    "Just a little bit more," he  cried to Gena, "and then we'll  start on

the kite."

    "Sure," Gena replied. "There's no hurry."

                              Chapter Seven

    The western part of the town lay on a broad hill. On one side it  fell

away steeply to the river and the other side sloped down towards the  town

centre so gradually you  almost forgot there was  a hill there at  all. If

you walked along  the old streets  up to the  water-tower, it didn't  even

seem like going uphill. But if you turned and looked back to the east  you

realised you had come up quite a way.

    The entire  town lay  spread out  before you:  the different  coloured

buildings of the  new districts, the  smoke-stacks and glass  roofs of the

engineering works, the green island of the central park, the bright  tower

of the  sailors' club  with its  anchor sparkling  in the  sun, the silver

belt  of  the  river,  the  cranes  on  the  quayside  and,  rising  above

everything like a stern sentry, the tall slender television tower.

    The streets  on the  western fringe  lay higher  than the  rest of the

town, but there  were no big  buildings there. Two  four-storey schools, a

hospital and the 'North' cinema -  that was all. The other buildings  were

small wooden houses. They were surrounded by wooden fences that had  grown

dark from the  rain. Here and  there a thin  goat would be  grazing by the

fence nibbling at  the burdock and  the goose-foot pushing  up through the

asphalt. In the gardens  harsh-voiced housewives would be  pottering about

in  tomato  or  strawberry  patches  keeping  an  eagle eye trained on the

fences lest any  boys might take  it into their  heads to lay  a finger on

their harvest.

    But the  boys have  no use  for tomatoes  just now.  They're up on the

roofs, for  there is  a steady  wind blowing  from the  west. Here no tall

building stands in its  way and it sweeps  over the hillside like  a broad

river of air.

    The roof are their launching  pads.  Gay rattling "envelopes"  rise up

from them  towards yellow  clouds. And  higher still,  up into the far-off

blue embroidered  with the  white threads  of jet  planes fly thoughts and

dreams of heights from which the clouds below would look like mere  scraps

of  cotton-wool  scattered  on  the  patchwork  quilt of the woods and the

steppes. And even higher  still.  It is  here, from these roofs,  that the

roads to the stars are charted.

    Gena and Vladik were standing by the pole of the weather-vane, on  the

very  ridge  of  the  roof.  They  were  back to back. This was the safest

position on the slippery slates.

    Vladik  was  little  shorter  and  his  long hair tickled Gena's neck.

Gena could  feel Vladik's  sharp shoulder-blades  moving under  his shirt.

Vladik was slowly "swinging" the string, testing how the kite was  faring.

The  string  stretched  from  the  spool  clutched in Vladik's hand across

Vladik's shoulder, past Gena's cheek to the white Frigate.

    The Frigate was Vladik's kite,  huge and billowing like a  wind-filled

sail. Though it didn't  seem huge just now,  floating high up in  the sky.

Gena was holding a spool too. He was flying his Condor.

    This was a violation of all the rules.  Two kites should not be  flown

from the same roof: a gust of wind might tangle their strings up and  then

both would be lost.  But Gena and Vladik wanted to be together.  To  stand

back to back feeling the live throb of the string, the tensed strength  of

the wind, the  sun's warmth and  to understand each  other's thoughts with

hardly any need for words.

    "Ten,"  said  Vladik.  That  meant  he  wanted  to  get the Frigate up

another ten metres.

    "Come on."

    The string began to glide slowly past Gena's ear.

    The Frigate lurched upwards and again stopped motionless. The  rattles

of the two "envelopes" produced an  even hum on almost the same  note. You

had to  listen hard  to notice  that the  Condor's rattle  was a  fraction

lower-pitched.

    Gena  gazed  at  the  town  spread  out  below.  The glass roof of the

factory sparkled  in the  sunlight. White  and gray  pigeons were circling

over  the  old  bell-tower.   The  whole  bevy  of  them sped past Yasha's

Bumble-Bee.   So Yasha  the Sparrow  was flying  it again  after all.  The

Bumble-Bee's  rattle  roared  so  loudly  he  could  hear  it  despite the

distance. But the pigeons were circling very close to it. So their  owners

were fibbing when they said the birds were afraid of rattles.

    "You  know  what,  Vladik"  Gena  said.  "The pigeon folk have built a

rocket to shoot down our kites. They tested it out yesterday."

    "Did it blow up?"

    "No, it simply  burnt to ashes.  They used sawdust  soaked in kerosene

for fuel. What a  blaze it made! Sergei's  grandmother nearly had a  heart

attack. They haven't  let him out  of the house  since yesterday. And  his

father says he's going to sell all the pigeons."

    "It's a pity."

    "What, that he'll sell the pigeons?"

    "I'm sorry for Sergei. He's fond of his pigeons I expect."

    "Of  course,  he's  fond  of  them.  But  I  don't  like  them,"  Gena

confessed.

    "Why not?"

    "I don't know.  They're such useless  creatures somehow. I  don't know

about homing ones, they may be nice. But the wild ones are real  spongers.

Waddling about  on the  road all  day begging  for food.  As fat  as pigs,

too."

    "I don't remember  what pigeons look  like," Vladik said  in a subdued

voice.

    Gena did not know what to say to this.

    "Are they white?"

    "Some of  them," Gena  answered awkwardly.  "And some  are brown.  But

most are a kind of bluish gray.  I don't mind the white ones, but  I've no

time for the gray ones."

    "There's a film 'Farewell, Pigeons!'  on at the 'North'. Let's  go and

see it, shall we?"

    Gena did not  answer at once.  He didn't know  what to say.  Vladik at

the cinema?

    "I'll be able to  listen at least," Vladik  said. "We get TV  films on

our radio set now and again. They're interesting. Let's go, shall we?"

    "Okay," Gena said firmly.

    Now he knew what was what! Vladik wanted to be like everybody else  in

this, too. Very well, they would go, although he had seen that  particular

film twice.

    The Condor was flying lower than the Frigate. It couldn't be helped  -

each kite has its own ceiling. It depends not only on the strength of  the

wind but also on how much string  a kite can carry. For string is  a load.

You may think it doesn't weigh much,  but look how it sags.  And  it pulls

the kite down. The bigger the envelope the stronger the string has to  be.

That also means  heavier.  If  the envelope is  small it's hard  for it to

keep its balance in  the air currents. So  you have to make  sure and work

it  out  so  that  the  kite  is  big  enough without needing too strong a

string.   Vladik  was  very  good  at  it.   It  was  as  though precision

instruments were hidden away in  his slim quick fingers. Quite  unerringly

they selected the  right laths, sensed  the density and  elasticity of the

paper and found the kite's centre of gravity with no trouble at all.  Gena

could only  envy him,  though he  was by  no means  a novice  in the  kite

business. Yet he didn't envy Vladik.

    He was merely watching the Condor  and the Frigate and feeling it  was

good to be alive. He  kept a careful eye on  the two kites lest they  come

too close together. If that happened, Gena would let out about fifty  feet

of the string at  one go. The string  had been unwound in  advance and was

lying at his  feet in enormous  loops. Then the  Condor would dip  at once

and a collision would be averted.

    The string throbbed in his hand  echoing the wild gusts of the  winds.

The Frigate  was almost  motionless, while  the Condor  was swinging  from

side to side as though looking for prey. Gena was on the alert. He had  to

keep a lookout for two.

    Vladik was standing with his face to the wind. As always....

    "This is a funny wind," he remarked.

    Gena noticed  nothing funny  about the  wind. A  very ordinary one. He

shrugged his shoulders slightly. Vladik felt the gesture.

    "It's too warm," he said. "It is not a cyclone."

    The difference was too subtle for Gena. For him all August winds  were

the same.

    "I hope it's not a bad sign," Vladik said pensively.

    "What of?" Gena asked.

    "I don't  know yet....  Can you  feel -  it's shifted  to the  south a

little?"

    "Well, a little."

    "And it's warm. I wish I had a thermometer!"

    "You'll  soon  have  one,"  Gena  answered  enthusiastically.  "Shurik

Cheremkhovsky promised to make you one. With an arrow, as you said."

    "Shurik?"

    "Don't you remember  him - he's  the one who  was talking about  Mars'

satellites saying they were artificial. When we were reading 'Aelita'  (*)

in Ilka's garden.

  (*) A science-fiction novel by Alexei Tolstoy about a trip to Mars (Tr.)

    "Yes, I remember. Can he really do it?"

    "Shurik?  He's  gone  through  the  whole  of  his next year's physics

textbook already. Oh, he  can make all kinds  of things. Not that  he's so

very with it in other respects. He's kind of wet. Doesn't like noise.  But

he's very clever. He explained  to me how he was  going to make it, but  I

forget. Something about  some wire which  will stretch when  it's warm and

contract when it's cold."

    "That would be great."

    "I say,  Vladik," Gena  suddenly remembered,  "why didn't  you come to

listen the next bit of 'Aelita'? We sent Ilka to fetch you."

    Vladik's shoulder-blades quivered.

    "Well?" Gena asked in a morose voice.

    "I was busy."

    "What with?"

    "I don't remember."

    "You're lying. Even Ilka  could tell you were  lying. You just sat  at

home not doing anything."

    Suddenly Vladik made a step  forward and Gena, taken unawares,  nearly

toppled backwards.

    "All right, so I was lying,"  Vladik's voice had a tautness in  it, "I

know you  get together  and read  specially. Specially  for me. You've all

read that book."

    "Fool, that's what you are," Gena retorted with satisfaction. He  took

a step backwards and again leant up against Vladik's back. "So what if  we

had read it? It's a  book you can read ten  times. We read it without  you

all the same. Twenty-three  pages. Now when you  come along next time  and

don't  understand  what  it's  all  about  you'll have nobody to blame but

yourself."

    Vladik sighed. But Gena fancied that it was a sigh of relief.

    "Remember  how  Ilka  kept  asking  all  the  time 'Is that for real?'

Wasn't it funny?" Vladik said.

    Gena counted the  "envelopes" in the  sky. One ...  two ... three  ...

five ... nine.... Not bad. And there were two more: Saturn and Bitango.

    "Eleven kites," Gena said. "A good show. Still, the Frigate is  higher

than them all."

    Vladik kept a modest silence. But he was glad to hear it, of course.

    "Attention!"  Gena  commanded.  "Signals!  That's the Sparrow greeting

us. Three white 'telegrams' - to you.  Two green and a white - that's  for

me. My, isn't the Sparrow polite these days!"

    "Shall we answer?"

    "We've got no yellow paper -  his call signals are yellow. Let's  just

give ours a tug."

    They both  gave several  sharp pulls  at their  kite-strings, and  the

Frigate and the Condor nodded condescendingly to Yasha's Bumble-Bee.   The

clumsy Bumble-Bee which had not  expected such an honour began  nodding so

vigorously in reply, its tail waggling away, that it lost its balance  and

started an abrupt descent to the far-off roofs.

    "Done for," Gena said glumly. "Down it tumbles."

    "Has it fallen?"

    "Like a brick."

    "We must go and help him," Vladik said with a sigh.

    "Never mind, they'll pick it  up. There's the Bitango signalling  that

he'll pick it up. That's Anton Kalinov."

    "Bitango," Vladik repeated.

    "A funny  name that,"  Gena said.  "Anton's always  thinking up  crazy

things."

    "Why, what's so funny about  it?" Vladik asked. "It's a  Spanish word.

It means 'kite'."

    ""D'you know Spanish?" Gena asked in surprise.

    "No, I don't. Daddy and I once  decided to learn a little when he  was

on leave. We thought we'd learn  some dozen words for every letter  of the

alphabet.   Only  we  didn't  have  time  and  dropped it after 'B'. Well,

Bitango  happened  to  be  one  of  those  we  learned. D'you do German at

school?"

    "Yes," Gena mumbled and paused warily.

    Vladik did not know anything about Gena's troubles at school.  He  had

once asked  Gena what  form he  was in  and Gena  had answered ambiguously

"the fifth." That could be taken to  mean to things - that he had  been in

the fifth form last year or was  about to go up into it. Vladik  had asked

no more  questions.   Perhaps he  sensed Gena's  reluctance to  talk about

school.

    "I'll be  doing German,  too, next  year," Vladik  said. "Well,  never

mind, Daddy'll  help me.  He did  it at  college. Is  the textbook for the

fifth form a fat one?"

    "No, it's quite thin."

    Gena thought of his  textbook.  It was  still lying behind that  stack

of firewood.  Let it stay  there!  They said the fifth-formers  would have

a different textbook  this year. Perhaps  it would be  easier.  They  also

said Vera Ivanovna was going  to retire.  That was  a good thing too.   He

would turn over  a new leaf  with the new  teacher.  Of  course, he'd have

lost a year, but he would be getting  off to a new start.  That's no  easy

job either. He'd read in some book  or other:  "One must have the  courage

to start all over again." Well, he had the courage....

    His conscience calmed,  Gena pushed all  thoughts about German  out of

his mind.  The  sky was blue and  the clouds were filled  with sunlight. A

steamer  hooted  in  a  deep  bass  at  the  pier.

    "Hear it? It's saying goodbye," Vladik said.

    "It's the Rakhmaninov," Gena remarked.

    "Gena, I say!"

    "What?"

    Vladik hesitated. Gena waited.

    "Listen," Vladik began.  "I want to tell you something.  Sometimes  at

night I hear the boats hooting. Before I go to sleep I hear them  hooting.

All different,  some thin,  some thick,  some low,  some loud. Sometimes I

fancy that  it's not  Aunt's vegetable  patch outside  the window, but the

sea. A big port, with lots of  ships in the docks. Small and large.   Some

coming,  some  going,  and  lots  of  lights  reflected in the water. It's

funny, isn't it?"

    He always asked that when talking about things that were not funny  at

all. Gena was at a loss for an answer.

    "I wish I  could go to  the sea!" Vladik  said softly. "Have  you ever

seen the sea?"

    "Yes. I  went to  Odessa once.  My uncle  lives there,  Mum's brother.

Right on the beach."

    "Is it blue?"

    "Yes," Gena answered, though the  see could be all kinds  of different

colours. When there was  a storm, it wasn't  blue at all. But  he wouldn't

be able to explain to Vladik what the sea really looked like.

    "I wish I  could go," Vladik  repeated. "I'll talk  Dad into going  to

the sea when he has his next leave."

    "Of course you'll go," Gena agreed.

    He knew that if  Vladik set his heart  on something, he'd make  it. He

was very  persistent.   Gena remembered  Ivan Sergeyevich  telling him the

other  day:   "I  wanted  to  get  him  into  a  boarding-school for blind

children. But  he wouldn't  have it  for the  world. I  told him that life

would be jollier  for him there,  and lessons would  be easier. They  have

special textbooks,  and generally  things are  arranged to  make it easier

for  them.  He  started  crying.  I  waited  till  he'd  had cry and said:

'You'll go anyway.'  Then he sat  down at the  table, propped his  face on

his fists and answered quietly: 'No, I won't.' 'Yes, you will.' 'I  won't,

even if  you kill  me.' 'I  won't kill  you, but  you'll go.'  'I won't go

anywhere without you.' Well, so we've been living like this ever since."

    "Are the clouds very big, Gena?" Vladik asked.

    "Not very."

    "Are they white?"

    "They're yellow just now from the sun. Pale yellow."

    "I often  dream of  them," Vladik  said.   "White and  pink ones.  And

storm-clouds, too. They're dark blue, aren't they?"

    "Yes," Gena answered almost in a whisper. It was very hard for him  to

discuss things like that with Vladik.

    "I remember," Vladik said.

    Gena  hesitated.   He  wanted  to  tell  Vladik something, but did not

dare. Finally he brought it out.

    "I've read an article  in a newspaper which  says some people can  see

with their fingers. They can  tell different colours and even  read books.

And they feel the light. Only one has to practise a lot."

    "Oh I  tried it,"  Vladik said  with a  grim smile.  "I got my fingers

sore with trying. Nothing doing."

    "I shouldn't have started on that," Gena thought.

    Vladik said slowly, as though recollecting:

    "Sometimes I see sort of spots.   Like faded patches of colour.  D'you

understand,  instead  of  nothing  but  black,  blurry  patches of colour,

different colours.  It  makes me think some  nerves must still be  working

after all."

    What could Gena  say?  Not  that Vladik expected  an answer.   He just

stood  there,  plucking  at  the  string  of  the Frigate as if it was the

string of  a guitar.   Gena was  not watching  him, but  could feel he was

doing it.  And he fancied that Vladik was listening to the barely  audible

vibration of this string.

    "Ilka's coming," Vladik said suddenly.

    Now Gena, too, could hear the dry clatter of the sandals.

    "Gena, your grandmother said you're to come home at once!"

    "What for?"

    "I don't know. She said tell him to come home this minute!"

    "I'll  be  off  then,"  Gena  said  with  a sigh and began winding the

Condor's string onto a  broad plywood frame. The  was no time to  wind the

string on to a proper spool.

    Ilka was  standing down  below, his  head thrown  back, and hopping up

and down with impatience, as though  it was he and not Gena's  grandmother

who wanted Gena so urgently.

    "Will you be coming back?" Vladik  asked when Gena was already on  the

ladder.

    "Of course."

    Gena walked  out of  the wicket-gate  with the  Condor under  his arm,

cast a gloomy  glance at the  untimely Runner and  strode off home.   Ilka

hopped along beside him. But his heart  did not seem to be in the  hopping

and finally he stopped it altogether.

    "You know what, Gena...."

    "What?"

    "Your grandmother did not call you at all. I made that up."

    Gena stopped.

    "What do you mean, Ilka?" he drawled. "Want to have your little  joke?

I'll give you one hell of a joke!"

    But he knew perfectly well that he'd be doing nothing of the kind.  He

sensed something bad must have happened. It wasn't like Ilka to play  that

kind of trick.

    Ilka paid no attention to Gena's threat.

    "Yasha sent  me," he  explained with  a frown.  "Your German teacher's

been looking for  you. But Yasha  told me not  to mention her  in front of

Vladik."

    No, there  was nothing  he could  hold against  the Runner.  He'd been

very discreet. So had Yasha.  But Gena was suddenly overcome  with disgust

at life in general.

    "Tell me all about it," he said.

    Ilka did so. It appeared Yasha  had met Vera Ivanovna when he  had run

off to rescue his kite. She knew Yasha very well because last year he  had

run into her in the school  corridor and broken her pointer. This  time he

had nearly  run into  her again,  but just  managed to  brake at  the last

moment and in  his fright had  said a very  polite good afternoon.   "Good

afternoon, Vorobyov," Vera Ivanovna had answered and asked him where  Gena

Zvyagin from Form 5  'C' lived. Of course  Yasha knew where he  lived, but

he guessed that Gena  would not be any  too eager to meet  his teacher. So

crafty Yasha mumbled  that the Zvyagins  were not at  home, that Gena  was

ill and  had gone  to the  clinic, while  he Yasha  was hurrying off on an

urgent job.

    Then he called Ilka and sent him to warn Gena.

    Now Gena knew as much as they. He could go back to Vladik and fly  his

kite again. But he didn't.

    "Why can't she leave me alone?" he thought with a sick feeling in  his

stomach.  "Her  pension's waiting for  her - why  doesn't she retire?"  He

trudged home  slowly without  looking at  Ilka. It  was actually the wrong

place to make for, for he might very well run straight into Vera  Ivanovna

there. But Gena marched into danger without caring or even thinking  about

it. He felt he couldn't care about anything any more.

    There was  nobody at  home. Granny  must have  gone to the neighbours.

Gena took the  key from its  hiding place under  the porch, went  into the

house and lay down on the sofa.

    He lay  there for  a long  time, staring  up at  the ceiling, his mind

empty of any thoughts.

    It grew  dark in  the room.   At first  Gena paid  no attention.  When

things are going badly  the days always seem  to come over dark.   But the

darkness thickened  and became  alarming. Gena  got up  from the  sofa and

went over  to the  window. He  saw a  dark-blue cloud,  a real  whale of a

cloud, bearing down on him over the roofs.

    Gena shivered and closed the fanlight.

                              Chapter Eight

    Gena had  a very  vague recollection  of himself  at the  age of four.

Actually most  of what  he remembered  was what  his grandmother told him.

But one thing was  printed indelibly on his  memory. And not from  stories

either, because nobody was with him at the time.

    There was  a thunderstorm  on, a  dry, crackly  one. The open fanlight

creaked as  the wind  blew dust  into the  room. Gena  was sitting  in the

kitchen on  Granny's trunk  and jumped  at each  peal of  thunder. He  was

startled by the suddenness of it all: he wasn't frightened for he did  not

really understand what a thunderstorm was.

    Suddenly  everything  went  very  still.  The  fanlight  gave a little

squeak and  hung limply  from one  hinge. An  unpleasant red  glow lit the

walls. Gena jerked his head up and saw a ball of light.

    It was quite big, as big as  Gena's new rubber ball. It hung over  the

table and shone like a not very strong lamp in a dusty red shade.

    Then  Gena  noticed  that  the  ball  was  spinning - so fast that its

outline was blurred. Gena was not frightened but suddenly felt uneasy.

    "Gra-a-an," he called  and flopped down  on his back  at the deafening

bang.

    He had had no time to think any thought. Deafened and stunned he  just

lay there on the hard lid of the trunk looking up at the crack that  wound

its way across the ceiling.

    Granny rushed in and started wailing and crossing herself. She  seized

Gena and  without putting  him down  began stamping  out the little flames

dancing on the hatch leading down to the cellar.

    A sharp tang of poplar leaves filled the room.

    Ever since  then Gena  had been  mortally afraid  of thunderstorms. It

was  a  fear  as  dark,   heavy  and  inescapable  as  very   storm-clouds

themselves. When Gena  was still little,  this fear made  him seek shelter

on the sofa where  he lay huddled under  his father's coat almost  without

breathing until the last  rumbles died away.   When he grew up  he stopped

hiding from storms.   He was more afraid  of people finding out  about his

fear than he was of the actual  lightning.  So when a storm blew  up, Gena

would sit  down nonchalantly  on a  window-sill, leaf  through a  book and

force a contemptuous smile.  But all the time he was icy cold inside.   If

there was nobody  at home he  would slam and  lock all windows,  check the

flue-plates and  shut the  door -  there was  no point  in showing  off in

front of himself.

    The  worst  thing  was  to  be  caught  by a storm outside. Gena had a

feeling that he was exposed to all the lightning, that he attracted  every

flash like an iron spire and  that any moment the terrible crackling  blow

would strike him down. It  was the fear of helplessness.  The thunderstorm

was free to  do what it  pleased, and Gena  was defenceless before  it. He

could not make the storm-cloud turn  back, could not chase it away  with a

shot from the catapult.

    Gena stood behind  the closed window  and watched the  storm close in.

This was  not the  kind of  storm which  takes half  a day  to gather  the

cumulus clouds  over the  city, slowly  piles them  together, slowly shuts

out the sun, and only then, to the accompaniment of lightning flashes  and

thunder claps, lets a shower loose. This storm had come from afar and  was

bearing  down  on  the  town  mercilessly  swallowing  the  last  wisps of

scattered sunlit clouds. It was black-blue and sinister.

    A leisurely gleam of  dim lightning deep inside  the cloud lit up  its

smoky caverns. There was no thunder.  This silence made the storm all  the

more ominous.

    Now the  cloud was  practically overhead.   Gena no  longer needed the

lightning to discern the dark masses, ragged shreds and whirls within  it.

In front of  the main cloud  rolled, like the  first wave of  the storm, a

long gray cloud  which looked like  the trail of  steam swirling behind  a

giant engine. This cloud was really rolling - there was no other word  for

it - it spun  as it moved, and  as it spun, the  front part of this  cloud

chain surged forward and down, like the crest of an enormous wave.

    "Storm  front,"  Gena  thought,  though  he  had  no  idea  what   the

meteorological term actually meant.

    The rolling cloud  was mounting in  the sky. It  was lighter than  the

main black cloud which was now covering half the sky.

    "Perhaps there's a gap behind it," Gena thought to himself  hopefully.

But there was  no gap in  the south-west where  the old bell-tower  loomed

white over the roofs,  nor in the west,  above the poplars in  Tchaikovsky

Street. Gena moved to the edge of the window and pressed his cheek to  the

glass trying to get a glimpse of the north-western end of the sky  through

the tree leaves.

    No, there was no gap there either.

    But  what  he  did  see  among  the  numbed twigs of lilac against the

dark-blue background of the storm was the white square of a kite.

    This was puzzling  and frightening. Had  Vladik gone mad?  Couldn't he

feel the storm  brewing. Yes, he  could feel it  alright, he was  aware of

what was happening in the sky better than anybody else.

    "Damned fool!" Gena said in despair.

    Again lightning flared  up within the  cloud, this time  a quicker and

brighter flash,  and several  seconds later  it was  followed by  thunder,

harsh  claps  which  sounded  like  shots  and  did  not roll at all. Gena

shuddered and pressed his cheek harder to the glass. Not one leaf  stirred

in their front-garden,  while above storm  currents were running  wild and

even at this distance he could see the Frigate shuddering.

    Gena  peered  at  it  imploringly  hoping  every second that the white

square would sway and start coming down beyond the poplars.

    It was time. High time it did!

    The  swirling  cloud  was  no  longer  climbing.   The  lilac branches

shivered and cautious rustle passed through the leaves. Then a short  gust

of wind burst  upon them and  the storm's advance  guard, whirls of  dust,

came galloping  down the  road. Three  flashes blazed  quite near Gena and

their thunder claps merged into one long rumble.

    "Get away....  Get away,  please!" Gena  whispered to  Vladik and  the

Frigate.

    And suddenly he knew - Vladik was not going to bring the kite down.

    He had been  waiting for the  storm to close  in.  He  was standing up

there on the  roof now, facing  the wind and  bound to his  kite with that

sensitive live  string. He  was at  one with  his kite  and could feel the

violence  of  the  storm's  currents  and  he probably imagined himself up

aloft, in the wild sky.

    Of course, that's what it was.  That was Vladik all over for  you! The

devil-may-care  boy  who  had  never  seen  a  fire-ball explode! Now Gena

understood everything. He could picture Vladik tense and erect facing  the

wind up  there on  the roof,  so small,  so fearless,  and so defenceless.

Exposed to all the  lightnings in the world  up there beside the  iron rod

of the weather-vane.

    Gena's chest suddenly felt hollow. His heart shrank into a tiny  lump,

gave several beats and was lost in the sickening void.

    The white kite fluttered in the dark sky.

    Lightning flashed again followed immediately by a thunder clap.

    Gena began  to unbutton  his shirt  with unsure  fingers. He  threw it

off, then his  trousers and stood  there in a  singlet, shorts and  tennis

shoes. He knew rain  would start lashing out  in a moment and  it would be

hard to run in drenched clothes.

    But perhaps there was no need to  run?  For the last time Gena  looked

up  hopefully  -  perhaps  the  white  square  of  the Frigate was already

creeping downwards?   But it  wasn't.   Gena shivered,  clenched his teeth

and pulled at the window catch as at the rifle's bolt.

    Dusty warm  air gushed  into the  room and  flapped the curtains. Gena

leant forward and jumped out the window.

    He looked round as he started running.  There was still a bit of  blue

left in the far corner of the sky dotted with small golden clouds. But  in

front of him and overhead there  was nothing but the storm. The  storm and

the white kite. Then the kite  disappeared behind a blurry sheen and  Gena

realised rain had already started over there.

    He ran  as hard  as he  could. Air  tore at  his lungs  and his  heart

thumped rapidly,  out of  time with  his running.  The lumpy  cobblestones

hurt the soles of his feet  through the thin shoes. The gusty  wind pushed

Gena in the back  helping him to make  better time. For some  reason here,

at ground level, the wind was blowing along to meet the storm.

    A  heavy  drop,  as  heavy  as  lead,  hit  Gena on the shoulder. Then

several more all at once. Then they came down helter-skelter merging  into

resilient  streams  and  finally  the  rain  poured so hard that it became

difficult to breathe  and he had  to cover his  mouth with his  hand so as

not to swallow water instead of air.

    Bright violet flashes  slashed through the  downpour, and the  volleys

of thunder, somewhat dulled by the noise of the rain, crashed overhead.

    Gena had  already passed  that stretch  of the  street where  the rain

should  have  brought  down  the  Frigate,  but  he had not seen its white

square. No had he looked very hard. All he could think of was Vladik.

    When  Gena  reached  Vladik's  house,  frothy  rivulets  were  already

rushing down the  gutters.  Through  the slanting curtain  of the rain  he

could see Vladik's black figure on  the roof.  He stood leaning  forward a

little, his head thrown  back. His left arm  was bent at the  elbow. So he

was still holding  the string. That  meant the Frigate  had not come  down

yet! It had not come down in  defiance of all the laws of nature,  despite

the frenzied  downpour! It  appeared the  winds up  there had  made a pact

with the kite and were helping it stay up whatever happened.

    Gena did not run up to the wicket-gate, for he knew it was locked  and

it was no use calling Vladik. He jumped up, seized hold of the top of  the

fence, pulled himself up till his stomach was across the palings and  then

threw himself over it  and landed in wet  burdock. At that moment  the sky

exploded! Gena fancied that a blinding star had flared up in the sky  with

zigzag lightnings bursting  out from it  in all directions  as far as  the

horizon. The deafening crash sent him tumbling to the ground.

    He lay there under  pelting rain and would  gladly have gone on  lying

like that till the storm subsided.  But he did not let himself  stay there

more than two or three seconds.

    "Coward! Chicken  out, would  you?" he  shouted at  himself and sprang

up.

    Vladik was still standing up there on the roof.

    Gena started climbing  the ladder frantically.   The shower was  dying

down, as though fatally wounded by  the terrible burst of thunder. It  was

now  ordinary  not  very  strong  rain  that  was splashing on the roof in

little  fountains  and  flowing  down  the  flutes in the slates in little

rivulets.

    Gena climbed out onto the flat roof of the lean-to. There were just  a

few steps left to the ridge where Vladik stood. "Vladik, you crazy  coon!"

Gena was about  to shout. "Get  down at once!"  Instead he stopped  in his

tracks, paralysed with fear.

    Everything that had  gone before -  the ominous advance  of the storm,

the lightning  flashes overhead,  the deafening  crashes of  thunder - all

these  seemed  just  so  many   innocent  trifles  and  were   immediately

forgotten. He was confronted by something really deadly.

    Around Vladik lay  a black loop  of springy electric  wiring which had

been torn  off a  nearby pole  by the  wind. Once  Gena saw  it touch  the

weather-vane and a blue spark jump out.

    "Vladik!" Gena forced out in a loud gasp.

    Vladik started and swayed on his feet.

    "Is that you, Gena?"

    "Don't move," Gena said in a low but clear voice. "Don't move a  step.

Stay where you are."

    Vladik froze all tensed up.

    "What's the matter?" he asked. "I'm  a long way from the edge,  aren't

I?"

    "Vladik," Gena said in a very steady voice. "Stay put. There's a  loop

of wire round you."

    Vladik grasped the situation at once.

    "You mean it was torn off the pole?" he asked.

    "Yes."

    "Is it quite near me?"

    "Don't move," Gena repeated. "Just don't  move. I'll be with you in  a

minute."

    The wire was touching the roof at two points - at the very end of  the

ridge and between the  chimney and the weather-vane.   But Gena could  not

step over it  at either of  these points -  one was too  precarious and he

could have fallen off the roof and the other too near the iron rod of  the

weather-vane which  was electric.   Everywhere else  the wire  was swaying

springily some forty  centimetres above the  roof. To reach  Vladik he had

to  step  over  it.   Step  over  without  touching it.

    Gena stood awhile thinking. Then he  took the plunge.  He was  across!

Vladik said something to  him, but there was  another crash of thunder  at

that moment. Gena started and missed Vladik's words.

    "I'll lift you," Gena said to Vladik. "Carry you over. Hold on."

    "I must wind in the kite,"  Vladik said. "It never dropped -  isn't it

wonderful?"

    Gena snatched the string and bit through it.

    "No time to fool about with kites," he said suppressing annoyance  and

fear. "We'll make another one."

    He bent  down and  lifted Vladik.  He proved  to be  quite light  - as

light as Ilka whom  Gena had often carried  across big puddles on  the way

to school in the spring thaw.

    "Pull your legs up," Gena ordered.

    He had to remain quite calm. He had a feeling that unless he  remained

absolutely calm....

    "I have," Vladik  said. He seemed  to have grasped  the danger of  the

situation and the need to obey Gena  without a murmur.  That was the  only

way he could help him.   He remained motionless in Gena's arms,  his knees

pulled up high.

    Now Gena had to  step across the wire  again. Actually he had  to make

two steps - first get one leg over and then the other.

    It was the  most difficult thing  he had ever  attempted in his  life.

The moment  he lifted  one foot,  he had  the horrifying  feeling that the

other was going to slip on the wet slates.  His rubber-soled tennis  shoes

were old and worn  and unreliable.  Gena  thought of taking them  off, but

remembered just in time  that the roof was  wet and there was  a live wire

touching  it.   His  rubber  soles  provided  some  protection against the

electricity.

    Again he tried to  tear his foot away  from the roof and  again put it

back. He  felt he  would immediately  slip and  fall on  the wire together

with Vladik. There it swayed, not  a foot away from his knees,  looking so

innocuous with  the drops  of water  running along  it, yet  a carrier  of

death.

    The storm  had passed  over. The  rolls of  thunder had become fainter

and the flashes of  lightning dimmer.  The  rain was not much  more than a

drizzle. Only the wind  refused to subside. It  struck at Gena's wet  body

in cold gusts,  pummelling him in  the back insistently,  as though urging

him to take the fatal step quickly  and not to tarry.  But Gena  shuddered

as he gazed bewitched  at the wire unable  to move.  This  black wire made

everything else fade into insignificance - his German, the kites, and  the

quarrel with his father.   From all of this  he was separated by  the thin

loop of live wire which sent  which sent blue sparks flying every  time it

touched the iron rod.

    His arms were  getting tired. So  was his back  - he had  been leaning

backwards in order to balance Vladik's weight better.

    "It's so silly," Gena  was thinking.  "There  is a man on  duty at the

power station and it would be no bother for him to switch off the  current

for a  minute. Or  even for  a second.  If he  did, Vladik  and I would be

safe. But he knows nothing about us or the wire.  And because he  doesn't,

we may both die  in a moment." He  tried to imagine what  this death would

be like. He would  probably feel the touch  of cold metal at  his knee and

the next moment there  would be a shattering  blow and darkness. His  arms

shook.

    "Gena," Vladik said. "Put me down, will you? Just tell me where it  is

and I will get over it myself."

    "No, you won't,"  Gena said in  a harsh voice.  "This is the  one case

when you can't manage by yourself."

    A  sudden  wave  of  wild  anger  came  over  him. Anger at the storm,

himself and the man at the power station who had not switched the  current

off during a thunderstorm though the rules said he should.  Was he  really

going to die? That would be too silly.

    He took a deep breath, flexed  his muscles, and shifted the weight  of

both their bodies  on to his  left foot. It  did not seem  to be slipping.

There! - he stepped across the wire with his right foot and stopped for  a

second to  check whether  he was  still alive.   There! -  he brought  his

other leg  over and  ran down  the slope  to the  flat roof of the lean-to

nearly losing his balance as he did so.

    As though it sensed its quarry had escaped, the wire gave a weak  ting

and then drooped  flat - the  second end had  broken off the  pole. Now it

was just an ordinary piece of wire, cold and harmless.

    "We've made it," Gena said softly and his arms hung limp.

                              Chapter Nine

    Vladik stopped when he  got to the middle  of the kitchen, pulled  off

hid wet jersey and  drooped it on the  floor. On his skinny  shoulder Gena

caught sight of  a whitish scar.  "From the string,"  he thought. Suddenly

he felt uneasy and sick at heart, as though the danger had not passed  yet

but was lurking nearby, mysterious and terrifying.

    Vladik stood on  one knee untangling  a shoe-lace.   Suddenly the door

burst open and Vladik said hastily in a low voice: "Don't tell Daddy."

    "No need to tell or not tell me. I've seen the wire."

    Vladik's father was standing in the doorway.

    He stood  with his  head bowed,  rain drops  running from  his temples

down his thin cheeks. His coat and trousers were wet through.

    "Damn it  all," Ivan  Sergeyevich said  without moving.  "Will I never

know any peace?"

    Vladik  went  on  struggling  to  get  the  tight  sodden knot undone,

without saying anything.

    "Good  grief!"  his  father  said  hoarsely.  "Haven't  I  begged  and

begged?"

    The knot refused to untie. Vladik bent lower still - so that his  chin

brushed against his knee. His sharp elbows jerked irritably.

    His father stepped into the room.

    "Let me."

    "I'll manage," Vladik said through clenched teeth.

    Ivan  Sergeyevich  straightened  and  for  several  seconds stood over

Vladik  looking  at  his  wet  back  with its thin shoulder-blades and the

bumpy line of the spine. Then he laid his hand on Gena's shoulder.

    "Come on, Gena he thinks he can manage everything."

    His palm was hard and  rough, like Gena's own father's.  Gena followed

him out of the kitchen obediently.

    The  rain  was  still  splashing  against  the window-panes but it was

already much gentler. There were still occasional rumbles of thunder,  but

the  storm  was  dying  down  now.  It  was  like  a tired beast which was

growling drowsily and good-humouredly.

    Ivan Sergeyevich came up  to the window and  bent his head, as  though

he wanted to  lean his forehead  against the pane.  But he did  not do it.

Gena stood in the  middle of the room,  still feeling uneasy and  not sure

what he was supposed to say or do.

    Without turning round, Ivan Sergeyevich asked him:

    "Was it you brought him down off that roof?"

    "How do you know?" Gena asked glumly.

    "Was it you?"

    "We came down together, that's all."

    "I  see....  Well  ...  what  I  meant  to  say  ... thank you. Though

thanking someone  for a  thing like  this is  rather silly.  It was a live

wire, wasn't? Was it close to him?"

    "Ah, it was nothing," Gena said awkwardly.

    "Have it  your own  way," Vladik's  father turned  round and peered at

Gena closely. Then he suddenly noticed the boy was wet through and  pulled

an old gray jacket  off the nail and  threw it over Gena's  shoulders. The

jacket reached to his knees. It smelt of tobacco and lime.

    "What about you?" Gena asked frowning.

    "What about  me? Ah,  yes..." and  Ivan Sergeyevich  began to take off

his wet jacket.

    "Vladik needs to put on something dry," said Gena. "He'll catch cold."

    Ivan Sergeyevich stepped towards the kitchen door.

    "Want a dry shirt?"

    "I'll get one myself," came the reply.

    "That's how it's been all the time," Ivan Sergeyevich said in a  tired

voice. "Always the  same. When we  lived in Voronezh  he took it  into his

head to go cycling at  night. He would go round  and round the yard and  I

would stand in the  doorway watching, more dead  than alive. Once he  rode

into some fool of  a drunk and toppled  over. The obvious thing  to do was

run over and  help him up,  and instead I  rushed home as  fast as my legs

could carry  me. I  didn't dare  let him  know I'd  been keeping an eye on

him."

    A small thud came from behind the door - Vladik had got the better  of

his shoe-lace. Ivan Sergeyevich cast a glance at the door and went on:

    "When a storm blows up, I drop everything and rush home. I know  he'll

be perched up on the roof somewhere. There's no end to the times I've  had

to bring him down."

    "I suppose he's studying air currents during a storm," Gena  proffered

hesitantly.

    "Like hell he  is," Vladik's father  retorted bitterly. "Air  currents

my foot! He's waiting for the lightning to hit him."

    Gena said, misunderstanding him:

    "But you really ought to set up a lightning-conductor on the roof.  Or

he might get hit."

    Ivan Sergeyevich pulled off his coat at last, threw it on the back  of

a chair and stopped in front of Gena.

    "Gena, I mean it."

    "What?" Gena asked with a start.

    "You've made friends,  haven't you? Would  you look after  him for me?

It's not a question of  lightning-conductors at all. Have you  heard about

Marie Latenier?   Neither had I.  But he heard  the story over  the radio.

She's a French  pianist.  She  used to be  blind, too.   She was flying by

plane to America  and their plane  got into a  thunderstorm. The lightning

exploded nearby, there  was a terrible  jolt and that  pianist's sight was

restored.   Some   nerve  must   have  revived   from  shock.    It's   an

incomprehensible thing, from the scientific angle, but it's a fact.   They

say there was  an article about  it in the  papers, too. Well,  ever since

then Vladik is up on the roof on the lookout for lightning."

    Gena turned  away. His  face began  to burn  almost as  it had when he

first  met  Vladik  and  asked  him  whether  he  couldn't  see.  Gena had

forgotten,  or  rather  he  hadn't  forgotten,  but  he  had grown used to

Vladik's blindness. But  Vladik, it appeared,  refused to get  used to it.

He would never  get used to  it. He went  up onto the  roof and waited for

the lightning to  strike. Perhaps it  wouldn't strike straight  at him but

at something nearby. And then maybe the miracle would happen....

    "He  says  he  sees  spots  sometimes.  So  some  nerves must still be

working," said Gena.

    "Oh, don't you believe everything  he says...."

    "Is there no hope for him at all?" Gena asked in a low voice.

    "We went the rounds of all the doctors...."

    "And nobody can cure him?"

    "No."

    "Nobody at all?"

    Ivan Sergeyevich turned his eyes  towards Gena in surprise. They  were

very much like Vladik's, only  they were tired and rather  bloodshot. They

were eyes  which had  seen a  good deal.   Ivan Sergeyevich  shrugged  his

shoulders and said:

    "There was one young doctor who said we could try an operation.  There

was a chance in a thousand, he said. One in thousand, d'you understand?"

    "I understand. So there IS a chance?"

    "He was  a young  doctor?" Vladik's  father repeated.  "He was  always

disagreeing with his  colleagues. I don't  know where he  is now. I  think

he's gone to Odessa."

    "But there are others," Gena said stubbornly, "Was he the very best?"

    "He was a very good one. Only hot-tempered."

    "You could hunt him down. And then there must be others."

    "I suppose  there must  be," Ivan  Sergeyevich said  dryly. "But there

also is such a thing as  the theory of probability. It's like  looking for

a needle in a haystack.  Looking for it completely in the dark, as well."

    He was  probably right.  But Gena  felt his  stubbornness mounting all

the same.

    "Surely doctors  don't do  things in  the dark?  Medicine is a science

after all."

    "Science! Vladik  will be  hoping and  expecting results,  and suppose

the operation fails. Can you imagine what  a blow it would be to him?   It

might kill him.  Don't you dare  talk to him about that doctor.   There is

practically no hope, and he would get all worked up. He will stand on  his

own two feet despite it all and be  a real person in his own right.   I am

sure of it."

    "A real person?" Gena asked in a whisper.

    He could not say  it out loud, because  a scalding wave of  resentment

seared his throat and brought tears  to his eyes. What's more, he  did not

quite know what it was all about and could not put it into words.

    Another shoe fell to the floor in the kitchen.

    "All you grown-ups can talk  about is becoming 'a real  person'," Gena

said hoarsely. "We never here anything else."

    "Of  course,"  Ivan  Sergeyevich  retorted  coldly.  "And  what  d'you

expect?"

    "I don't expect  anything. Have you  asked Vladik whether  he wants to

be THAT kind of a real person? You're all...."

    Gena did not say "liars" -  not because he was afraid, but  because he

felt it wasn't the right word. Instead he said:

    "Let him. I'm not going to  look after him. He'll catch his  lightning

in the end, you'll see!"

    Ivan Sergeyevich looked at him hard with a sad look in his eyes.

    "Very well  then," he  said under  his breath.  "So that's what you're

really like. But you don't know the whole story."

    "I've got eyes!"

    He took off  the heavy jacket,  hung it carefully  over the back  of a

chair and turned to go, when he saw Vladik standing in the doorway.

    It was obvious at  this moment that he  was blind. He was  turning his

face this way and  that, helpless and at  a loss, as though  trying to see

something. Had he heard the conversation?

    "Where are you off to, Gena?"

    Gena stepped to the door.

    "Are you coming back, Gena?" Vladik shouted after him.

    Gena could not say whether he was  or not. He was so sorry for  Vladik

his chest  ached. But  Vladik did  not want  his pity.  What he needed was

something quite different.

                               Chapter Ten

    Were the winds blowing differently? Or  was it that the sun had  grown

dimmer and sadder,  as autumn approached?  Something was not  as it should

be in the  August sky. It  was forlorn. And  the earth below  was forlorn,

too.

    Of course, an outsider would not  notice anything amiss.  The sky  was

as blue as before, and  the multi-coloured "envelopes" were still  dotting

it, reflecting  the sunlight.   But Ilka  knew things  were no  longer the

same. He looked up  and saw that neither  the white Frigate nor  the black

Condor  were  up  there.   Nor  had  they  been there yesterday or the day

before.

    Ilka could not understand what had happened. He felt very low. He  was

also worried that the two kites might be in bad trouble.

    How could he find  out? Gena had shut  himself up at home  and gave no

sign of life.  And  Ilka did not dare to  go and see Vladik without  Gena.

Not that he didn't dare, but he had a feeling he shouldn't.  He could  not

tell why  and there  was nobody  he could  ask for  advice. And, strangely

enough, he did not want to run anywhere at all. What's the use of  running

about if it's no earthly use to anybody?

    Ilka went to see Shurik. He found him lying on the floor and  studying

some weird and wonderful drawing he had spread out before him.

    "What's this?" Ilka had asked.

    "I say, Ilka," Shurik  said instead of replying  him. "Have you got  a

blow-lamp?"

    "A blow-lamp?"

    "That's right."

    "We've  got  a  hammer,"  said  Ilka,  "and pliers. A screwdriver from

mummy's sewing machine.... What's this on that paper?"

    "Where could I get a blow-lamp?" Shurik said with a sigh.

    "Gena's sitting  cooped up  at home  all the  time," Ilka informed him

desolately. "Vladik's stopped flying his kite. Do you know why?"

    Shurik   rubbed   his   chin   against   his   shoulder  and  answered

absent-mindedly: "I suppose he's got tired of flying it."

    "Tired!" Ilka cried indignantly. "A fat lot you know.... You've  never

flown one yourself, all you do  is draw designs. If you'd tried  even once

you wouldn't say such a thing."

    "Have YOU tried?" Shurik asked with a yawn.

    That was  a blow  beneath the  belt. Ilka  turned round  haughtily and

strode towards the door.

    "I  suppose  I'll  have  to  repair  the  old blow-lamp," was the last

remark he heard coming from Shurik.

    Next Ilka  sought out  Yasha. The  sad Sparrow  was sitting behind the

shed where the catapult had stood thinking dismal thoughts to himself.

    "Let's go and see Vladik, Yasha," Ilka said shifting from one foot  to

the other.   "Why doesn't  he fly  his Frigate  any more?   And there's no

Condor either. Gena never goes out nowadays. It's so dull."

    Yasha turned his round bird-like  eye towards him but said  nothing in

reply, just went on thinking his dismal thoughts. They were so  depressing

that he kept swaying back  and forth, and in the  end hit the back of  his

head against the  wall of the  shed, and his  forehead against his  raised

knees.   Only  then  did  he  break  his  vow  of silence:

    "I'm not going anywhere. Go with Gena if you like."

    "But  he's  not  around,"  Ilka  said  plaintively. "I told you - he's

sitting  at  home  and  won't  let  out  even a peep."

    A spark of interest  appeared in Yasha's eyes,  only to fade the  next

moment.

    "Have you got a rucksack?" the Sparrow asked with gloomy sigh.

    "What do you want one for?"

    "Curiosity killed the cat. You'll find out in good time."

    "Yes, we've  got a  rucksack.   Only it's  very old.   It used  to  be

Daddy's,"  said  Ilka.   He  refrained  from  asking  any  more questions,

knowing from experience that  the more you ask  the less you get  told. It

was wiser to wait.

    "I'm going away," the Sparrow said in a hoarse voice and turned away.

    "Where to?"  Ilka nearly  asked, but  checked himself  in time.

    "Gena has a rucksack, too," he recalled.  "He was going to take it  to

the pioneer camp. Or to the taiga."

    "I don't  care where  I go,"  Yasha went  on with  glum determination.

"Perhaps it'll be Antarctica."

    "You'd  better  go  to  Africa,"  Ilka  said.  "They've driven out the

capitalists. And it's warm,  too. You don't even  need a coat. You  can go

about in nothing but shorts in the winter there."

    "Who wants to go about in shorts in winter?"

    "But it's Africa," said Ilka.

    Yasha resumed his swaying.

    "I'll get onto a train.... Go to Odessa.... Gena's uncle lives  there.

Then I'll stow away on a ship ... goodbye everybody.... They've driven  me

out anyway."

    "For good?" Ilka gasped.

    "Mum said that she never wants to  see me again as long as she  lives.

She said  that because  I refused  to go  and buy  her some  kerosene, she

won't  give  me  anything  to  eat  and  won't  let me into the house ever

again."

    "Let's go and ask Mummy to give us that rucksack," Ilka suggested  and

looked compassionately at the unfortunate Sparrow.

    "As if she would give it to us!"

    "Well,"  Ilka  temporised.  "We  needn't  tell  her  you want to go to

Africa.... Come on."

    But crafty Yasha refused to come with Ilka. He knew that the  kerosene

shop would close  at six o'clock  and so there  would be no  need to trail

all the way there and back with a heavy can, and that his mother was  sure

to come out onto the porch  soon and start shouting out: "Yasha,  you lazy

bum, are you coming home or aren't you? How many times have I got to  warm

up that soup, drat you?!"

    Yasha would linger in his hiding place another minute or two and  then

drag his feet home sulkily. And his mother would say: "Look at this,  kind

people! He's been gallivanting all day long God knows where, and now  he's

sulking at me! Just you wait!  When Father comes home...." And what  would

mean that the storm had passed.

    Ilka gave Yasha a  searching look and realised  he would not be  going

to Africa or any such place after all.

    "Isn't life  dull?" he  said softly.   He pulled  a strip  off an  old

piece of plywood,  that had been  used to cover  the catapult and  now was

just lying about uselessly.

    "What do you mean coming here and spoiling things?" Yasha mumbled.

    "I'm not spoiling anything!" Ilka retorted. "I've torn off this  strip

for a kite. I'm going  to make myself a kite  today. Anyway, it was I  who

found this bit of plywood."

    "So he's going to make a kite, is he?" Yasha jeered. "Much hope!"

    "Yes, I am," Ilka said, screwing  up his eyes at the lath  and bending

it as though testing a sword before a battle. "I'll do my very best."

    "Nuts to you," Yasha said despondently.

    "Nuts?" Ilka asked. "We shall see...."

                             Chapter Eleven

    It was an  unlucky day for  Ilka. Hardly had  he opened his  eyes when

his mother asked him:

    "You haven't seen my reel of black thread, have you, Ilka? I bought  a

new one the other day."

    "Yes, I have," Ilka confessed.

    "Where?"

    "On the bedside table, where you always keep thread."

    "I looked  - it  isn't there,"  his mother  said in  a puzzled  voice.

"Funny. Where can it be?"

    Ilka kept a cautious silence and reached for his shorts on the  chair.

The cursed  reel seemed  to have  been waiting  for just  this moment - it

fell out of his one and only little pocket onto the floor.

    "Oh, here it is," Ilka said hastily. "I must have forgotten to put  it

back. I took it to tie the tail of my kite on with."

    "I see," his mother said. "You and your kite-tails."

    Ilka sighed and crawled under the  bed in a search of his  sandals. It

took him a long time to locate them.

    In the first place, he was ashamed to face his mother. In the  second,

he was wondering how he was going to fly his kite without thread.

    He had some other thread, to be  sure, but it was too fine. Ilka  felt

it wouldn't do for  his treasure, his first  real kite, that he  had spent

three days making.

    Ilka edged his way into the  kitchen and pulled his creation out  from

behind the  stove. The  even stripes  of black  paint were  quite dry. The

paper stretched taut across  the laths gave a  ring if you merely  flicked

it with your finger. The tail lay in curls at Ilka's feet.

    Ilka lifted his "envelope" upon outstretched arms. "Tigger."

    Ilka had intended to call his kite Bee. But while he was painting  the

last black  stripe the  day before,  sitting out  on the  porch, a buzzing

sound had started up by his ear  followed by a painful sting. His ear  was

not swollen  because he  had put  cold water  on it  at once, but bees had

lost all attraction for him.

    And now  suddenly this  new name  suggested itself,  one that  sounded

friendly and brave at the same time.

    Ilka shouted joyfully into the other room:

    "I'm off, Mummy.  I'm  not hungry!" and dashed away,  before breakfast

could catch up with him.

    He decided he  would go to  Gena and ask  him for some  string. He was

sure Gena would not begrudge him some for his very first kite. Perhaps  he

would even go up  onto the roof with  Ilka when he saw  his "envelope" and

heard its nice name.

    As Ilka was thinking all these  thoughts, his legs flashed to and  fro

like the spokes of a wheel. He was used to thinking as he ran.

    Half a minute later he was tugging at Gena's door.

    The door was locked on the inside.

    "Ge-ena," Ilka called into the keyhole.

    At first there was silence.

    Then Gena's voice, curiously husky, as though he was not yet  properly

awake, asked: "What d'you want?"

    "Open the  door, Gena,"  Ilka pleaded.  "I've got  a kite here. Please

open the door! Let's fly it together!"

    "Leave me alone," Gena growled from behind the door.

    "I will, I  will," Ilka promised  hastily. "Only give  me some thread.

Mine's too thin."

    "Get out  and keep  out!" Gena  yelled and  something hard, probably a

boot, hit the door.

    Ilka stood his ground.

    "Call  yourself  a  friend,"  he  said  bitterly and went off down the

steps. When he was on the last step Gena let out another volley of  abuse,

but Ilka was past caring.

    He walked across  the yard, Tigger's  tail dragging dejectedly  behind

him. Out in the street Ilka  lingered by Gena's front-garden for a  while,

thinking. Then  he leant  across the  sharp palings  and pushed  the lilac

branches apart.  Perhaps he would  catch a glimpse of Gena.   Perhaps that

would  help  him  understand.   He  could  not  remember Gena's voice ever

sounding so vicious.

    But instead of Gena he saw his own face reflected in the  window-pane.

The curtain was drawn.

    "Oh, well," said Ilka.

    He tossed the kite across his  shoulder and made for home. He  did not

walk on the pavement, but down the dry gutter, kicking out angrily at  the

clumps of goose-foot. Here, on the  bottom of the gutter, the dew  had not

yet dried and Tigger's  tail left a snaky  trail in the wet  grass. It was

such a lovely  morning, so blue  and fresh.   Ilka raised eyes  to the sky

involuntarily  and  couldn't  tear  them  away.   Wispy clouds were racing

across it. It was as though a playful giant was tearing off tiny balls  of

cotton wool beyond the  horizon and letting them  fly with the wind.   The

balls streamed out in long wisps and then melted into the huge expanse  of

sky. And with them melted Ilka's disappointment.

    Suddenly the paper  rattle woke and  gave a short  rat-a-ta-tat behind

him.   A  gust  of  wind  had  swept  along  the  street  and the kite was

straining at its short lead. Tigger wanted to get up into the sky.

    Ilka ran home.  Whatever happened -  he couldn't possibly  miss such a

wind!

    The roof of the  shed was tall and  steep.  Ilka climbed  to the ridge

and pulled up to his full height.  The wind here was steady and so  strong

that  Ilka's  hair  stood  on  end  and  the  short  sleeves  of his shirt

fluttered out at the elbows  like little flags. The rattle  roared choking

with the wind, and  Tigger pranced as though  it were a live  thing unable

to contain itself any longer.

    Ilka took out the spool of thread hastily, tugged at it several  times

("Will it  hold? Please,  hold!") and  tied the  end of  the thread to the

lead. He raised Tigger above his head and gave it a push.

    The thread  slid out  burning his  fingers as  it went.   The kite was

mounting quickly and steadily.   The voice of the  rattle grew weaker  and

weaker,  the  "envelope"  shrank  in  size,  and  by the time the spool of

thread had  run out,  it looked  no bigger  than a  sweet wrapper.  It was

only the  vibration of  the taut  string that  gave an  indication of  the

pressure of air currents running wild up in the sky.

    It was a real  miracle how obedient and  light Ilka's first kite  was!

Ilka's  heart  sang  with  joy,  and  the  world ceased to exist for him -

nothing else mattered except the  vast blue canopy above populated  by the

winds  and  yellow  wisps  of  clouds  and Tigger and Ilka himself perched

beneath them on the tall gabled roof.

    Suddenly the kite  swerved, fluttered and  began to describe  circles,

losing height with every second. The  tail that had got wet in  the grass,

must  have  dried  in  the  wind  and lost weight, disrupting the delicate

balance.

    Frightened, Ilka jerked at the string.

    This proved fatal.

    The  string  broke,  went  slack  and  the  unattached  Tigger started

falling slowly down to the roofs of the neighbouring houses. It landed  in

a yard with a tall fence round it.

    There was  still hope  of saving  the kite.  A minute  later Ilka  was

sitting astride the tall fence, his knees grazed and bleeding.

    There it was! Tigger was hanging on the edge of an iron tub, its  tail

inside, in the water. Without  a moment's hesitation Ilka jumped  down and

hurried  towards  the  tub  between  tomato beds where orange-yellow fruit

hung among the green leaves.

    A dark-blue circle of  the sky was reflected  in the water inside  the

tub, and inside the  circle Ilka saw his  own tousled head and  a scrap of

sun-lit cloud that looked like a sailing boat. Only for a second did  Ilka

linger staring into the upturned sky. Suddenly a dark angry face  appeared

beside his reflection. Strong fingers grasped him by the elbow.

    His captor  was a  fat woman  wearing flowery  apron, a white kerchief

pulled low  over her  forehead, and,  for some  reason, rubber  boots. She

nodded at the tomato patch and asked curtly:

    "Got you just in time?"

    "I came to get my kite," Ilka said. "Let me go."

    He was not at all afraid.

    "Kite!" the  woman's lips  twisted like  two fat  worms.   "I've heard

that one before. Come along!"

    "But the kite!"

    "I'll give you kites!"

    A hard palm grasped Ilka's arm just under his shoulder and pulled  him

up, so  that he  had to  trot after  the fat  woman almost  on tiptoe. The

woman walked heavily and fast. Nor was she going towards the gate, but  to

the  corner  of  the  yard  where  he  could  see a dark patch of nettles.

Without slowing down  her stride she  started feeling for  the side button

on Ilka's shorts.

    Ilka realised  that something  very nasty  was going  to happen to him

the next second,  and his knees  went weak beneath  him. The next  second,

however, he wrenched  himself free with  a desperate lunge,  flew over the

fence and made  down the street,  hearing a heavy  stamping and screeching

behind him as  he went. Then  these receded into  the distance but  he did

not slow down until he heard a familiar voice shout: "Ilka!"

    He stopped in  his tracks. Why,  that was Vladik's  father. And Vladik

was with him.

    Ilka went  up to  them.   He was  still panting  and must  have looked

really upset because Ivan Sergeyevich asked him seriously: "Has  something

happened?"

    "The  old  cow,"  Ilka  muttered.  "My  kite  dropped in her yard, and

she...." And brave little Ilka suddenly let out a sob.

    "Has anyone hurt you?" Vladik's father asked with a frown.

    "Oh, it's nothing," Ilka said with a sigh, gave a sniff and wiped  his

eyes. Then he bent down and scratched his leg which must have touched  the

nettles and was burning now.

    "His kite's come down," Vladik  said. "Did you make it  yourself? Your

first, wasn't it, Ilka?"

    Ilka tossed his head angrily.

    "Never  mind.  I'll  make  another  one.  I'll show her yet. I'll make

another one and  tie ... a  bomb to its  tail and fly  it over her garden.

Shurik'll make me one. Her whole garden will go up in smoke...."

    Ivan Sergeyevich put his arm on Ilka's shoulder.

    "Don't take  on so.  It may  be your  first but  not your last. You'll

have many more. Look here, Ilka.  Do you know where Gena lives?  Could you

run over to him with a message?"

    Ilka gave another sigh.

    "I was there this  morning, but he wouldn't  let me in. 'Get  the hell

out of here, all of you.' he said."

    "Now, what kind of language is this?" said Ivan Sergeyevich.

    "It was  him who  said that,"  Ilka said  sadly and  scratched his leg

again. "He's locked  the door and  won't let anybody  in.  Must  be mighty

busy."

    "Could  you  go  again?"  Vladik  asked  softly.   "Please.  It's very

important."

    Ilka straightened up.

    "All right." he said.

    Vladik  turned  to  his  father,  as  though  expecting  him  to   say

something,  but   Ivan  Sergeyevich   said  nothing.   Then  Vladik   said

pleadingly:

    "If he doesn't let you in, shout to him through the window that  we're

leaving tonight. Tell him to come and see us before we go."

    "Are you going for  good?" Ilka asked glancing  at Vladik and then  at

his father.

    "No," said Ivan Sergeyevich. "But we  may be gone for a long  time. At

least, Vladik may be.  I've been waiting for  a letter, but it  seems that

this  matter  cannot  be  settled  by  letter.  We've  got  to go there in

person."

    "E ... where?" Ilka asked hesitantly.

    "Odessa," said Vladik.

    Ivan Sergeyevich put a hand on Ilka's shoulder.

    "Look here, Ilka.   If he can't come,  ask him if he  knows of someone

who might put us up  for the fist couple of  days. I hear his uncle  lives

there, he must  know. Hotels aren't  too thick on  the ground there,  I've

been told."

    Ilka nodded  vigorously and  looked up  at Ivan  Sergeyevich. But Ivan

Sergeyevich was  looking over  his head,  obviously absorbed  in some hard

thoughts of his own.

    Something very  important was  obviously afoot.  Ilka could  sense it,

though he did not know what it was all about. But he did not ask any  more

questions, knowing from the experience that all mysteries work  themselves

out in the end.

    Just now he had a job to do - deliver a message.

    "I'll ask him for an address. Well, I'm off."

    "Tell him to come round," Vladik said softly.

    Ilka dashed off.

    It's good to be running  along when you're doing something  important.

When somebody's waiting for you.  You can even forget the luckless  Tigger

then. Not for good, but for the time being. Of course he could not  forget

it for good! There was Yasha shouting down from his fence:

    "Well, so much for your kite, Runner!"

    Ilka dashed  past the  Sparrow before  he braked  to a  stop. Then  he

turned round:

    "What is it?"

    "Where's your kite? Poor striped thing gone west and all...."

    "Well, what  if it  has gone  west?" Ilka  said manfully. "Hey, Yasha,

since you haven't gone to Africa anyway, get down off that fence and  come

with me to Gena's place. I've  got something important to tell him  and he

may very well not let me in."

    He said that just to stop Yasha asking him about Tigger. He was  quite

sure Gena would let him in when he found out what it was all about.

    But Yasha asked:

    "What's so important?"

    Ilka told him.

    Yasha jumped down nimbly.

    "Not lying, are you? To Odessa?'

    What a stupid thing to say! Why should he lie?

    "Come on then,"  Yasha hustled him.  "Gena will let  us in, don't  you

worry. He'll be glad. I know a thing or two."

    "What  d'you  know?"  Ilka  asked  suspiciously. Because, say what you

like, it isn't very pleasant when everybody knows things and you don't.

    "Just a thing or two," Yasha said with a grin as they ran along.

                             Chapter Twelve

    Meanwhile Gena was  battling manfully with  his German.   After coming

home from Vladik's on the  day of the storm, he  had gone to the shed  and

pulled his soaked German textbook  out from behind the stack  of firewood.

Then he settled down at the  window and, with revulsion, opened the  first

page.

    The page was yellow and smelt of mould. The old ink blot in the  lower

corner  had  spread  and  grown  paler.  The  rest,  letters, drawings and

figures were unchanged, exactly the same as before, sickeningly  familiar,

so hateful that they went green before his eyes.

    Gena knew  this first  page down  to the  last comma.  It had been the

starting  point  of  his  countless  onslaughts against the hated Deutsch,

onslaughts which had always ended in retreat.

    But there was to be no retreating  now.  This lack of choice was  like

an iron railing. He could hit his head against it, or gnaw at it with  his

teeth. Or he could lie down and howl like a wolf.

    Gena  gazed  at  the  textbook  with  loathing, clenched his fists and

began crying.

    He cried  with hate.  He hated  this little  soaked book  which he had

somehow to  master and  learn off  in a  matter of  two weeks.  Two weeks,

instead of nine months!   He hated himself for  his helplessness, for  his

fear of the book. And he  hated everything in the world. Even  Vladik. For

it was all because of him.

    Yasha the Sparrow slipped into the garden without disturbing a  single

lilac branch and popped up outside Gena's window.

    "Some storm that, wasn't it Gena?"

    Gena started. His tears dried in a second.

    "What d'you want?"

    Sparks flickered in Yasha's crafty eyes - he had seen the textbook.

    "Oh," he  said innocently.  "So you're  learning your  German? And you

said...."

    "What did I say?" Gena asked coldly.

    "As though you don't know."

    "I know what I'm going. Is that clear?"

    Yasha whistled and took off like a jack-in-the-box, jumping  backwards

onto the rickety  fence of the  front-garden. He sat  on it, hunched,  all

ruffled up like a real sparrow.

    "See you don't  break our fence,"  Gena said morosely.  "I'll give you

what for."

    "I'm light. What's the German  for 'fence'?"

    "The German for fence is dimwit'." Gena answered.

    "Dimwit yourself," Yasha  retorted, and frightened  by his own  daring

he pulled his head  in and jumped down  the other side of  the fence. Then

he peered cautiously  through the lilac  branches. Gena was  still sitting

there, calm and sad. He did not seem to be planning any revenge.

    "If  I'm  a  dimwit,"  he  said,  "go  and ask your clever sister. She

studied German at school and is in her third year at college now."

    "Fourth," said Yasha.

    "Fourth then. And how many to go?"

    Yasha straightened up slowly.

    "How many," he repeated, lifting his  round brown eyes to the sky,  as

though he had  to solve a  difficult task.   "Six years altogether.  Minus

four. That means there are two left. Two, isn't?"

    "Take care, Sparrow,"  Gena said, "I'll  get you one  day. Scram now."

Gena was no good at deception. He had shifted the conversation to  Yasha's

sister too quickly  and too abruptly.   The Sparrow was  sly and quick  on

the uptake.

    "They  study  six  years  at  medical  school,"  he  said with feigned

indifference. "More than anywhere else. And then, to be accepted you  need

to have worked for a bit first. Galka worked as a nurse in a hospital  for

two years. It's hard to get in otherwise."

    "That's nothing to worry about."

    "Those who  have excellent  marks in  all subjects  - THEY  get in all

right." Yasha explained. "But you haven't, have you?"

    "What has it all to do with me?" Gena snapped.

    "Ha-ha," Yasha  said insolently.  "Take me  for a  fool, do you?"

    Gena gave him a hard stare.

    "Listen you," he said in an  ominously low voice. "See that you  never

so much as squeak about that to anybody anywhere."

    Yasha understood when he could take liberties and when he couldn't.

    "Why  should  I  squeak?  None  of  my  business...." He whistled with

nonchalant air, then sighed, gave Gena a last look and went off.

    Gena  looked  at  the  textbook  with miserable detestation. Two silly

phrases  kept  spinning  round  and  round  in  his  head:  "Guten Morgen,

Johann!" "Guten  Morgen, Kurt!"  These words  were not  from the textbook.

Gena remembered them from one of the lessons, when Vera Ivanovna had  read

to them from a thin little book about two German boys who decided to  make

a  kite.   Since  the  story  had  been  about  a  kite Gena had paid some

attention at the beginning.  But  the only words he understood in  it were

"Guten Morgen".   That was how  the well-mannered Johann  and Kurt greeted

each other.   Ever since  then, as  soon as  Gena sat  down to  his German

textbook or as much  as thought of German,  these two phrases left  him no

peace: "Guten Morgen, Johann!" - "Guten Morgen, Kurt!"

    Gena felt implacable hatred for the two boys. He could visualise  them

quite clearly, neatly  parted hair, pressed  suits, knee-length socks  and

tan  shoes.  Johann,  moreover,  had  ginger  hair, and Kurt was blond and

pop-eyed. They  ran about  stupidly on  a neat  lawn trying  to fly a kite

made of newspaper with a stupidly long German name. Naturally enough,  two

such bunglers had to make a  botch of things, and their kite  dropped into

a swamp scaring fat German frogs silly.

    Gena was quite sure that that was how the whole venture ended,  though

Vera Ivanovna had said nothing about it.

    "Guten Morgen, Johann!" - "Guten  Morgen, Kurt!" If only he  could lay

his hands on these two sissies, he'd show them "Guten Morgen"!

    The textbook was  still opened on  the first page.  All difficult jobs

must be  tackled from  the first  page. Gena  knew that  all too well. But

there was nothing to learn on the first page, and Gena turned it over.

    Then he turned over the next one.

    The August wind was whistling among the leaves outside the window.  He

saw the small blue "Cornflower" climbing up from beyond some roofs.

    The Condor  would never  fly again.  The boys  would be  puzzled, they

would  be  asking  each  other  where  Gena  had  disappeared  to.  Motley

telegrams would crawl up the kite-strings: "What has happened?"

    What HAD happened?

    Nothing.

    The easiest  explanation was  that Gena  had finally  repented of  his

ways and decided to change them before  it was too late. That he had  made

a vow  to get  only excellent  marks from  now on  and to learn the German

textbook by heart from cover to  cover. That he had suddenly conceived  an

ardent desire to  become a doctor,  which the sly  Sparrow had divined  at

once.

    But it was all nonsense. Gena hated German as heartily as before,  and

he had not the least desire to become a doctor. Anything else: a pilot,  a

lorry-driver, an astronaut - but not a doctor.

    But he had no choice.

    He  had  to  become  a  doctor  because  there  was  Vladik who was so

desperately unhappy and whom nobody could help. If doctors admitted  their

helplessness, if his  own father was  afraid, then he,  Gena, had to  help

him. That might sound silly, but that was how it was. Gena could think  of

no other way out.

    And there was  no turning back.   It was like  seeing somebody's  kite

drop and  not rushing  to the  rescue. Only  it was  a million  times more

dreadful. He would be  betraying Vladik.  No,  Gena was not the  betraying

sort. Wincing  with pity  for himself,  Gena started  counting the  years.

From sixth to  tenth form in  school - five  years. Six years  at college.

Eleven. No chance to make it in less - it was clear to anybody.

    So, eleven years.   Another Vladik's life.   And every day  marked  by

impenetrable  blackness,  without  the  slightest  ray of light. And every

flash of lightning might prove fatal.   One had to know Vladik!  No,  Gena

could not possibly add another year of waiting to those eleven.

    He turned  over a  few more  pages and  found himself  stranded in the

"jungle".

    "Guten Morgen, Johann!" - "Guten Morgen, Kurt!" Just wait, you two!

    The  wind  was  whistling  in  the  tree-tops.  Gena rose and shut the

window.

    At half past  seven his mother  came home from  work.  Gena  heard her

steps dimly, as  though through a  layer of cotton  wool. He did  not look

round.

    It was getting dark,  but he could still  read without the light,  and

he  sat  on  over  the  textbook,  leaning up against the window-sill. His

chest ached  from sitting  in the  same position  for so  long, but he was

determined  not  to  change  it.   He  was  afraid of frightening off that

intangible  something  he  had  managed  to  get  a  grip  of. He had just

discovered that he knew some  German after all, scraps of  German, muddled

fragments,  picked  up  at  random  during  the  lessons.   Still, he knew

something.  It  was  not  quite  so   hopeless.  After  all  he  had   had

satisfactory marks  for the  first and  second terms  of the  school year.

Rather shaky ones, but satisfactory, not UNsatisfactory.

    Gena sighed. Coming  to as though  from a dream  he heard sobbing.  It

was his mother crying.

    "Mum..."  he  said,  incomprehensible  fear  gripping  at  his  heart.

"Dad's had an accident," flashed across  his mind. Gena leapt to the  wall

and switched on the light.

    His mother  was sitting  at the  table, her  head laid  on her crossed

hands.  She  had  not  taken  off  her  coat  or  kerchief.  She sat there

motionless, her shoulders shuddering soundlessly.

    Gena asked her in a whisper:

    "Why are you so late?"

    "Late?" His  mother lifted  her face  with its  wet streaks  of tears.

Suddenly she  shouted loudly  and helplessly.  "Whatever am  I to  do with

you? What  are you  doing to  me, you  shameless loafer?  How am I to look

people in the face?"

    The fear let go of Gena's heart. He gave a sigh of relief and  stepped

back to  the window.   He did  not know  what he  had done  this time, but

nothing had happened to his father and that was the main thing.  The  rest

was nothing.

    "How am I to look people in the face?" his mother went on.  "Why  have

I been punished with the likes of you?"

    Gena felt sorry for her. He was always sorry for her when she  shouted

like that. There was impotent despair in her voice. As for the words  they

were  the  same  all  grown-ups  had  been  saying  at children since time

immemorial.

    "Have you  no shame  at all?"  his mother  queried. "Chasing about the

rooftops is  all you  can think  about. Haven't  you the  sense to do some

work?"

    "I wish she'd hit me instead," Gena thought desolately. "A good  thing

Granny's not home.  Must be watching  the TV at  the neighbours'.   They'd

have given me a proper working over together."

    "Shameless dolt!" his mother said.

    "What have I done?"  Gena asked in the  morose tone reserved for  such

occasions.

    "That's the whole point, you good-for-nothing, you haven't been  doing

anything. Just  loafing about.  The teacher's  been hunting  you down  all

over  the  town  and  in  the  end  she  comes to see me at my work: 'Good

morning, why hasn't your Gena been attending my lessons?' 'How d'you  mean

not attending?' Didn't I look foolish? And there were people all round  us

listening!"

    "So that's what it is," Gena thought. And the news heartened him -  so

the teacher had not despaired of him yet.

    "Roofs and spy books - that's all that you have any time for!"

    His mother strode  to the window  and stretched out  her hand to  grab

the book and throw it out of the window. And stopped short.

    She knew what the German textbook looked like as well as Gena did.

    "See - I AM working," Gena said in a tired voice.

    "That's all very well, but why haven't you been going to school?"

    "All right. So  I haven't! D'you  know why? Because  they know it  all

and I'm miles behind. I'll catch up and go."

    "When are you ever going to catch up? There's no time left!"

    "I'll catch up, don't you worry."

    "Gena, boy! Don't you understand  it's for your own good?  Please, try

your best." Mother was  no longer angry but  talked in a pleading  tone of

voice. "Go to school tomorrow."

    "Tomorrow's Sunday," said Gena.  "I'll go on Monday.  I promise.  Only

don't cry! I've promised, haven't I?"

    On Monday he went to school.

    All Vera Ivanovna  said was: "Sit  near the blackboard,  Zvyagin.  The

street noise will distract you by the window."

    On Tuesday it occurred to Gena that Johann and Kurt might not be  such

a pain in the neck after all. It wasn't their fault that they'd been  born

in Germany and had to talk that funny tongue.

    On Wednesday Vera  Ivanovna said after  listening to Gena  floundering

over elementary German phrases:

    "It's terrible, Zvyagin.  You don't know  the simplest things.  I have

no idea how you're going to get through the test."

    "Remember that in the sixth form you'll have to pay special  attention

to your German," she said in passing on Friday.

    On  Saturday  morning,  when  Gena  was  bent over the textbook behind

locked  door  and  windows,  Ilka  knocked  and started babbling something

about flying a kite.

    Gena threw a boot at the  door. An hour later there was  another knock

at the door.

    "Gena!" the Sparrow hollered through the key-hole. "Let us in!  Vladik

sent us. He want you to...."

    Gena started.  "Vladik...." All  these days  he had  been fighting the

desire to put the  textbook aside and go  to see Vladik. He  simply missed

him. How  wonderful it  would have  been to  climb the  roof again, to fly

their "envelopes" and stand  up there in the  wind, back to back,  talking

about everything under the sun  as though nothing had happened....  But it

HAD happened.

    No, Gena could  not go to  see Vladik just  yet. Not that  he feared a

meeting  with  Ivan  Sergeyevich,  though  he  was  not sure that Vladik's

father would  be glad  to see  him.   He feared  something else  - his own

feeling  of  helplessness  in  the  face  of  Vladik's  misfortune. Little

Vladik, quite  alone, was  fighting his  blindness, fighting  silently and

desperately, as best he  could. The disaster that  had befallen him was  a

thousand times more  terrible than any  little reverses that  might happen

to  Gena,  but  Vladik  was  stronger  and  braver  in  the face of it. In

comparison with him Gena was a sorry weakling.

    How could he help Vladik? There was  no way. Pity is not help. He  had

to help out some  hope of recovery to  him. And Gena was  now fighting his

own battle for this ray of hope,  and he understood that until he had  won

that battle he would not be able to look Vladik in the face.

    So he decided to refrain from seeing him for the time being.

    And  now  Vladik  was  calling  him  himself.  He  wanted  Gena  to do

something for him.

    Gena unlocked the door in  the hall and without looking  round trudged

back to the living-room.

    Ilka came in after  him. But Yasha did  not go in. He  lingered on the

threshold, looked  round and  squatted on  his haunches  as was his habit.

The Sparrow didn't like standing.  Pulling his head into his shoulders  in

true sparrow fashion he darted his sly eyes about the room and announced:

    "We've just met Vladik."

    "So what?" Gena asked glumly.

    "Gena, he was with Ivan Sergeyevich. They're going to Odessa and  they

asked whether you knew somewhere they could stop over," Ilka blurted  out.

He did not like beating about  the bush or meaningful pauses. "His  father

said he'd been waiting  for a letter, but  had now decided they  should go

there anyway. And Vladik asked you  to come and see him before  they left.

Please, go. You will, won't you?"

    "You say they're going to Odessa?" Gena asked.

    "To Odessa," Yasha answered with a knowing little smile.

    Gena stood with his back to the window looking from Ilka to Yasha  and

back. Yasha's gaze was roving round the  room and his face was a study  of

feigned indifference.  Ilka  stared Gena in the  face with his big  honest

eyes. The only  thing he wanted  was that everything  should be as  it had

been before, that the  two best kites, the  Frigate and the Condor  should

be flying high in  the sky, that everybody  should be happy and  he should

not be bothered with this inexplicable sense of foreboding.

    "So they're going to Odessa," Gena repeated.

    He  was  the  only  one  of  the  three  of them to understand all the

implications of this  turn of events.   Vladik must have  overheard Gena's

conversation with his father - that could be the only explanation of  this

sudden  departure.   Vladik  had  found  out  about  this  one chance in a

thousand. This tiny  chance to see  the light of  day again. The  rest was

clear. You had to know Vladik. If he had set his heart on something....

    Yes, but what letter was his  father referring to? Could he have  been

corresponding with the doctors? Keeping it a secret from Vladik? And  from

Gena too? Or hadn't he had time to tell him?

    "Have you  quarrelled with  Vladik?" Ilka  asked him  softly, his eyes

fixed on him. "Have you, Gena?"

    "Don't  talk  nonsense!"  Gena  nearly  shouted,  but  glancing at the

smaller boy's tense face only shook his head without saying anything.

    "Will you go and see him?" Ilka insisted.

    "Of course I  will," Gena answered  gently. "As soon  as I've finished

this bit  of translation.  There are  only two  sentences left.  I haven't

seen him in a long time. I've been cramming German all this time."

    This answer  set Ilka's  fears at  rest. The  only thing  he could not

understand now was why Vladik should be leaving.

    "What do they want in Odessa?" he asked.

    "How should I know,  Ilka?" said Gena. "I  haven't seen him yet.  I'll

go and ask and then I'll tell you."

    Yasha giggled from where he was squatting at the door.

    "Don't you have any idea at all?"

    Gena ignored him.

    "My kite dropped, Gena,"  Ilka said sadly. "I  made it myself. It  was

such a wonderful kite. I called it  Tigger. It flew so well at first,  and

then it dropped  into a garden,  and the woman  there...." He lowered  his

head and blushed. "What would you do with someone like that...."

    "Yes, a  kite," Gena  said thoughtfully.  He stepped  past Ilka,  bent

down and pulled out the Condor from under the sofa.

    "Here, take it. I've no time for kites just now."

    "You're giving it to me for keeps?" Ilka asked in a whisper.

    "Yes."

    He shook the shaggy  tail and passed his  finger over the taut  paper.

It was a good strong kite although the winds had buffeted it a lot and  it

had been dashed against telegraph poles many a time.

    "You'd have  done better  to give  it to  me," Yasha  protested. "Ilka

will wreck it in no time."

    Gena didn't bother to answer.

    Ilka was silent too. He was assailed by doubts.

    "Yes," he finally forced out. "But didn't you tell me one had to  make

a kite oneself. I didn't make this one...."

    "So what?" Gena forced the kite  into his hands. "You helped me.   You

brought  me  the  laths  and  a  piece  of bast when we found there wasn't

enough for a tail.  So we made it together. You'll make another one  later

on. Here, take it."

    And Ilka took it. How could he refuse the glorious Condor?

    The black kite painted with  white zigzags looked like a  Red Indian's

square shield. Ilka was  almost hidden by the  shield - all that  could be

seen of him were  his thin legs covered  with the light scars  of numerous

scratches and his head with a tousled forelock and happy, shining eyes.

    "Gena," he asked  with a hesitant  smile, "may I  give it my  own call

signal? Or let it have two - yours and mine? May I?"

    "Give it your own," Gena said.

    Ilka was already  dancing with impatience:  he'd had such  a wonderful

present and was now impatient to run off and try it.

    "I'll be off, okay?"

    "Sure."

    Gena  had  already  dismissed  the  Condor  from  his mind. He was now

thinking of Vladik. He would go to see him, and everything would be  fine.

Now and  later, too.  Only he  must finish  that translation. "I'll finish

you lot off! Don't think I  won't," he threatened the German sentences  in

Vladik's voice.

    Yasha had not left  with Ilka. He was  still squatting in the  doorway

his eyes glittering with curiosity.

    "Why  are  you  pretending,"  he  suddenly  spoke  out. "As though you

didn't know what they're going  there for. There's a special  hospital for

the blind in Odessa."

    "I  know  that  as  well  as  you  do,"  Gena said sitting down at the

window.

    "So there."

    "So what?" Gena asked jeeringly.

    "They may cure him themselves if it's possible."

    "And if it isn't  I will," Gena thought,  but outloud he asked,  "What

do you mean 'themselves'?"

    "Well, without you."

    "What have I got to do with it?"

    "Ha!" said Yasha. "D'you  take me for a  fool? Why d'you think  you're

suddenly cramming all this German? Now you won't need it any more...."

    "You know what, Yasha..." Gena began.

    "What?" Yasha asked cautiously.

    "Sparrow's the right name for you. You have a sparrow's brains."

    This really made Yasha see red. He didn't resent being called  Sparrow

- he was used to the nick-name,  but what really cut him up was  the cold,

derisive tone Gena used talking about his brains.

    "Very well," he said getting up.  "As for brains.... At least I  never

had to stay down a year."

    He expected Gena to explode at that. But Gena just leafed through  the

vocabulary at the end of the textbook and asked coolly:

    "And who had?"

    That was really amazing.   There was no annoying  Gena today.  It  was

so  unexpected  that  Yasha  forgot  about  the  insult.  All  he felt was

surprise. But Gena was sitting with his back towards him, absorbed in  his

book and obviously had no intention of continuing the conversation.

    Yasha pushed the door open with his shoulder.

    "I'll be going."

    "Guten Morgen," Gena said mockingly. "Or rather Auf Wiedersehen."

                                Part Two

                         The Crew of the Africa

                              Chapter One

    Booms were  coming from  the river.  They were  not loud but, somehow,

explosive. Yasha imagined fat black balloons floating and bursting in  the

watery twilight.

    There was  no light  in the  room.   Yasha sat  huddled up  on the bed

looking towards the  blue patch of  the window. Gnarled  black branches of

the bushes  outside stood  out stark  in the  blueness. Yasha  felt fed up

with  life  and  sick  with  anxiety.   Not  so much anxiety, but a rather

gloomy foreboding of what was to happen the next day.

    Another balloon  exploded. The  air pushed  softly at  the panes,  the

spiky twigs quivered and scratched against the window frame.

    The kitchen door creaked and opened a crack making a yellow stripe  of

light on the floor. Yasha could hear his mother grumbling and cursing  the

dynamiters. Then Sanka gave a snuffle in his sleep.

    Yasha slipped off the  bed and walked barefoot  into the kitchen.   By

the door  he found  his father's  galoshes, stuck  his feet  into them and

went out into the passage, the soles flapping angrily against the floor.

    "Out without  any clothes  on again,  you horror!"  his mother  called

after him. Yasha slammed the door behind him without saying anything.

    What difference did  it make whether  he had warm  clothes on or  not.

Nothing  would  happen  to  him.   As  a  matter  of fact he wouldn't mind

catching a  really bad  cold just  to spite  her, even  dying. It would be

just the right moment.  But  he wouldn't catch cold, and he  wouldn't die,

no such luck: with him things always turned out wrong.

    Yasha sighed, shivered and stepped out onto the porch for a breath  of

fresh air.

    The evening air was on the  chilly side. It smelt of melting  snow and

frozen earth. There was also the  smell of damp pine bark coming  from the

stack of firewood. Pieces of bark like that were just what you needed  for

making boats and yachts.  If  you found a good-sized piece you  could even

carve  a  big  ship,  that  would  float  in  the  large  spring  puddles.

Spring.... Only as things were turning out there was no time for boats.

    All the same he surveyed the puddle which came right up to the  porch.

It was covered with  a needly film of  ice. The tub under  the water-drain

was also covered with a crust of  ice.  The lower lip of the  curved drain

had grown a beard  of icicles. It seems  as though the owner  of the beard

had glanced  into the  tub, failed  to see  his reflection  in the  frozen

water and opened his mouth wide in astonishment. The thought was so  funny

that Yasha gave a slight smile.  But then he noticed something else,  even

more interesting: tiny red sparks were glittering on the crystals of  ice.

They were  so small  not everybody  would have  noticed them,  but Yasha's

sharp eye caught  these specks of  light and he  wondered where they  came

from. He looked  up.  Flashing  its signal lamps,  a jet-plane was  flying

silently overhead. Then, swelling, came its heavy roar. And as  gradually,

reluctantly, it died away in the distance.

    Yasha's gaze  slid from  the airplane  down towards  the horizon.  The

nearer the  earth the  brighter the  sky.   It changed  from dark  blue to

lilac, then went greenish and right above the roofs the pale-yellow  gleam

of the  sunset was  still to  be seen.   Where the  yellow merged with the

green, the barely visible  crescent of the moon  was suspended, thin as  a

silver  thread.   Pussy  willows  and  rowans  stretched out their fingers

towards  it  from  behind  dark  fences,  as  if  ready  to catch it if it

dropped. But how could it drop, so light, and so transparent?

    The roofs  of the  near-by houses,  with their  chimneys, aerials  and

bird-boxes stood out sharply against  the fading sunset. They were  almost

all the same height, except  one new four-storeyed house, tall  and stark,

which towered above them like a stern cruiser above a disorderly crowd  of

scows and tugs.

    That  was  the  house  that  Ilka  had  moved  into  recently, and the

children had started calling the four-storey hulk Ilka's house. Of  course

there were  hundred other  flats in  the house,  and Ilka  and his  mother

occupied only  a small  one on  the ground  floor. All  the same  - it was

"Ilka's house".

    Yasha was  shivering, but  he didn't  leave the  porch. White he stood

there,  looking  at  the  houses  and  the  sky,  his  anxiety  over   the

storm-cloud lying in wait for him the next day almost subsided.

    "Maybe it'll all  work out somehow,"  he thought. At  any rate he  did

not feel like dying any more.

    One  after  another  three  booms  echoed  through  the evening air. A

glassy stem dropped from the eaves  and shattered at Yasha's feet. It  was

a  big  icicle.  Like  a  flash  of  a dark lightning, Styopka, their cat,

dashed out from under the porch frightened out of his wits.

    Then came a fourth boom.

    It was a  secret salute to  the spring. Secret  because there were  no

displays of fireworks,  no flares and  only booms reverberating  along the

streets.

    The ice-blasters were dynamiting the ice on the river near the  wooden

bridge to  forestall the  imminent break-up  of the  ice, which threatened

the bridge.

    Morning is  wiser than  evening, they  say. That  means people  should

remember things better.   But that is not  always to the good.   Waking up

the  next  morning,  Yasha  remembered  everything  horribly  clearly  and

realised that there was no escape he could possible hope for.

    When you  feel really  down in  the dumps,  not even  the sunshine can

cheer you  up. Yasha  trudged along  to school  blinking in  the sun  that

seemed  poisonous-yellow  and  repellent;  the  puddles slashed out at his

eyes with  their razor-sharp  glitter and  smelled of  petrol. Every  drop

falling from the leaves seemed bent  on getting down his collar. And  they

pattered on the asphalt just like Galina Nikolayevna's heels as she  paced

the class-room, saying:

    "One thing I cannot understand, Vorobyov, is what you can be  thinking

about when you're solving a problem.   It's such a simple one!  How  can I

give you a pass-mark when it's such a terrible jumble? You just tell me!"

    He cannot tell her. He stands, scratching at the floorboards with  his

heel, looking down and  to one side. Surely  she can't expect him  to tell

her what  kind of  thoughts go  through his  head when  he's working  on a

problem.  Actually, he  doesn't remember himself.   All kinds.  A  thought

cannot be grabbed by the tail like Styopka the cat.

    The last time he was thinking about a desert for some reason.  It  was

spread out under  the setting sun,  and across it,  over the orange  sand,

walked a caravan of  black camels.  The  problem had been about  crates of

apples.

    He wished the worms would eat those apples. All the others solved  the

problem in four stages, but he, for some reason, had only three.  All  the

others had an answer of  28 crates and he made  it forty.  The same  thing

happened when it came to  straightforward sums. He'd only solved  one, the

tiniest one, like  all the others.   How could he  possibly hope to  get a

pass-mark?

    Not that a bad  mark, two, was anything  new to Yasha. But  there were

various kinds  of twos.   There were  some you  got and  could forget  all

about straightaway.   But the  one he  was sure  to get  today was  really

fatal. Today was  Saturday.  That  meant that from  the teacher's file  it

would be transferred  straightaway into his  record book. At  home, Mother

would  demand  to  be  shown  the  record  book. Well, that would probably

involve not much more  than a bit of  scolding. But in the  evening.... At

six there was going to be a  parents' meeting at the school.  The  teacher

had already noted  it in his  record book.   At that meeting  Mother would

hear everything. About  the pigeon Tolka  Sentsov and he  had been feeding

in  their  desk,  and  about  the  balloon  which burst in the middle of a

lesson. And the  most important and  fatal thing she  would be told  would

be: "Comrade Vorobyova, you know he  had a bad mark in mathematics  in the

first quarter, and if he gets another  for the fourth, what are we to  do?

That test was sent us by the town education board...."

    Mother  would  come  home  breathing  heavily  as  though she had been

running all the  way. She would  throw down her  heavy shopping bag  which

she carried  with her  wherever she  went, even  when it wasn't necessary.

She would grab Yasha by the scruff  of his neck without so much as  a word

and drag him all  round the house till  she found Father's old  strap or a

piece of clothesline to thrash him with.

    He did  not mind  the thrashing  part of  it so  much. What was really

terrible was that  there would be  no hope of  getting that ruble  she had

promised him any more. There would go the stamps....

    Yasha gave a vicious kick at  an empty match-box. The soaked box  went

sailing through the  air and struck  an old woman  in the back.  The woman

turned  round  and  shouted  something  about hooligans and loafers. Yasha

made a silent detour round her.

    On such a rotten day everything  went wrong. Arithmetic was to be  the

first lesson,  but Galina  Nikolayevna had  shifted it  to the  end of the

morning and  put reading  first instead.  Yasha had  thought he would know

the worst straightaway, and  now he had to  sit out four lessons  sweating

and wondering.

    So he sat and sweated. All through reading, writing and handiwork.  It

was a good thing he was not asked to answer once during those lessons,  or

that would have meant another bad mark.

    Actually, there  was nothing  to wait  for. Everything  was clear from

the start. Still a  faint hope was lurking  in Yasha's heart. Just  a tiny

speck  of  hope.  After  all,  miracles  did happen sometimes. Couldn't it

happen, once in a lifetime, just this once that all the others had  solved

the problem wrong and he, Yasha, had been the only one to get it right.

    No, it couldn't.

    What a palaver.  So much unpleasantness over one mark.  Would it  cost

Galina Nikolayevna so  much to make  a round loop  of a three  out of that

horrid twisted tail of  a two?  Only  a split second with  the red pencil.

Then he wouldn't have a worry in the world.

    Most important  of all,  he'd have  got his  stamps. They were dancing

before his eyes all the time  - blue, yellow, pink and grass-green.   With

giraffes, lions and rhinos.   Elephants, too.  As  brightly coloured as  a

fairy-tale, stamps from the kingdom of Burundi.

    The whole set cost  only two rubles twenty  kopecks. He had one  ruble

and two ten-kopeck pieces,  but what was the  good of them now?  One stamp

was so fine he could cry over losing  it. It was huge and blue and had  an

orange tiger on it.

    If it  had only  been some  other country,  but these  had to  be from

Africa!

    Africa....

    Yasha sighed bitterly  and fidgeted in  his seat. The  canvas strap of

his satchel slipped out of his desk  onto his lap. Yasha spread it out  on

his palm and looked at it. Then, instead of copying down his homework,  he

began to write the word "Africa" on the strap. He did it with great  care,

in block letters, putting all his longing and bitterness into the task.

    ...The first three lessons were  over at last. Long and  tedious, they

were  finally  over  and  then  the  last  break  was  over,  too.  Galina

Nikolayevna brought in a pile of exercise books.

    At first she gave out the books with fives. The owners came up to  her

desk unsmiling, with  tense faces. They  were trying to  show that a  five

did not mean all that much  to them. Only fat little Kadochkin's  face was

as radiant as the  African sun. All his  life he had been  getting nothing

but  fives  and  rejoiced  in  every  one  like  a first-former. Well, why

shouldn't he? Yasha would have rejoiced too, if ever....

    Then came the  copy-books of those  who got four.  These included more

than half the class, for the test  had not been a difficult one. Only  six

people got three. But Yasha was not among those either.

    Three  of  four   exercise  books  remained   on  the  desk.    Galina

Nikolayevna gave her usual sigh and started up:

    "These are the disappointing test-papers.... Klepikov, for a start.  I

hoped all those extra lessons would have helped, but he ... oh well,  come

and fetch your exercise book, Klepikov.  This isn't a solution at all  but

a hodge-podge of mistakes and blots."

    Big  clumsy  Klepikov  who  had  been  kept  down  for  a second year,

collected  his  hodge-podge  imperturbably  and  went  back  to his place,

slapping his  copy-book against  his knee.  Yasha looked  at him  with sad

envy.  Klepikov  always  took  his  twos   in  a  spirit  of  cool   proud

indifference. Yasha could never muster up such bravado.

    The second  two went  to Tanya  Sapozhkova. She  returned to her place

and settled down to a good cry.

    "Anton Kalinov has presented us with another two," Galina  Nikolayevna

informed them.  Her beautiful  face became  quite sad.  "I did  not expect

such a surprise."

    "Neither did I," remarked Anton cheekily.  He received twos and  fives

with equal facility, taking all his marks in his stride.

    Yasha's exercise book was  now the only one  left on the desk.  It was

lying on the  very edge. A  blue one, with  a small ink-blot  in the upper

corner.

    Why was Galina  Nikolayevna silent? Could  it be worse  than a two?  A

one, most likely. But what difference did it make now anyway?

    Galina Nikolayevna resumed in a slow voice:

    "That leaves Vorobyov. Would you be good enough, Vorobyov, to tell  us

what you think about when you're solving a problem?" She opened the  book.

"This is monstrous."

    Yasha stood  up, although  he probably  could have  saved himself  the

bother. He knew very well how silly  he must look at that moment -  small,

hunched, sharp-nosed, his  scraggy neck sticking  out of his  collar.  But

what could he do? He was no Klepikov....

    "It's simply monstrous," Galina Nikolayevna repeated. "You divide  one

hundred  and  sixteen  by  two  and  get  eighty. How can you ever hope to

arrive at the right answer? Even  in the second form they don't  make such

stupid mistakes...."

    Nor they did. Yasha didn't always  make them either.  For instance  he

had  calculated  quite  accurately  that  the  stamps  from the kingdom of

Burundi must  cost twenty  kopecks apiece  since there  were eleven in the

set costing two rubles  twenty.  Only they  did not sell them  separately,

otherwise he would have bought at least the most beautiful ones. He  would

have made a beeline for the blue one, with the tiger.

    "I don't  know what  to do  with you,  Vorobyov.... Its  such a  pity,

because your solution of the problem is very interesting and simpler  than

the one  the others  came up  with. You  do it  in three stages instead of

their  four.  But  your  devision  and  multiplication  are  worse  than a

first-former's...." Yasha  could see  the jolly  orange tiger  on the blue

stamp as distinctly as though it were alive before him. "Save me,  tiger,"

Yasha whispered to  him. His eyes  began to sting  from self-pity, because

there was nobody else that could help him.

    "It's  such  a  shame,"  Galina  Nikolayevna  said sadly. "Such a neat

solution.  But  what  kind  of  a  mark  can I give you, with these horrid

mistakes? Take your book,  Vorobyov. I have given  you a three after  all.

Three minus."

    How the sunshine bust through the windows all at once!

    In  March  the  weather  is  fickle.  Five  minutes ago there had been

glorious  sunshine,  then  suddenly,  from  beyond  the river, dark clouds

moved  up.  They  were  so  untidily  tattered that the puddles refused to

reflect them and went  into a ripply huff.  A gray, heavy wind  burst upon

the  town  and  began  swinging  the  squeaking gates of the older houses.

Afterwards a shower came tumbling  down. Strictly speaking, not a  shower,

but a dash of fleeting spray.

    The  passers-by  grumbled,  as  they  pulled  their hats down low over

their eyes and buried their damp noses in their turned-up collars.

    But Yasha did not  grumble. He didn't turn  up his collar or  push his

chilly hands  into his  pockets. Everything  depends on  a man's mood. One

could  call  this  weather  a  nasty  sleety  shower,  or  refer  to it in

scientific terms as  a cyclone from  the south-west bringing  storm-clouds

and  occasional  showers.   These  words  lent  the  droning of the wind a

joyous, festive ring  and made the  occasional gleams of  sunlight through

the clouds seem like rockets at a fireworks display.

    Thinking  about  fireworks  reminded  Yasha  of  yesterday's booms. He

decided to  go down  to the  bridge and  see if  the dynamiters had done a

good job  of ice-blasting  and if  the old  bridge was  now quite safe. He

lingered a moment on the corner of Pervomaiskaya and Parokhodnaya  Streets

wondering whether it would not be better first to run home and secure  the

promised ruble and then dash off to buy the stamps. Then he realised  that

Mother would  start grumbling  and make  him eat  his dinner  first and he

wouldn't  make  it  to  the  shop  before  the lunch-hour anyway. So Yasha

turned towards  the river  and strode  off to  meet the  storm-clouds  and

occasional showers.

    He  legged  it  cheerfully  and  boldly.   There was no unpleasantness

ahead. They hadn't even been given any homework because it was Saturday.

    There was a long, long Sunday ahead. And the orange tiger on the  blue

stamp from the kingdom of Burundi was waiting for him.

    The street ran down to the  steep bank of the river where  it branched

into paths  leading to  separate cottages.  They shrank  back timidly from

the edge  of the  cliff and  only one  clay-hut nestled  fearlessly on the

very edge.

    Below,  the  black  water  slowly  wound  its  way  round  the  porous

ice-floes.  To  the right, by  the bridge, the  floes would bang  into the

iron  spikes  of  the  starlings  protecting  the piers, break up and sail

ponderously  on  between  the  wooden  piles.   Tip-up lorries were moving

across the bridge  and it groaned  resignedly as its  planks sagged. Yasha

was sorry for the poor bridge. At the time it was built such huge  lorries

had probably not even been thought of.

    Yasha didn't  go down  to the  water but  walked along the cliff-edge.

The wind, as  if anxious to  look after him,  pushed him gently  away from

the cliff-edge, but Yasha  did not heed the  wind. He whistled, swung  his

satchel to and  fro and kicked  lumps of wet  snow and clay  down into the

water.

    He went on  till he reached  Monk's Cape, where  the high bank  jutted

out sharply at  a bend in  the river.   At one time  a large monastery had

stood there, but  later on it  had begun to  slip down and  had had to  be

blown  up.  But  the  cape  had  got  its  name not from the monastery but

because  long  ago,  before  the  Revolution,  the cargo boat Monk had run

aground and sunk there.

    It  was  quite  easy  for  such  a  thing  to  happen  at  that point,

especially during the spring floods. Along all the rest of the river  just

below the  steep bank  ran a  level strip  of sand,  but here  the granite

bedrock protruded through the clay. The Cape cut into the water like  some

bastion of river defences  - all that was  lacking was a gun  battery. The

ice-floes were  bumping against  the wall  of granite  one after the other

and then retreated convinced beyond all doubt of how hard its was.

    Yasha  grew  tired  of  watching  the  circling  ice-floes. His glance

travelled upwards along the granite ribs.   Dry stalks stuck out here  and

there from the stony crevices and were being tugged at by the wind.

    A low  mound remained  where the  monastery had  once stood.  Its edge

overhung the cliff like the narrow peak of a cap, shaggy with last  year's

grass and  the protruding  tree-roots. It  looked as  though the  Cape had

knit its brows in a frown.

    At  last,  the  clouds  gave  in  before  the onslaught of the sun and

dispersed in one place. A wide sheaf of sunrays burst forth. The slope  of

the  mound  facing  the  river  glittered  so dazzlingly bright that Yasha

screwed  up  his  eyes.  He  did  not  at  once  notice two little figures

crawling against that whiteness, quite near the top.

    When he realised they were there he was struck dumb.

    At first he  simply wondered what  they could be  doing there at  all.

Then fear gripped him.  They were much too near the edge. Even from  where

he was it was obvious how slippery the slope was, basking in the  slanting

sun-rays and the warm wind.  What idiots! Probably first-formers ...  with

about as much brains as chickens.

    His soles slipping about  as he went, Yasha  ran up to the  top of the

hill intending to shout  from there: "Hey you,  tiddlers! Come on up  this

minute! Or do you want to do yourselves in?"

    But he never said all that, because  one of the boys, the one who  was

holding on a little higher up, raised his head and called:

    "Hey, help us get up or we shall go tumbling down into the river!"

    "You're so  right," thought  Yasha who  suddenly felt  glad it was not

him  clawing  at  the  slippery  ice  on  the  peak. It was a mean kind of

gladness, as  he understood  only too  well. But  after all  it wasn't his

fault that those two brainless kittens had got themselves stuck there!

    "You look very comfy down there!" he said maliciously. "What on  earth

were you looking for?"

    The one who  had asked for  help, a skinny  youngster in a  short grey

coat and  peaked cap  of the  same material  that had  worked askew,  gave

Yasha a slow and  resentful stare.  Then  he shrugged his shoulders.  Sure

enough, this was not the time for teasing.  The other little boy, who  was

wearing a  blue knitted  cap sporting  a pompon,  said: "If  only we had a

rope...."

    Yasha's  smug  self-satisfaction  evaporated.  The  situation was both

horrific and ridiculous at the same time. He couldn't go away now -  these

rascals could very well  go crashing down from  the cliff-top. It was  the

height of a three-storey house,  and below was icy-cold water  or floating

ice-floes. Hard to say which was worse.  If only he had a rope. But  where

could he get one? He could run  over to one of the near-by houses,  but he

was  afraid  he  might  come  back  only  to find the two boys had already

fallen down into the river.

    Yasha asked cautiously:

    "Have you got a good hold?"

    "We're holding on, but the  snow seems to be slipping  down," answered

the boy in the blue cap.

    Dash it,  that was  the one  thing they  needed to  make things really

tricky. As though they weren't bad enough already!

    The boys  were behaving  very sensibly.  Yasha even  envied them their

courage. It was dangerous to move,  and both boys were clinging on  almost

motionless. They were waiting for Yasha  to devise a way of helping  them.

The one wearing the  blue cap with the  pompon was perched stock-still  on

all fours. He was clinging to an  ice ledge, and even from where he  stood

Yasha could see  how red and  stiff his fingers  were. The second  one was

stretched out on his back and  holding on by digging his heels  and elbows

into the frozen snow. He was not  looking at Yasha any more, for he  would

have had to twist his head to do so. Instead he was looking at the  ragged

clouds. The little peaked cap  had ridden right back revealing  fair curly

hair and the wind was ruffling the tousled curls. A sick feeling began  to

rise  in  Yasha's  stomach,  an  oppressive  fear  that  robbed him of his

strength.

    He wouldn't have been  so afraid if he  had not known exactly  what he

had to do. But it was as clear  as daylight.  He could see a narrow  ridge

of clay stretching obliquely  across the slope, sticking out from  beneath

the ice. The end of the ridge was quite near the boys. If he held out  his

satchel to them from there....

    But what if  the clay gave  way under his  boots? The ridge  was quite

narrow and might well crumble underfoot....

    Yasha slipped his satchel  off his shoulder and  took hold of it  with

his left hand. With  a deep sigh he  let out the air  through his clenched

teeth and slithered down the icy crust to the clay ridge.

    Fear gripped him  every inch of  the way, but  nevertheless he reached

the edge of  the reddish ridge  fairly quickly and  found himself directly

above the boy in  the peaked cap. He  squatted down cautiously and  pushed

his satchel  over to  him across  the snow.   It all  proved quite simple.

The boy grabbed hold  of the strap, turned  over on his stomach,  made his

way nimbly up and a second later was standing beside Yasha.

    "Get on up  to the top.  And be careful,  mind you!" Yasha  rapped out

sternly.

    "What about Valerka?" asked the boy.

    "You go on up! We'll get along without you!" Yasha shouted at him.

    He was  no longer  afraid.   All his  life people  had been giving him

orders, but now  HE was giving  orders and was  obeyed. Just let  them try

and disobey!

    "Off you go!" he repeated. Looking at the gray coat all smearing  with

clay he added: "Aren't you in a fine mess? You'll get it in the neck  back

home, my lad!"

    "You bet," the boy agreed with a sigh, and, glancing around every  now

and then as he went, started making his way to the top.

    It was  not so  easy with  Valerka. The  strap did  not reach  him, no

matter what they  tried. Then Yasha  remembered his knife.  With its rusty

blade he started cutting through the strap at the point where it was  sewn

on to the satchel. It was tough  going with such a dull blade, and  he was

casting worried glances at Valerka all the time - was he holding on?  Yes,

he was.

    At last he'd cut right down the strap. It was now twice as long.

    "Catch!"

    Valerka seized hold of the bag, and lay flat out across the snow.

    "Hey, what are you waiting for?" Yasha cried in a fright.

    "Just  a  moment.  I'm  getting  my  breath back," said Valerka with a

guilty smile.

    "It'll take him some time to  get his breath back," thought Yasha  and

commanded, "Push with you legs, while I pull!"

    Valerka obediently dug in his toes and pushed.

    Leaning back, Yasha  pulled at the  strap. The softened  clay made his

feet slip. He shifted them to get a better foothold and pulled again.

    Well, that was it. Valerka was  up alongside him, no more than  a step

away,  already  on  his  feet,  happy  that  he  was  safety  out.  He was

round-faced  and  dark-eyed,  a  little  like  Ilka,  only  a bit younger.

"Whew!" he said with a smile.   He turned and suddenly swayed on the  clay

ridge, losing his balance.

    "Steady there!"  Yasha jerked  out an  arm and  held him  back. But he

lost his own  balance with the  sharp movement and  slithered down to  the

very place where Valerka had been hanging on but a moment earlier.

    He didn't  even have  time to  feel frightened,  only all  his muscles

froze for a moment, as from pain.

    Nothing particularly terrible had happened.  His new heels with  their

sharp edges proved an excellent brake.   Yasha came to a halt a good  yard

from the cliff-edge. He had a  fairly firm foothold and even the  wind was

helping him hold fast. He was no longer frightened at all.

    He  turned  his  head  carefully  up  towards  the  boys.  Valerka was

hurriedly and clumsily winding the strap of the satchel round his hand.

    "I'll pull you up in a moment."

    He'd pull him up - what a laugh! He could scarcely stand himself!  His

hands  were  as  red  as  a  lobster  and  frozen stiff. His trousers were

soaking  wet  round  the  knees  and  Yasha  could  distinctly  hear water

squelching in his boots.

    "You go on to the top! Run off home, both of you! Get your mothers  to

hang you over the stove to dry you off!"

    "What about  you?" the  curly-headed boy  asked from  above.

    "What are you going to do?" echoed Valerka.

    "What will I do? You don't think I shall scratch around like you  did,

do you?" Cutting steps in the melting ice with his sharp heels Yasha  made

several small steps upward. "See? Not like you tortoises!"

    "But how will you go on?" demanded Valerka.

    To get  any further,  Yasha would  have to  go down  on all  fours and

reach out  for a  dry stalk  sticking stiffly  up out  of the snow. But he

wouldn't  demean  himself  by  crawling  on  all  fours  in front of these

tiddlers.

    "You get off home, d'you hear?"

    "But are you sure you'll get up alright?"

    "What d'you think? You don't expect me to jump down, do you?"

    Yasha squatted  down cautiously,  as if  he were  going to  tie up his

bootlace and called casually over the shoulder:

    "Leave the satchel at the top...."

    These calm  words and  the casual  coolness of  the elder boy's manner

reassured the younger children. They  lingered a while, but Yasha  went on

sitting there on his haunches  pretending he was admiring the  view across

the river. He  was sitting there  because he felt  like it -  and that was

all there was to it.

    The little boys went away.

    Then Yasha stretched his hand out towards the stalk.

    It was so  strong to look  at, but it  cracked and broke  into dust at

his grasp. Yasha plopped down onto his stomach, in an effort to break  the

sliding movement. He pressed his fingers,  the toes of his boots and  even

his chin  into the  icy crust,  but still  he went  on slipping nearer and

nearer to the  terrifying edge. Oppressive  fear enveloped him  again. But

there  was  something  stronger  than  fear  in  him.  He could still have

yelled: "Valerka, help!" and they would have heard him.

    But he didn't. He  went on stubbornly digging  his nails into the  ice

instead.

    He  managed  to  check  his  downward  movement,  but only for a brief

moment.   With every  movement, every  breath even,  Yasha slid nearer the

precipice. Slowly, inch by inch.

    After  what  seemed  a  long  time,  the  sun broke through only to be

followed by  another wave  of clouds  that cast  their shadows  across the

bank and Yasha.

    He began to cry.

    He sobbed  and, pressing  his chin  into the  crumbling ice, looked up

the  slope  towards  the  hill-top.  The  tattered clouds were flying away

beyond  the  mound.  The  place  was  deserted, and Yasha knew that nobody

would come to  his rescue. Unless  another couple of  silly boys like  the

first two should wander by.

    From beyond the mound the top of a telegraph pole with its  cross-bars

was visible. The round white bobbins sat on the cross-bars in pairs,  like

obedient fledglings. From  those cross-bars Yasha  could tell that  he was

sliding nearer and nearer the edge.   First one disappeared over the  top,

then another, and soon the third was already touching the ground.

    Yasha realised that when the  pole disappeared from view it  would all

be over.

    At that  moment he  remembered his  knife again.  That rusty old blade

which was blunt but fairly long.  The knife was in his coat  pocket. Yasha

had put it there  after sawing through the  strap. He had not  even closed

it. The main thing now was somehow to get a hand into that pocket.

    Yasha stopped crying.  Slowly, smoothly, he  raised his right  hand to

feel for his pocket.  His coat had got twisted at the side and the  pocket

was bulging out, wide open, as though anxious to help its owner.

    Yasha  felt  the  smooth  steel  handle.   "Ah,  good  old  knife!" he

murmured. He  pulled the  hand with  the knife  out and  raised it slowly.

This movement  cost him  another couple  of inches,  but he  was no longer

afraid.   With all  his strength,  with all  his despair,  Yasha drove the

knife into the hated ice.

    The blade slid  through, right up  to the hilt,  and there was  even a

hollow made by his fist.

    That was that.  The knife stuck  fast.  Yasha could now rest a  moment

and then  carefully pull  his legs  up.   Then he  would draw  the rest of

himself up.  In this way,  hacking handholds with his knife, he  could get

back to the haven of the clay  ridge. There were only some three yards  to

go.

    Yasha remembered all  the joyous events  of that day:  the lucky three

for the test,  no homework set,  the stamps that  were practically his....

And how beautifully he had saved those tiddlers!

    Yasha  smiled  through  his  undried  tears  and  glanced  up  at  the

telegraph pole behind the mound. The cross-bar with the  bobbin-fledglings

had disappeared over the top. The tip of the pole was getting shorter  and

shorter. He was not slipping any more, but the pole was disappearing  from

sight!

    Hidden little  rivulets had  trickled down  beneath the  crust of  the

packed snow making it work loose. The mass, with Yasha lying on top of  it

was sliding  towards the  edge. Faster  and faster.  And finally, breaking

off, it went plunging into the river below.

    "I can't die just like that," was Yasha's last thought.

                               Chapter Two

    In the end of May a heat wave hit the town. It was fairly cool in  the

mornings, but  towards noon  it became  as hot  as in  July. The sun would

beat against the  windows and heat  the desks so  that the paint  stuck to

your palms. Ilka barely kept alive  till the end of the fourth  lesson and

then made his way home blinded by the sun and deaf with the heat.

    The hard collar of his school uniform rubbed his neck mercilessly.  He

could have  taken the  jacket off,  but that  meant first  taking off  his

satchel.   Besides, his  trousers were  suspended from  broad silk  straps

which Ilka hated and  had no intention of  showing to anybody. He  trudged

along cursing  with all  his might  whoever had  thought up  such a stupid

school uniform. The warm thick cloth smelt like a blanket. Ilka had  hated

that smell  ever since  his kindergarten  days when  all the children were

made to go to bed for an after-dinner rest.

    At home at last, Ilka dropped the satchel on the floor, struggled  out

of his  scorching uniform  as if  it were  a spacesuit  and dived into the

wardrobe in search  of some normal  clothes. He had  grown out of  his old

shorts and shirts, but his mother had taken care to buy him summer  things

in March. Mummy was really a brick. Three minutes later Ilka was  admiring

himself in the mirror  in shorts with slanting  pockets and a thin  yellow

shirt. He  drew a  squeaky new  strap through  the loops  on the waistband

with a sense of  happy pride.  He  felt as though he  had grown a pair  of

wings.

    He swung  round on  a heel  and decided  that he  did not  feel at all

hungry  but  would  like  to  take  a  good  run.  He  dashed out into the

corridor, banged the door shut and a second later was out in the street.

    This was  living! The  wind whistled  through his  legs as  he ran and

burrowed under  his shirt  with soft  shaggy paws.  And the  jolly sun was

holding him cupped in its warm palms.

    That was  how summer  really begins.   Not with  the first  day of the

holidays, but  with the  wind beating  in your  face, with  speed and  the

sun....

    At full speed  Ilka turned into  broad Pine Close.  It was a  dead end

and no cars used it. But the place was far from quiet for it made do as  a

football field.

    Some seven or eight boys were chasing a ball.

    "Who'll take me?" Ilka shouted as he ran.

    "Join us!" both teams responded.

    They were now accepting Ilka in all games, not like last year. It  had

happened without him  noticing it. Last  year they might  have said, "Wait

till you're asked," but now Ilka  was quite sure nobody would say  it. Had

he perhaps proved himself  by getting down the  cliff beyond the wharf  on

his shortened skis? They  had all been shuffling  about at the top  and he

just  came  up  to  the  edge  and  took  the plunge, casually tossing the

strange phrase  over his  shoulder: "Cowards  in plenty  were born by this

planet...." They'd never found  his left ski in  the snow. Or had  it been

his fight with  that bully of  a fifth-former when  he held his  own until

Gena, Shurik  and Anton  came to  the rescue?  Or had  it simply  happened

because nine was so much older than eight?

    When you play  football time flies  as fast as  the ball after  a hard

kick. Football experts said watching Ilka that his technique left much  to

be desired, but nobody could equal his spurts of speed. Four hours  passed

like four minutes. Ilka  did not even take  one breather and only  stopped

when Timka Savelev, nicknamed the Pole on account of his height, gave  him

a kick in the knee.   Ilka was so mad he  threw himself at Timka, only  to

sink into the  dust the next  moment, tears welling  up into his  eyes, so

weak did he feel from the pain.

    "You walking maypole," he growled, swallowing salty tears.

    Timka stood  over him,  his arms  hanging by  his sided, and explained

for the tenth time that he hadn't meant to.

    "Keep your  hooves to  yourself," Ilka  said and  began rubbing a huge

blue bruise which was coming up under his knee.

    The boys stood  around in sympathetic  silence. Timka didn't  like the

silence and switched the offensive:

    "Cry-bay!  Why  don't  you  go  to  dancing lessons instead of playing

football?"

    That was a  nasty hint. During  the winter Ilka  had actually been  to

some dancing lessons for a while but had been thrown out for an excess  of

ardour and lack of attention. "Too wild," the scraggy gray-haired  teacher

had told Ilka's mother.

    The hint viled Ilka all the more.

    "With those hoofs  of yours you  should volunteer to  drive in piles,"

he retorted and, getting up, limped his way home.

    Mummy was home. She gave Ilka a searching look, noticed the bruise  at

once and congratulated  him on his  "fist kiss of  the summer". Ilka  said

nothing in reply and just plumped himself down on a chair.

    "Dashing about like a  mad thing," his mother  went on, "and it  never

occurs to you  that I might  be worried. Must  you always come  home after

me?"

    "I forgot the key anyway," Ilka answered listlessly.

    "The usual story."

    Ilka wondered  whether it  was worth  explaining that  it hadn't  been

"the usual  story" but  that he  had left  the key  in the  pocket of  his

school trousers.  But he  said nothing.  He didn't  feel like  talking for

some reason.

    "Hadn't had  a morsel  in your  mouth since  morning," his mother went

on. "Look at yourself - you're as thin as a rake!"

    Ilka declined the proposal to look at himself and instead  volunteered

the information that there was a fat boy by the name of Malakhov in  their

class and he was called the Melon.

    "Well, YOU are in no danger of getting fat," his mother said and  went

into the kitchen to warm up some rissoles.

    The very thought  of rissoles was  hateful to Ilka.  He was not  a bit

hungry. What he  would have liked  was a drink  of water. But  Mummy would

make him drink boiled water.

    The rissoles gave off a  sickening smell and started crackling  in the

pan. Ilka actually started to feel sick.

    But luck was with him. At that moment Uncle Volodya, Mother's  friend,

dropped in.

    Uncle  Volodya  had  a  handsome  lean  face  and  a  musketeer  style

moustache.  He always wore  smart clothes too: brightly coloured  sweaters

and beautifully pressed trousers.   But today he was  wearing boots and  a

windcheater.

    "My  God,  Volodya!"  Mother  said  in  surprise.  "Are  you off on an

expedition again?"

    "Not  OFF  ON  an  expedition  but  BACK from an expedition!" answered

Uncle Volodya. He took off a  rucksack and dropped it onto the  floor with

a beautifully casual gesture.

    "But you were here only the other day!"

    "It's the twentieth century. The speeds...."

    "Come  on  in.  Why  don't  you   say  hello,  Ilka?  Take  off   that

windcheater."

    "I jumped off  the bus to  drop in here  for a moment,"  Uncle Volodya

explained. "I so wanted to show you something I'd bagged, Tamarochka.  May

I?"

    "Of course," Mummy said with a smile.

    With an intriguing  air, Uncle Volodya  carried his rucksack  into the

middle  of  the  room  and  shook   the  contents  out  onto  the   yellow

floor-boards.   Ilka  stretched  out  his  neck  to take a look. Something

strange and large, glowing with  tender pink down and aflame  with crimson

feathers, slowly emerged  from the rucksack  and finally fell  out and hit

the floor with a thud. Ilka saw long legs, also pink, with hooked claws.

    A remarkable bird lay  before Ilka.  It  had the long neck  of a swan,

but did not look at  all like a swan. Its  plumage was shot with all  hues

of the dawn. And the crimson winds were edged with black.

    But it was a dead bird.

    "My God, what is it?" Mummy said stepping round the bird.

    "You'll never  believe it,  Tamarochka. Such  a rare  creature. It's a

real flamingo....  What southern wind could have blown it to our parts,  I

wonder?"

    "You don't say," Mummy gasped.

    Uncle Volodya hung  the empty rucksack  over the back  of Ilka's chair

and  stepped  aside  with  an  air  of  modest triumph, so that they could

admire his trophy.

    Ilka crawled off his chair and  knelt before the bird. He stroked  its

neck with  a finger.   A silky  feathers were  springy. Accidentally  Ilka

touched the beak with  his knee and shuddered  - the beak was  very smooth

and very cold. Ilka backed away.

    Meantime Uncle Volodya was recounting happily:

    "It's  a  pure  piece  of  luck,  really.   Our car had stopped - some

trouble with the  engine, we had  such an incredible  fool for a  driver -

and I got  out to stretch  my legs. Suddenly  I saw him  flying overhead -

very high.  I thought it was a  crane.  I never hoped to hit it.  I rushed

into the car,  grabbed my gun  and - bang!  And then I  saw it drop. Right

onto the road.  I could not believe my eyes when I saw what it was."

    The flamingo's eyes were covered with a film.

    "Do they eat cranes?" Ilka asked.

    "Of course, they don't."

    "Then why did you shoot at it?"

    "Ilka..." Mummy said reproachfully.

    Uncle Volodya smiled with an effort.

    "Oh,  it's  quite  a  fair  question.  Of  course,  if  you look at it

logically, I  shouldn't really  have fired.  But a  hunter is  apt to  get

excited."

    "Very stupid," Ilka retorted absent-mindedly.

    "Ilka!" Mummy said  in a grim  voice. "What are  you saying? Apologise

this very minute!"

    Ilka straightened up.

    "Oh, excuse me, please," he said. "I didn't mean to say it outloud,  I

thought I was only thinking it."

    "Terrible boy," Mummy said feeling somewhat relieved.

    "Come, come, you needn't scold him," Uncle Volodya stood up for  Ilka.

"After all it's not the form  but the content that matters. Perhaps  it IS

stupid. But don't you shoot sparrows from a catapult?"

    "He doesn't," Mummy assured Uncle Volodya hurriedly.

    Ilka gave the flamingo another look.

    "But this is not a sparrow. A bloody big difference."

    "Ilka  I'll  send  you  out  into  the  kitchen  if  you  don't behave

yourself!" Mummy threatened, and she would  have sent him out too, if  not

for her  firm belief  that out  in the  kitchen Ilka  would start drinking

cold water from the tap.

    Ilka subsided and bent  over the bird again.  He raised one wing.  The

feathers rustled drily.

    "Can I have one feather?"

    "But of course! Wait a minute, I'll pull one out for you."

    "Don't. I was joking."

    "Suit yourself then."

    Uncle Volodya began pushing his kill back into the rucksack.

    Mummy sighed.

    "Still, it is a pity to kill such a beautiful thing."

    "The  beauty  won't  be  wasted,"  Uncle  Volodya  replied cheerfully.

They'll stuff it, and it'll look wonderful."

    "Yes, of course," Mummy said.

    Uncle  Volodya  straightened  up  and  threw  the  rucksack  over  his

shoulder.

    "Well, I'll be going. Excuse the impromptu visit."

    "What's the hurry? Have a lunch with us!"

    "Thank you, but I  must push on home.  I haven't looked in  there yet,

you know...."

    Mummy saw her guest to the door and came back with a stony face.   She

did not even cast a glance in Ilka's direction.

    "Why must he lie?" Ilka said morosely.

    "What did he lie about?"

    "About jumping off the bus.  There was nothing in his rucksack  except

the bird. So he went hunting with an empty rucksack, I don't think!   He's

been home all right, and then came round here to show off."

    Mother opened her  mouth to say  something and then  stopped searching

for words.

    "Well ... perhaps. He probably didn't  feel it would be right to  come

without an excuse and  so thought up this  story.  It's like  him, really.

But you behaved horribly."

    "And why does he call you Tamarochka?"

    "Ilka, what nonsense are you talking?  It's just his way. He's an  old

friend of mine."

    "Ivan Sergeyevich never calls you Tamarochka or any such thing."

    "What has Ivan Sergeyevich to do with it? Volodya and I were  students

together. They all called me Tamarochka in those days."

    "I don't like him," said Ilka.

    Mummy cupped his face in her hands.

    "Neither  do  I,"  she  said  softly.  "But that's no reason for being

rude. Will you promise not to behave like that any more?"

    Ilka nodded reluctantly. But Mummy  did not take her hands  away. They

slid up to his forehead. And they were very cold.

    "Oh gosh, Ilka! Summer's beginning again."

    "So, much  the better,"  Ilka wanted  to say.  "Summer's much  nicer'n

winter." But for  some reason his  tongue was quite  dry, like a  block of

wood. Ilka gave a sigh and sank  down onto the sofa. He leant against  the

back and closed his eyes.  Mummy's fingers, like panicky little  soldiers,

started running down his shirt from one button to the next.

    Ilka was woken by the click  of Mummy's handbag clasp. That meant  she

was leaving  for work.  Usually they  left together,  but when Ilka didn't

have to go to school, that click woke him up.

    Ilka opened one eye.  Mummy was standing in  front of the mirror.  She

held the bag in her right hand,  and was hastily patting a strand of  hair

in place with the other.

    "So, you're awake? Good morning," she said without turning round.

    How did she always know whether Ilka was asleep or awake?

    "Not properly."

    "Come on  now, try  to wake  up properly.  Listen. Your  temperature's

normal - I tool  it. And it won't  go up if you  don't hop about the  room

too much."

    "I won't," Ilka said lazily.

    Not much chance of hopping, with his arms and legs feeling as limp  as

boiled potatoes. And there was a nasty scraping feeling in his throat.

    "Have breakfast by all means, d'you hear? Warm up the rissoles."

    "Oh God," Ilka thought.

    "And warm up the milk too.  I've boiled it, but it's gone  cool again.

Drink a mug of hot milk. And don't forget to take your pill."

    Ilka sighed.

    "I won't."

    It wasn't  as though  it was  his first  bout of  tonsillitis. He went

down  with  it  every  summer.  Several  times, too. Mother had said once:

"You catch cold because  you tear about, hot  a sweaty in blowing  winds."

Those words had  not made him  alter his ways  - on the  contrary he liked

the sound of "the blowing winds." There was something sweeping, noisy  and

blue about it. But he kept on going down with tonsillitis.

    Last year Mummy had wanted him  to have his tonsils out and  taken him

along to  her hospital.  They had  examined Ilka,  taken a  blood test and

then told  Mummy it  would have  to wait.  She had  been disappointed, but

Ilka rejoiced.

    "I'll be  home early,"  said Mummy.   "Don't feel  lonesome." She came

over, bent down and  kissed Ilka on the  forehead. "Let some air  into the

room, but don't stay near the open window. Promise?"

    Ilka nodded - he promised. Mother went on looking at him with big  sad

eyes.

    "You've got thinner  overnight," she said.  "At least you  had a round

face and now you look all peaked.  And the way you raved on in  your sleep

last night. What were you dreaming about?"

    "Some shaggy monster," Ilka said.  And added, to set Mummy's  heart at

ease, "Don't worry, I tore his tail off."

    "Mummy smiled.

    "Have you remembered all I told you?"

    Ilka was thinking of something else meanwhile, his forehead creased in

concentration.

    "Mummy, where do flamingos live?"

    "I like that! I'm talking of  one thing and you're on about  something

quite different."

    "Yes, I remember  everything," Ilka assured  her hustily.   "But where

do flamingos live, d'you know?"

    "In the south."

    "I know that. But where in the south? I must know exactly."

    "I don't  remember. I'll  try and  find out  for you.  Now go  back to

sleep."

    She left,  and Ilka  went on  thinking about  the hot  winds which had

brought the rare bird to their  part of the world. Those winds  had played

a dirty trick on the poor bird.   But the winds may not be to blame  after

all. They couldn't know the bird would be killed by a pot-shot.  It  might

have  hatched  its  young  here,  and  lovely  pink  birds would have been

circling over the town.  Live  flamingos!  And why not? Pelicans  lived on

the lakes not so far away from them, and they came from Africa.

    Ilka fell  asleep thinking  these thoughts  and did  not wake  up till

eleven. His  empty stomach  woke him.   Now the  idea of  rissoles did not

seem so repulsive after all.

    His legs had  stopped buckling under  him. Ilka got  out of bed,  made

his  way  to  the  kitchen  and  took  a cold rissole from the frying pan.

Surely nobody  could expect  him to  really bother  with warming  them up.

Then he remembered  about the milk.  For a minute  sense of duty  waged an

unequal battle against laziness and lost. Ilka tried the milk and  decided

it was warm enough as it was. He washed down his pill with it.

    Back in his room  Ilka opened the little  fanlight and sat down  sadly

on a chair far away from it. A long tedious day lay ahead.

    A jolly  sun was  sparkling outside,  and young  leaves, shining  like

green lights, swayed  on their branches.  Sparrows, those lucky  creatures

who never had  tonsillitis, were hopping  about. A bearded  athlete dashed

past on a  bicycle wearing gray  shorts very much  like Ilka's and  a pink

singlet  the  colour   of  the  flamingo's   breast.  Long-legged   Shurik

Cheremkhovsky strode down the opposite side of the street, his school  bag

in his hand. Could he be coming home from school so early?  Shurik  turned

the corner before  Ilka decided to  call out to  him. It was  a pity, too.

Shurik was sure to know where flamingos lived.

    Ilka took  out his  crayons and  a drawing  book. He  took the red and

pink crayons and started drawing a  flamingo.  He worked at it  very hard,

but the result  did not look  much like a  flamingo. The trouble  was that

Ilka  had  only  seen  a  dead  bird  and  was  trying to draw a live one.

Annoyed at his failure,  Ilka drew a bearded  devil astride a bicycle  and

closed his drawing book. With eyes  glazed with boredom he looked out  the

window.

    And then, to his  incredulous joy, who should  he see but Gena  making

straight for his window.

    Forgetting  all  his  mother's  cautions,  Ilka  jumped  up  onto  the

window-sill and pushed his head out through the fanlight.

    Ilka's face  must have  been radiant  with happiness,  for Gena smiled

slightly in response,  though in general  he looked rather  glum. The next

moment his seriousness returned, and he asked, "You alone?"

    "Mother's at work."

    Gena said mournfully:

    "Give me a bite of something. My stomach's caving in for hunger."

    "Ilka  was  surprised  to  hear   this,  but  refrained  from   asking

questions. If Gena's stomach was in that state, he would be in no mood  to

answer questions. He cut  a large chunk of  bread, put two rissoles  on it

and passed it all out through the fanlight.

    "Oooh, that's swell," said Gena.

    He dropped his bag  on the ground, leant  against the wall and  tucked

in. From time to time he cast a glance up at Ilka whose head was  sticking

out through the  fanlight, his sandals  scraping against the  glass panes.

From above Ilka saw a tuft of hair on the top of Gena's head which  jerked

up and down in time with his chewing.

    Ilka asked cautiously:

    "Have they driven you out of the house, Gena?"

    Gena stopped chewing.

    "What's that?"

    "I just asked."

    "In order to  be driven out  of a house  one must first  get into that

house," Gena explained in a cross voice. "You should see our padlock!  Dad

took the key  to work with  him, and the  windows are locked.  I can smell

fried potatoes through the door."

    "I have milk, too." Ilka said sympathetically. "Want some?" Only  it's

boiled."

    Gena shuddered.

    "I drink it because  I have to," Ilka  said with modest pride.  "Can't

help  it  -  I've  got  tonsillitis  again.  Oh!"  he  cried out, suddenly

alarmed. "Are you sure  you won't catch it  from me through the  rissoles?

Are you afraid of tonsillitis?"

    Gena looked  round and  smiled a  satisfied smile.  "No," he  said and

stretched. "I  was afraid  before I'd  starve to  death, but  now I'm  not

afraid of anything....  So it's because  of tonsillitis you're  sitting at

home? I thought it was your leg. Is the leg alright?"

    Ilka pulled  up the  leg of  his pyjamas  and demonstrated  the bruise

proudly. If a wound doesn't bother you  too much, it is most useful to  be

paraded.

    "Does it bend?" Gena asked.

    Ilka jumped up and down on the sill.

    "Like a frisky goat and all!" Gena said with a grin.

    Ilka smiled happily. A goat needn't  be old and scruffy , with  straws

in his  beard and  burrs on  his thin  flanks. He  was a mountain goat who

lived in  rocky crags  and flew  fearlessly over  precipices and danced up

wild paths. A light-footed animal with large curly horns.

    "Yes, I forgot," Gena said. "I came here because Ivan Sergeyevich  met

me in the street and said to tell you he won't be coming today because  he

is leaving for Odessa."

    Ilka was disappointed and worried.

    "Why?"

    "I don't know. He just shouted that  at me and ran on. He was  running

to catch a bus and waving his ticket."

    "Do you think something has happened?"

    "Why should it?" Gena protested,  but without much conviction. And  he

added, trying  to dispel  his own  doubts, "Everything  was fine  not long

ago. I got a letter from Vladik the other day."

    "So did I," Ilka  added, but went on  anxiously. "You know how  it can

be in hospital, Gena. One day everything's fine, and the next things  take

a change for the worse."

    Gena knew that all too well.

    "He was  in such  a hurry  I had  no time  to ask  him. Just a moment,

Ilka! If it  were bad news  he would have  been sad. But  he wasn't sad at

all.   He  waved  to  me  in  a  funny  kind  of way. Like this," and Gena

flourished his hand. "Cheerful like. That's  why it didn't occur to me  to

worry  until  you  mentioned  it.  You're  always one to spread panic, you

wretched goat, you!"

    Ilka  laughed  with  relief,  jumped  up  and  pushed himself half out

through the fanlight.

    "Of course. I  remember now that  Ivan Sergeyevich said  the other day

that  there  was  no  danger  at  all.  He  showed Mummy a letter from the

doctor."

    "Does  he  come  round  to   you  often?"  Gena  asked  with   studied

indifference.

    For some reason Ilka was put out.

    "Yes, he does,  I suppose," he  answered fidgeting at  the window. "He

started coming in the winter, when I put out my foot, remember?"

    Gena  did  not.   As  for  Ilka,  he  remembered the incident only too

clearly. He  was sitting  on a  slippery pavement,  and tears were rolling

down his cheeks in spite of  him. Gena and Yasha stood nearby  and scolded

him for not letting them see what  was wrong with his foot. It was  a good

thing that  Ivan Sergeyevich  chanced to  be passing  by. He  set the foot

without  asking  Ilka's  permission  and  then  carried him home, where he

spent a long time reassuring his mother that it was nothing, as though  it

was he and not  she who was a  doctor.  The next  day he dropped in  again

and said somewhat awkwardly:  "I  have been worrying whether I jerked  his

foot back the right way.  How is  it?" He had set it alright and Ilka  was

already hopping about the room, though  he did limp a little. Seeing  that

Ilka  was  on  the  mend,  Ivan  Sergeyevich prepared to leave, but Ilka's

mother persuaded him to  have tea with them  and plied him with  questions

about Vladik.

    The third time Ivan Sergeyevich came round with a letter.  "Vladik  is

asking about your gang. What shall  I tell him? How are things  with you?"

Ilka was surprised to hear this, for he had sent Vladik a scribble of  his

own a few days ago.  But he was glad to see Ivan Sergeyevich  nonetheless.

After that Ivan Sergeyevich  fell into the habit  of dropping in at  their

place without excuses. He had got a new flat not far from their house  and

was practically a neighbour  now. "I get fed  up sitting all by  myself in

an empty flat," he said once. "It's  nice to have a place one can  go to."

Later Mummy told Ilka that most probably Ivan Sergeyevich had been  coming

to see Ilka  because he missed  Vladik very much  and Ilka was  a bit like

him.

    Ilka spent some  time examining himself  in the mirror  and decided he

was not in the least like Vladik. Clearly Vladik could have nothing to  do

with it.

    "Oh, yes," Gena recalled. "It was during the winter holidays. He  came

up and pulled at your leg and you gave a mighty screech!"

    "Wouldn't you give a screech  yourself?" Ilka asked, instantly on  the

defensive.

    "I suppose I would," Gena had to  admit. "I didn't mean it in a  nasty

way, you know, I  was just thinking back....  You know what, Ilka?  Do you

think they might be discharging Vladik soon?"

    "What a hope," Ilka said.

    "And why not?"

    "They're going to  discharge him in  June - there's  a whole month  to

wait."

    "Oh,  I  know.  But  suppose  things  have  gone  so well that they've

decided they can discharge him earlier?"

    "They never discharge people from hospital early," Ilka declared  with

iron conviction. "Ask Mummy."

    Gena picked up his school bag.

    "Well, I'll  be going.  Perhaps my  mother has  come back and unlocked

the door...."

    Ilka looked sad - again he would  be left to his own devices. Then  he

remembered:

    "Wait a minute, Gena! You don't happen to know where flamingos live?"

    "What's that?" Gena asked puzzled.

    "Flamingos," Ilka said  sternly. "Big pink  birds. Oh well,  I can see

you don't know."

    Gena pondered.

    "Yasha would have known. He  collected stamps with animals and  birds.

From all kinds of countries."

    "Yasha...."

    They were  silent for  a few  moments. Nobody  would ever  know things

Yasha had known.

    "I say,  what if  he hadn't  drowned after  all?" Ilka  said in  a low

voice. "Perhaps he just planted his bag on the bank to make it look as  if

he had  drowned, and  ran off  instead. Last  year he  talked of  going to

Africa. He asked me to get him a rucksack."

    "No," Gena said seriously. "Even his mother no longer believes that."

    "Yasha is dead," the thought cut  across Ilka's mind, and he shut  his

eyes. He tried to imagine Yasha the Sparrow dead but could not.

    Ilka did not  shun thoughts of  death. He treated  death seriously and

matter-of-factly.   Sadly, but  without fear,  he thought  of his father's

funeral.   But  Yasha  remained  alive  in  his memory. Gay, crafty Yasha.

Instead  of  Yasha  he  pictured  the  dead flamingo and remembered, quite

illogically, his words to Uncle Volodya: "This is not a sparrow. A  bloody

big difference...."

    "Shurik  must  know  about  it,  too,  the  bird,  I mean," said Gena,

interrupting the train of Ilka's  thoughts. "His head is stuffed  with all

kinds of things. You  look out for him  when he goes home  from school and

ask."

    But he's gone home from school already. I saw him."

    "That's right," Gena remembered. "The boys said the teacher drove  him

out of class."

    Ilka gave a start of surprise.

    "No!"

    Gena laughed.

    "She did. Isn't it a laugh?"

    Ilka took offence on Shurik's account.

    "What's so funny? What  did she drive him  out for? He's an  excellent

pupil, isn't he?"

    "That's what makes it funny," Gena explained. "If it was me, it  would

all be quite normal. But him!   Whatever for? They say he quarrelled  with

the teacher. Well, never you mind,  it'll blow over. And what do  you want

with flamingos?"

    "I want  to know,  that's all,"  Ilka said  glumly. He couldn't really

have said why he did though.

    "We have a map  in the bio-lab, which  shows where animals live.  They

are painted on it, lions in Africa, seals in the Arctic...."

    "What about birds?"

    "Birds, too."

    "They  don't  let  us  second-formers  into  the  bio-lab,"  Ilka said

regretfully. "And I don't suppose I'll  go to school this year any  more -

there are only four days left till the holidays."

    "Why not run over  to the teaching aids  shop? They sell all  kinds of

maps there."

    "Do they?" Ilka asked eagerly.

    He  imagined  a  huge  map  with  tiny  figures  of  lions,  bears and

crocodiles scattered over it.

    "Honest," said Gena. "Last winter we skipped drawing and went to  that

shop to have  a look at  the skeleton. And  I saw the  map there. It costs

forty or fifty kopecks."

    "Wait a minute!" Ilka shouted  and disappeared from the fanlight  into

the recesses of the room.

    He found  his new  fifty kopeck  piece in  the drawer  of the desk and

clutching it in his fist reappeared at the window.

    "Buy me that map, Gena, will you? Here's the money."

    Gena stared in dismay.

    "I like that. So I'm to hoof it all the way to the shop?"

    "Gena, please," Ilka implored.

    "It's easy to say 'Gena,  please'! D'you think I like  dragging myself

to the ends of the earth?"

    "You dragged  yourself there  alright to  look at  the skeleton," said

Ilka reproachfully.

    "That was different. We had nothing else to do."

    "And what have you got to do now?"

    "Now my shoes are pinching me."

    Ilka peered at Gena's shoes.

    "Aren't these the shoes you were playing football in yesterday?"

    "Aren't you a  bloody nuisance?" Gena  said grudgingly. "Give  me that

money."

    When  you're  waiting  for  something  to  happen,  time drags by like

congealed glue.

    Ilka had almost rubbed a hole in the window-pane with his nose.   Then

he decided  that the  shop must  be closed  for stock-taking  or Gena must

have lost the money,  or some grown-up thugs  must have robbed him  of the

map. These bitter thoughts revived the  pain in his throat. Ilka lay  down

in bed and turned to the wall.

    Then came a light  knock at the window.   Ilka dashed over and  nearly

burst out crying with disappointment.  It wasn't Gena but Shurik  standing

there. He  signed to  Ilka to  open the  window. Ilka  climbed up onto the

window-sill, opened the fanlight and asked in a hoarse sullen voice:

    "Where's Gena? Have you seen him?"

    "Yes, I saw him. Here, take your map."

    Only then did Ilka notice that Shurik was holding a large roll.

    "So you've bought it!" he cried all excited.

    "No, we didn't," said  Shurik. "They hadn't got  any at the shop  just

now. Gena came round to  me. I've got a whole  heap of maps of all  kinds.

Well, we found this  one, too." He pushed  the roll through the  fanlight.

"One corner's  creased, but  not too  badly.   But then,  it's been  stuck

together already.   And a  new one  comes in  four sheets  that have to be

stuck together."

    A creased corner - a fat  lot that mattered! Maps used on  expeditions

and voyages get creased much more. They are soaked by rains and holes  are

burnt in them by flying sparks from camp-fires.

    "Thank you, Shurik," he whispered almost overcome with gratitude.

    "Oh, it's  nothing. Wait,  I nearly  forgot. Gena  said he'd  give you

your fifty  kopecks back  tomorrow. He  bought two  tickets for the cinema

with the money."

    Bother  fifty  kopecks!  Ilka  was  longing  to  open  the map. But he

couldn't very well just  dive back into the  room leaving Shurik to  stand

there.

    Polite Shurik, meantime, wouldn't leave off.

    "How's your throat? Still aching?"

    "It doesn't hurt at all! Only I'm not allowed to go out. And  nobody's

allowed to come and see me - it's infectious."

    Shurik sighed sympathetically.

    "It would've been  much more fun  to go to  school," Ilka said  sadly,

and, suddenly remembering, asked:

    "Is it true that the teacher drove you out of class?"

    "Yes, it  is," Shurik  said grimly.  Suddenly he  became a little like

Gena.  He  looked  past  Ilka,  coldly  and somehow defiantly. His muscles

seemed to tense  under his shirt.  Though he hadn't  any muscles to  speak

of, hardly any bigger than Ilka's.

    "I'd better not ask him," thought Ilka.

    But Shurik explained himself.

    "It's a stupid story, really. All on account of Yasha."

    "The Sparrow? How come?"

    "Well, the talk turned  on him, in the  history lesson. I suppose  you

know our history teacher? The one with a mole on her nose."

    "Yes."

    "Well, she carries  on as though  she's a professor  at least, but  to

hear the things she says. It's not so much history she talks about as  how

we should behave. Whole lectures  on the subject! It's killing,  really it

is."

    "Just listen to Shurik!" Ilka gasped inwardly.

    "Well, today she started on about all that again." Shurik took a  gulp

of  air  and  went  on  with  a  twang  in his voice: "'What I just cannot

understand   is   the   thoughtlessness   and   carelessness   of  today's

schoolchildren.   They  commit  the  rashest  actions  without stopping to

consider what consequences these actions may entail. You have had one  sad

example before your very  eyes. Vorobyov from 4B  was careless on a  steep

bank,  and,  as  investigation  established,  fell  into the river and was

drowned. What  possessed him  to climb  that bank,  I ask  you?...' I felt

sick. So I stood up  and asked: 'How do you  know?' 'How do I know  what?'

she asks. 'How do you know  that he died because of carelessness?   Nobody

saw him  fall.' But  she pegged  away at  it. 'One  had only  to know  his

character to draw this conclusion. It's common knowledge how much  trouble

he  gave  his  teachers.'  Then  one  of  our  girls  said:   'But  Galina

Nikolayevna  cried  when  she  heard  what  had happened.' And our history

witch says, 'That doesn't mean anything, I'm sorry for the boy too.'  It's

a lie, Ilka, she's not  a bit sorry for him.   It's as clear as  daylight.

Then it was as though  somebody pushed me.  I  upped and said:  'At  least

he had one good quality - he never said mean things about the dead....'"

    Shurik gave a nervous  laugh and gave Ilka  a quick glance. Ilka  hung

suspended  from  the  fanlight,  his  mouth  half  open with amazement and

admiration.

    Shurik sighed.

    "Well, that's how it was. Even her mole turned white. She just  opened

and closed her mouth  several times and then  said: 'I'm going to  insist,

Cheremkhovsky, that you should not be allowed to attend my lessons. Be  so

kind as to leave the class-room.'"

    "Well?" Ilka breathed.

    "Well," Shurik shrugged his shoulders, "I was so kind."

    Ilka thought a while and said gravely:

    "You're a brick, Shurik. But what's going to happen now?"

    "I  don't  suppose  anything  much  will  happen. There are only three

history lessons left before the end of the year."

    "What will they say at home? Will you get it in the neck?"

    "What do you mean 'get it in  the neck'? I never 'get it in  the neck'

in the ordinary sense. On the other hand, I don't know. Nothing like  this

has ever happened to me before."

    At  this  point  Ilka  became  aware  of  a pain in his stomach. Lying

across  the  window-frame  was  not  the  most comfortable position in the

world. He started getting restless.

    "Now  you  get  back  inside,"  Shurik  said hastily, realising a sick

person wasn't  supposed to  be hanging  out of  windows. "You  might catch

cold again. I'll be off."

    And off he went, with a polite "goodbye".

    Ilka jumped down. The paper roll  lay at his feet. Ilka took  his time

before he  unfurled it.  Suddenly his  head felt  heavy. Was  he running a

temperature  again?  He  thought  of  everything  at  once - the flamingo,

Yasha, the  cliff, Shurik  and his  teacher. His  thoughts had  become all

muddled.

    Ilka shook his head. The main thing  was he had got his map. There  it

was, about  to reveal  the secrets  of the  animals and  birds. Any moment

now.... Joyful anticipation began to ring within him. Any moment now....

    He knelt down and  pressed out one corner  of the map. Then  he rolled

it away from himself. The map  opened easily, all at once. Only  its edges

rose a little above the floor.

    Ilka gasped, as if buffeted by  an oncoming gust of wind, and  laughed

happily.

    You must understand Ilka!   Never before had he  seen such a huge  map

close to. Older  children might have  seen them, but  he, a second-former,

where could he have seen one  like this? And now, suddenly, the  wonderful

blue world opened up  before him. Blue, and  yellow, and green. It  was as

though a wall  had fallen away  in a semi-dark  room exposing to  his view

weird and wonderful countries.

    Across Africa yellow with sand  and dried grasses raced antelopes  and

giraffes,  lions  strode  regally,  fearless  elephants roamed. Whales and

sharks churned the waters of  the oceans. Playful kangaroos hopped  across

Australia,  polar  bears  and  walruses  lay  on  ice-floes in the Arctic.

Tigers  and  hares,  elk  and  boa-contrictors, duck-bills and crocodiles.

There were so many, they teemed all over the globe. It was more than  just

a globe, it was  but one big happy  zoo. No, better than  a zoo - for  all

these animals were free.

    But there were no flamingos. Ilka  spent a long time looking for  them

in  southern  lands,  he  found  the  remarkable  lyre-bird and still more

remarkable secretary-bird. But no flamingos.

    But Ilka  was not  at all  sorry. He  nearly forgot  about them  as he

crawled  over  jungle  thickets  and  forbidding  brown mountain peaks and

embraced the blue ocean. The  names alone were like bursts  of machine-gun

fire: Jamaica, Hokkaido, Spitzbergen,  Canberra, Skagerrak and the  bright

reveille of Cape Horn.

    Letters  jumped  over  deer  and  zebras,  and  the lions gave a funny

twitch of their tails.  Ilka smiled and put his cheek down on the  western

coast of Africa.

    His  mother,  coming  home  from  work,  found  him  sleeping  between

Australia  and  Peru.   His  palm  was  fondling  Cape Horn famous for its

storms.

    Ilka nailed  the map  over his  bed. Mummy  did not  object. The  only

thing she did not like was that Ilka got into the habit of spending  whole

hours staring at the map. He would stand on his bed, prop himself  against

seas and mountain ranges and, lost to the world, mutter away to himself.

    Mummy would  come up  and feel  his forehead.  The temperature was not

high. Ilka's cupped palm sailed across the oceans.

    "What are you whispering there?" Mummy asked.

    Ilka smiled and answered: "In the blowing winds."

    Finally Mummy could stand it no longer.

    "You've became a  terrible stay-at-home. There's  not a trace  of your

tonsillitis left. Go  out, before you  get glued to  your pyjamas like  an

old-age pensioner."

    Ilka tore himself sadly away from the map, but did not look round.  He

knew only  too well  that outside  he would  see the  same dull walls, the

same cupboard, familiar to  the last chink, the  same window and the  same

stretch of street outside it. No jungle, and no giraffes....

    Finally he looked round and saw the same dull walls....

    He  walked  out  into  the  street.   It  was a windless and very warm

evening. Sticky young leaves -  quite big already, perched thickly  on the

branches of the trees. The sun had set beyond the roofs, but it was  still

light. The  racket of  a football  match came  from the  blind alley. Ilka

lingered on the corner, but Gena was not among the players.

    "Come and join  us!" shouted Timka  who had forgotten  all about their

quarrel.

    Ilka shook his  head and made  off at a  slow pace. He  felt sad and a

little uneasy.

    He turned into Parokhodnaya Street.  Ahead, beyond the river bank  was

emptiness - just the sky alight with the sunset. Ilka had never seen  such

a huge and bright sunset - across the horizon the sky flamed scarlet,  and

higher up melted into orange. The orange light gradually lost its  reddish

hues  and  became  pure  yellow.  In  this  yellow  ocean,  like  a lonely

flamingo's feather, floated a narrow crimson cloud edged with purple.

    The bank was empty and the solitary hut on the cliff seemed to  belong

to Robinson Crusoe.

    Flip-flap, flip-flap went Ilka's  sole against the asphalt.  There was

no other  sound at  all. Ilka  suddenly knew  that something extraordinary

was about to happen.

    And so he was not in the  least surprised when a tall mast sailed  out

from beyond the nearby fences  into the opening of the  street silhouetted

against the flaming sky. It had  a cross-beam with ropes coming down  from

it and  it bore  a narrow  flag which  hung slack.  It peeped  up over the

cliff and even the clay hut did not obscure the very top.

    Ilka gasped and broke into a run.

    The river had flung its waters  far and wide, and they stretched  away

to the  horizon.   A large  steamer was  passing below.   It had  rows  of

portholes along its high black sides, a white wheel-house and a mast  that

looked like frigate's.

    It  was  a  stranger  from  far-off  parts.   It  must  have come from

down-river taking advantage of  the high water and  was now going back  to

its home reaches.  Ilka  followed it with his eyes.   What a ship - a  cut

above all those flat clumsy tugs and passenger steamers which looked  like

floating restaurants.

    A ship fit to sail the high seas.

    And  now  Ilka  realised  what  that  nagging  feeling  which had been

bothering him was. He wanted to go  on a voyage. To sail to strange  lands

and unfamiliar shores.

                              Chapter Three

    The telegram was delivered by an irritable woman who complained for  a

long time about there being no number-plate on the gate and measured  Gena

with an exacting stare - could he be trusted with a telegram? Finally  she

made him sign for it and stamped off.

    Gena looked at the  address - it was  from Moscow, and in  Moscow they

had no friends  or relations. So  it must be  a business telegram  for his

father.

    Gena did not open it, for  Father didn't like his mail tampered  with.

But what if  it was something  urgent? Father would  only be back  late in

the evening. Gena hesitated.  Father  had taken a new job in  spring which

involved less travelling about, but even  so they didn't see much more  of

him. Things  weren't going  too well  in his  sector, and  he, the  sector

chief, sometimes had to be away from home for twenty-four hours on end.

    What if the telegram was  from that Moscow institute where  Father had

sent in his design? He had spent four whole months on it.

    Gena realised he would  have to go to  see his father at  work. And in

such heat! No chance  of getting the bus,  so he would have  to walk right

across the town. Damn that piece of paper!

    Outside the  gate Gena  had another  look at  the address. Zvyagin....

What? Gennady? For him?

    He tore the envelope open.

    "Arriving third train sixteen carriage seven Vladik."

    Vladik was coming back! Hurray!

    He must have  shouted his "hurray"  out loud, for  two girls who  were

passing by, looked at him and giggled.  Gena made a face at them. Then  it

occurred to him that today WAS the third. When did the train arrive?  Gena

rushed round the corner to  the nearest telephone booth, scooping  coppers

out of his pocket  as he went. The  telephone swallowed two coins  without

giving any  buzz at  all. Gena  hurled several  hearty curses  at it  in a

hoarse whisper banging them home with his fist.

    A lean man wearing a straw hat glanced into the booth.

    "Have pity on the machine, young man!"

    "Call that  a machine!  Swallows the  money and  gives you  nothing in

return!"

    "Let me try."

    Gena let him. The man did not seem a bad sort really.

    "What number do you want?"

    "Enquiries at the  railway station. Only  I don't know  the number. So

we'll have to ring Directory Enquiries first."

    "And what do you want at the railway station?"

    "Train sixteen, arrival time."

    "Fourteen twenty-three."

    "Are you sure?" Gena asked suspiciously.

    "Sure as sure. I came in on it yesterday."

    Gena was in luck!

    Fourteen  -  two  p.m.  Moscow  time  meant  four  local  time.   Plus

twenty-three minutes.

    What was the time?

    Gena rushed up to the first passer-by.

    "What is the time?"

    "One is supposed to say 'please'," a skinny long-legged chap  carrying

a yellow folder informed him.

    "Big head!" Gena said distinctly.

    "Oaf!"

    "Oaf yourself."

    The nearest  clock was  by the  post office,  not far  away. When Gena

arrived there it showed half past one. There was plenty of time.

    Should he rustle up some of the boys?

    But who?

    Shurik was at  school. And what  would be use  of Shurik anyway?  He'd

just  hem  politely,  and  hang  about  in the background. Timka and Anton

didn't know Vladik. If Yasha was around....

    That left only Ilka.

    Ilka was  sitting by  the window  with an  open book  on his lap and a

dreary  expression  on  his  face.  The  book  was  old  - "The Vanquished

Karabas". Gena knew Ilka had read it long since.

    "Good  thing  you're  at  home.  I  thought  you'd  be  hopping  about

somewhere," he greeted the downcast Ilka.

    "I hopped myself in a right jam yesterday...."

    "Did your mother lock you in?"

    "Nobody's locked me in."

    "Told you to stay at home?"

    "What do you think?"

    "What have you gone and done?"

    "As though it was  my fault!" Ilka reared  up. "It was all  because of

Timka's stupid watch! We  played and played, and  it was still 'just  past

five' on that  watch of his.  And when we  took a good  look, we found one

hand had dropped off altogether. So I came home at eight, when Mother  had

told me to be back at six."

    "Why didn't you explain?"

    "I explained.  She said  she could  understand a  person being late by

half an hour because of  a faulty watch, but to  be late by two hours  was

irrespondent - no it's not that - how do you say it?"

    "Irresponsible," Gena prompted drily.

    He knew  that if  his mother  had said  NO, even  wild horses wouldn't

drag  Ilka  out.  In  his  heart  of  hearts,  Gena  thought  this   sheer

foolishness, but never tried to sway Ilka all the same.

    Each acted as he thought fit.

    "How long will you be imprisoned?"

    "Until Mother comes in."

    "Can't you go out earlier?"

    Ilka sighed and shook his head.

    "Aren't you the limit?" Gena exploded. "What if there's an  emergency?

Suppose the house caught fire?"

    "Well, it hasn't," Ilka said regretfully.

    "But if something else happened?" Gena produced the telegram. "Here  -

read this."

    Ilka read the telegram slowly, address and all. Then he leapt up  into

the air and let out a jubilant whoop.

    "And you said another month,"  Gena reminded him. "Not another  month,

but in forty minutes. Is that clear?"

    "It's clear alright," Ilka  responded dismally, coming down  to earth.

"But I can't go."

    Gena didn't like the idea of going to the station alone. The  prospect

seemed rather alarming.

    "Afraid, are you?" he said.

    Ilka was surprised.

    "I'm not afraid, I just can't."

    "D'you think your mother wouldn't have let you go if she knew?"

    "But she doesn't know, Gena. She'll be back soon, and find me gone."

    "Write her a note."

    "A note?"

    "Ilka, you are a goat and no mistake," Gena said seriously,  "Vladik's

coming  -  get  that  into  your  head?  And  you're  dilly-dallying  like

this...."

    Ilka jumped down from the window-sill into the room.

    "Alright, Gena,  I'll write  her a  note. After  all I  can sit out my

punishment tomorrow. Gena, but why  are they arriving from Moscow  and not

Odessa?"

    "Because they change in Moscow."

    A dark  thunder-storm was  passing over  the western  part of the sky.

But  over  the  station  square  the  sun  was shining brightly. The train

washed clean by the rain-shower rolled  up to the platform. It was  bright

green and sparkled in the sunlight.

    Gena's heart stood still.  Ilka was fidgeting impatiently  beside him,

but Gena stood numb with apprehension.

    How would they meet?

    What would he say?

    He had been waiting for this day as if it were a resplendent  holiday,

but why? Why, indeed?  He'd only known Vladik  for two weeks. Then  they'd

just exchanged a few  short letters over the  last nine months. Who  wants

to write long letters?

    What if Vladik came out of the train, cast Gena a bored polite  glance

and they discovered they had nothing to say to each other?

    "Cast a glance  indeed," Gena suddenly  thought angrily. He  had first

to  find  him  in  the  crowd.  Vladik  had  never seen Gena. How would he

recognise him?

    The train  was coming  to a  stop, its  brakes hissing  like a hundred

angry cats. Gena  and Ilka had  reckoned correctly -  the seventh carriage

stopped right in front of them.

    The first to emerge was some  fat woman burdened with a dozen  bundles

and baskets. Where  did the likes  of them spring  from in our  space age?

The  fat  woman  was  followed  by  a  crowd of gay soldiers in unbuttoned

tunics. Next came  to characters dressed  in singlets and  pyjama trousers

laden with empty  beer bottles they  were off to  exchange for full  ones.

Gena stared  at the  round bellies  of the  two men  and ground  his teeth

furiously. The same moment he heard  Ilka's joyful yell and saw him  being

tossed into the air by Ivan Sergeyevich.

    Gena stepped forward, his  eyes scanning the crowd  feverishly. Vladik

must be somewhere near.

    "Gena...."

    Yes, it was Vladik alright, no doubt about that, but a very  different

Vladik. Not at all the Vladik  he had known. There was no  grave tenseness

in  his  face,  no  quivering  of  drawn  eyebrows.  Gena remembered those

quivering eyebrows very well.   Now Vladik's eyes were sparkling  merrily.

The whites of  his eyes stood  out against his  tanned face. Tiny  dots of

light  danced  in  their  corners  and  now Gena understood the expression

"laughing eyes".

    Vladik's right eye squinted a little. It hadn't before.

    "Which eye sees and which  doesn't?" Gena thought and looked  aside in

embarrassment.

    "I recognised you at once," Vladik said simply and gaily.

    "And I didn't recognise YOU!" Gena blurted out.

    "Why not? Have I grown?" Vladik asked quickly.

    "No," Gena  shook his  head. "The  opposite -  you used  to come up to

here" - and  he pointed to  the bridge of  his nose with  the flat of  his

hand, "and now you only come up to my chin."

    Vladik looked thoughtfully  at Gena, hesitated,  biting his lower  lip

and said without a trace of a smile:

    "Why the  opposite? It's  just that  you've grown  more than  me. Have

they been pulling you by the ears?"

    "If they had, my ears would  have stretched," said Gena with a  laugh,

feeling all his nervousness disappear.  It was the same Vladik  after all.

"When did you come out onto the platform? I didn't even notice."

    "I jumped down on the other side and crawled under the train."

    "You  ought  to  have  your  ears  cuffed for such goings-on," a stout

elderly  conductor,  who  happened  to  be  passing by, declared in a loud

voice.

    "A proper fire-eater," said Vladik after her. "Scolded me all the  way

for opening  the window  in the  corridor. It  was so  terribly hot in the

carriage!"

    Ivan  Sergeyevich  let  Ilka  down  and  he  squeezed between Gena and

Vladik.

    "Did you get  my letter about  flamingos, Vladik?" he  asked, scorning

preliminaries. "I filled up a whole sheet of paper."

    "I didn't get  any such letter,"  Vladik said examining  Ilka gravely.

"Why are you so tall? Daddy, you  said Ilka was small, and look, he  comes

up to my ear. Here, stand beside me."

    "You're alike," said Gena. "You really are. You look like brothers."

    "We don't  look alike  at all,"  Ilka suddenly  snarled, jumping  away

from Vladik. "Don't you go wagging your tongue!"

    "Goat!" Gena said condescendingly.

    "What about  starting for  home?" said  Vladik's father.  "What do you

say, pirates?"

    "Oh, hello, Ivan Sergeyevich!" said Gena, remembering his manners.

    "Daddy, Gena says he didn't recognise me," Vladik said importantly.

    "Only at  first," Gena  explained. On  second thoughts,  Vladik hadn't

changed all that much. Only he  seemed younger. And jollier. Not so  tense

and always with his indignant  and defensive "I'll manage!" at  the ready.

Well, that was only natural.

    But Gena fancied that Ivan Sergeyevich was pained by Vladik's words.

    "I  suppose  it's  his  clothes,"  Gena  said.  "I remember him always

wearing black. He was black all over somehow. Not at all like now."

    Now Vladik was wearing navy blue  shorts and a gay coloured shirt.  It

was such a  mass of bright  spots and squares  that it fairly  dazzled the

beholder.

    "I had a  Mexican hat, too,"  Vladik said happily.  "But it blew  away

when I was standing by an  open window. The conductor hugged herself  with

delight."

    "What a pity," Ilka said tragically.

    Vladik became serious again.  When they overtook Ivan Sergeyevich  and

Ilka, Vladik said in a low hard and defiant voice:

    "I hate black. It  didn't matter for me  what I wore in  the old days,

but now I can't bear to look at black. Blackness is like blindness."

    "Yes, I understand," Gena responded. He DID understand. He  remembered

the loft that looked like a ship  and the slanting threads of rain in  the

window. And also little Vladik trying  to give a beating to the  wind that

had robbed him of his story.

    Vladik suddenly  smiled, a  little guiltily,  overtook Gena  by half a

step and looked into his face.

    "I'm almost  used to  it now,"  he said  softly. "At  first I was just

wild. I looked and looked and just couldn't understand how there could  be

so many different  ... well, things.  And colours. I  would stare at  some

stone for an hour, examining all the various spots and dots on it. Or  the

veins on a leaf. Or I would see a gay dress and start counting colours  on

it. D'you think it's funny?"

    It  wasn't  in  the  least  funny.  Rather the opposite. But Gena felt

fine. Because  Vladik was  again, as  before, telling  him his secrets. It

was the same Vladik, shy but trusting.

    They reached a street which had been washed by a passing shower.   The

asphalt was dark-violet and there were blurred reflections of maple  trees

on its wet surface.

    The rain water  had washed away  all the dust  and litter but  not the

chalk squares children had drawn on the pavement for a game of  hopscotch.

Vladik took  a run  and hopped  from one  square to  another. He  did some

difficult  combinations  with  great  precision,  water splashing out from

under his soles.

    Gena laughed, though he would think  it beneath his dignity to hop  so

childishly in front of everyone himself.

    "Hey, you fellows!"  Ivan Sergeyevich called  out to them.  "There you

are making merry, and Ilka here is in the dumps. Do you know why?"

    "I know,"  Gena said,  remembering. "His  mother told  him to  stay at

home and he played truant. Now he's afraid of what's going to happen."

    "You're afraid yourself," Ilka retorted half-heartedly.

    "Just  a  moment,"  Ivan  Sergeyevich  said  in a concerned voice. "We

can't just leave him in the lurch. Let's go with him and take some of  the

thunder and lightning.  Why should they fall on this innocent head  alone?

Shall we drop by at his home, Vladik? It's on our way."

    Ilka happily swung his innocent head from right to left.

    Ilka's mother greeted  the guests warmly  - she was  obviously glad to

see them.   That didn't  prevent her  from casting  an icy  glance at Ilka

though.

    "Mummy, please," Ilka whined.

    "Is there anything you have to tell me?"

    "Are you angry?"

    "What do you think?"

    "But I left you a note!"

    "So what?"

    "I said, 'Please, don't be angry', didn't I?"

    "To begin with,  you wrote, 'Pleese,  don't be angry'.  And you expect

me not to be angry at such spelling?"

    "Mummy, please,"  Ilka said  softly and  rubbed his  cheek against his

mother's elbow - just like a kitten.

    "Tamara  Vassilievna,  we  all   intercede  for  this  sinner,"   Ivan

Sergeyevich put in. "We've come specially to plead for him."

    "No need for  that at all,"  Ilka's mother said.  "I mean there  is no

need to plead for him. He is  past master at pleading for himself. Go  and

put the kettle on the gas, my pest."

    Ilka hopped happily  off to the  kitchen and things  immediately began

to clatter out there.

    "He's  a  monster  of  a  child," Tamara Vassilievna said plaintively.

"Whenever is he going to grow up? If he were as big as Gena it would be  a

different matter altogether."

    Gena shrugged  his shoulders.  He didn't  see much  difference between

himself  and  Ilka.  Besides,  according  to  his grandmother, when he was

little  he  had  been  "such  a  sweet  thing" while now he was the "devil

incarnate".

    "... or like Vladik,"  Tamara Vassilievna continued. "I  don't suppose

Vladik would  put up  a puppet  show in  the bathroom,  with real  sea and

waves."

    "I don't  know," Vladik  said modestly.  "I've never  lived in  a flat

with a bath before. Daddy got the flat when I was away."

    "Oh, Vladik  is a  most sedate  child," Ivan  Sergeyevich put  in. "He

never jumps, never argues, never crawls under trains."

    "Aren't you ashamed to tell on people?" Vladik protested.

    He  seemed  utterly  at  ease,  as  if  he  had  been  at Ilka's place

countless times before.

    Tamara Vassilievna also spoke to Vladik as if she had known him for  a

long time, asking him  no questions and not  staring at him, although  she

had never seen him before.

    As to  Gena, he  didn't feel  any too  good. He  was not used to being

with grown-ups,  that is,  other people's  parents. He  was almost at ease

with Ivan Sergeyevich, to be sure, but he was afraid of Ilka's mother.

    So he  made his  way into  the kitchen  when nobody  was looking.  The

kettle was hissing and spluttering away on the gas range.  Ilka,  standing

on a chair,  hovered over the  kettle like an  eagle about to  pounce on a

rabbit.

    "I'm  off  home,"  Gena  said.  "Come  over  with  Vladik  when you've

finished your tea-lark."

    "Why, won't you have tea with us?" Ilka asked anxiously.

    "I don't want any."

    "Mummy! Ilka howled treacherously. "Gena's  going home and he says  he

won't have any tea!"

    "Shut up!" Gena hissed fiercely at him.

    But Tamara Vassilievna was already in the kitchen.

    "Why won't you stay, Gena?"

    Gena frowned.

    "I must get back home."

    "Is there such a hurry? I've bought a walnut-cake."

    Gena immediately  imagined being  given a  piece of  cake on  a little

plate. What was he supposed to do with it - take it into his hand, or  use

a tea-spoon or a fork? The  slippery cream would stick to his  fingers and

fall on the table-cloth. Gena was quite sure the very first piece of  cake

would go down the wrong way.

    "No, I must go home."

    "What a pity. I hoped you'd help  me out. I have to send somebody  for

sugar. I've no time myself, Vladik  doesn't know the way to the  shop, and

I'm afraid to send  Ilka because I only  have a big note  and this bungler

has already lost my change twice."

    Gena was cornered.

    "Alright, I'll buy the sugar. It's not far, is it?"

    Vladik stuck his head through the door.

    "I'll come with you, Gena!"

    Ilka crashed down from his chair.

    "Me too!"

    "YOU will wash the cups in which you mixed your paints!"

    "But I've washed them already!"

    "You call that washing? Why are they green and yellow inside then?"

    ... The last raindrops were rolling off the leaves and falling on  the

heads of passers-by, but  the asphalt was almost  dry. The dark stains  of

moisture were drying up visibly.

    "It's as hot as it was in Odessa," said Vladik.

    "Sometimes it gets  even hotter," remarked  Gena. "And at  other times

it can even snow in June."

    "I've only seen snow in pictures,"  said Vladik and kicked at the  cap

of a beer bottle.  "Yes, and I saw  snow crystals in the  textbook. As big

as this stopper. Beautiful...."

    "Will you be going to our school?"

    "Of course."

    "What form?" asked Gena treading his ground cautiously.

    "The fifth.  If I  pass the  exams for  the fourth....  I'll pass them

though. They're easy.  It's only spelling  that's a problem.  I still make

quite a few spelling mistakes.

    "I suppose you haven't got used to writing yet?"

    "I would have, only I mustn't write too much. Nor read...."

    "Well, I  can read  and write  all I  like, yet  I get  bad marks  for

dictations sometimes," Gena confessed.

    Vladik did not say anything to that - what could he?

    They bought a packet of sugar,  and Gena put the change into  Vladik's

pocket.

    "Take it to them, will you? I'll go home now. I'll come to your  place

later."

    "Oh, but why must you go?" cried Vladik in disappointment. "What's  so

urgent?"

    "Aw, I hate these ... teas."

    "What's wrong with tea?"

    "What's right with it?"

    "I like drinking tea," said Vladik. "I like looking at the designs  on

the cups. Flowers and all sorts of patterns."

    Gena  couldn't  tell  whether  Vladik  was  joking  or really meant it

seriously.

    "Please, come," Vladik asked.

    "Okay."

    Gena was so annoyed  at having landed himself  in such a fix,  that at

the table he made bold enough to say to Ilka:

    "Don't swing your legs about, you goat!"

    Tamara Vassilievna liked that very much.

    They ate their pieces of cake  with their hands. The cups were  green,

with yellow parrots  painted on their  bulging sides. Vladik  fingered his

own so long that eventually it slipped out of his hands and broke.

    "That's what comes of fooling around with things," said his father.

    Ilka's mother pretended she didn't mind a bit. She even said it was  a

good omen.

    "Never mind. I'll sweep up the bits in a minute."

    "Let me. I'll manage," Vladik offered hurriedly.

                              Chapter Four

    They went out into the street, the three of them.

    "Where to?" asked Gena.

    Vladik didn't care where. Everything was exciting for him.

    "Down to the river," suggested Ilka.

    He  still  remembered  the  steamer  with  tall  black sides and white

wheel-cabin and  round portholes.  The water  was no  longer as  high, and

such big ships could  not possibly come up  to their town before  the next

spring  floods.  But  the  river  bank  was  fine by itself. After all big

steamers did come this far sometimes.

    A path wound  down from the  mud hut on  the cliff. It  zigzagged from

ledge  to  ledge.   Ilka  overtook  his  friends  and started hopping down

without  once  looking  back.  Streams  of  dry  clay  rustled  after him.

Swaying hemp and wormwood tops indicated his progress. Ilka didn't  follow

the path down after the last ledge,  but took a flying leap, like a  bird,

down to the sandstrip by the water.

    He landed on his  knees, jumped up and  shouted so loud that  the very

river seemed to echo:

    "Come on down, don't be afraid!"

    "What d'you think you are, a loud-speaker?" Gena said.

    "Let's feel  his forehead,"  suggested Vladik  with a  smile, "perhaps

there really are horns growing there."

    "What?"

    Vladik smiled.

    "He IS like a mountain kid."

    "Oh, I see," said Gena.

    A kid, of course. But Gena would never dare call him that. It was  too

dinky, not nearly manly enough. Goat was much more down-to-earth.

    "Kids always jump  about like mad  when they're cutting  their horns,"

Vladik explained.

    "Come on down," said Gena.

    He started down the path first. He never looked back, but the  muscles

of his back were tensed, ready  to take on Vladik's weight should  he miss

his footing. But  Vladik was almost  as nimble as  Ilka. Only once  did he

linger in front of a broad pool across their path. Gena stretched out  his

hand.

    "I'll  manage,"  Vladik  said  quickly  and  jumped,  a  layer of clay

crumbling under his feet as he took off.

    Ilka waited for them down below dancing with impatience.

    "Let's go to the cape, shall we, Gena?"

    "Let's. There's no room to even swing a cat here."

    As it  retreated, the  water revealed  a narrow  strip of  sand at the

foot of the cliff. But the sand was littered with all kinds of  driftwood,

logs,  snags  and  pieces  of  bark.  They  crunched  underfoot  like  dry

fishbones.

    "I'm not going to  swim," Ilka warned them.  "The water is too  muddy.

Cold, too."

    "Better own up your mother won't let you," Gena jeered.

    "I didn't even ask."

    "I won't swim either," said Vladik.

    "Well, nobody swims by the cape anyway," said Gena.

    From below the Monk's Cape did  not look as tall and formidable  as it

did from the cliff. Light-gray in the sun, with tufts of grass and  little

shrubs growing in the crevices of rock, it looked like a kindly stout  old

man. But  the river  had little  faith in  its kindness.  The yellow water

whirled in sharp eddies at its foot.

    As it approached the crag, the  sandstrip became lost in the heaps  of

fallen clay and  rocks.  A  little way up,  on a wide  ledge, there was an

even grass-covered platform. It was  a most convenient place for  watching

the tugs, sunbathing and generally whiling away time pleasantly. Gena  had

discovered it the year before. But in  order to get there they had to  get

across a  spring flowing  into the  river. The  stream was  only a  hand's

breadth,  but  it  had  churned  up  the  clay  on both sides of it like a

regular suction dredge.

    Ilka took a  running jump. He  did not land  on hard ground,  however,

and sank  into the  liquid clay  up to  his knees.  He extricated his legs

with a loud squelching sound, and  then reached down for his sandals  that

had come adrift.

    Vladik decided not to  jump. Instead he took  his shoes off and  waded

across the clayey  swamp. He and  Ilka ran far  ahead while Gena,  cursing

under his breath, unlaced his tennis shoes and rolled up his jeans.

    Before he was right  across, he heard Vladik  and Ilka calling to  him

in  urgent  voices,  "Gena,  quick!"  He  dashed  after  them jumping over

stones.

    "Look what we've found!" Ilka sang out joyfully.

    "I thought the rock  had fallen on you,"  Gena said in an  exasperated

voice.

    A  boat  lay  upside  down  on  a  hard-packed platform of sand by the

water.

    It was dark and heavy and looked like a fierce beast crouching on  the

ground. One side was damaged and  a hole with jagged edges showed  dark in

the bottom near  the bows. The  hole was almost  big enough to  stick your

head through.

    "The flood brought it here," said Ilka.

    "You  don't  say?"  asked  Gena  sarcastically. "I thought pirates had

left it here."

    Ilka didn't let it bother him.

    "We could mend it."

    "Could we, Gena?" asked Vladik.

    "What are you going to stop such a whale of hole with?"

    "Plywood," Ilka suggested.

    Gena sighed.

    "The side is broken too," said Vladik.

    "The side's nothing,"  answered Gena. He  bent down and  picked a chip

off the side. "The whole thing  is rotten through. This tub was  only good

for firewood even before the flood."

    Vladik picked at the bottom with his nail too.

    "Isn't it  a pity?  We could  have made  ourselves a  sailboat. And do

some boating on the river."

    Gena said nothing.  What was the  use? As for  boating on the  river -

why, they might take  a ride on those  five logs fastened together,  which

had got stuck in  the nearby. It was  obviously part of a  large raft left

here by the river as it skirted the cape.

    "Here's boat for  you!" cried Gena  coming up to  the raft. "It  won't

sink  or  turn  over,  that's  for  sure!"  He stepped onto the logs. They

danced under  his feet  unsteadily.   "Never mind,  it's safe  enough.  We

could go back to our path on  this bit of raft. At least we  wouldn't have

to cross that spring again."

    Vladik said nothing.  He walked down  to the raft  gingerly, looked at

it for a while and said:

    "I don't feel like going on it, Gena."

    "I won't either. Mummy wouldn't let me," Ilka declared with a  defiant

note in his voice.

    "Well, if  she won't  we won't,"  Gena responded  amicably. He  jumped

back on  the shore  and pushed  the raft  away. "Let  it float without us.

It'll be good find for somebody. Enough firewood to last a month."

    They climbed up to the grass ledge.

    "A yellow day," Vladik suddenly said.

    Gena looked around  and understood what  he meant. The  water swirling

by was yellow and the setting sun filled the sky with amber light.

    "Evening, rather than day," remarked Gena.

    "Gena..." Vladik said  softly. He was  sitting with his  eyes lowered,

scraping the light crust of dried  clay off his leg. "Maybe you  think I'm

a coward ... because of the raft.... Well, I AM afraid. I just can't  bear

the sight of wet logs. They're  so slippery. I keep thinking I'll  hit the

back of my head again."

    "Oh, give  over, I  wasn't thinking  anything of  the kind," Gena said

hastily.

    But the words came out almost  mechanically. He felt a chill of  fear,

too, as if in the presence  of some lurking danger. Vladik was  right, one

slip - what if that terrible thing happened to him again?

    And he said grimly and clumsily,

    "You shouldn't ... you know ...  hop about too much. Don't you  follow

Ilka. Let him hop if his screws are loose...."

    Ilka didn't deign to respond to the insult.

    Gena felt that once again he hadn't quite said what he'd meant to.

    Suddenly Ilka asked casually, as though a mere trifle it was:

    "Vladik, does it hurt terribly when you're operated on?"

    "The  imbecile!"  Gena  thought,  horrified.  He saw Vladik's shoulder

shudder and tense.

    "What did you say, Ilka?" Vladik asked.

    "I'm sure it hurts more than when you put out a leg!"

    "What leg?" Vladik asked.

    "This goat of  ours dislocated his  leg back in  the winter. There  he

sat in  the middle  of the  street bawling  his head  off.   It was a good

thing your father happened  to pass by.   Yasha and me were  going to call

an ambulance."

    That was when Yasha  was mentioned for the  first time that day,  just

in passing.

    But at once they fell silent and  turned to look at the upper edge  of

the cliff.   Vladik, who  heard about  Yasha's death  from Ilka's  letter,

looked up as well.

    "Where did they bury him?" Vladik asked in an undertone.

    "Bury?" Ilka asked in surprise.

    "They didn't even find him," Gena explained. "He must have got  pulled

down under the ice  at once. And then  came the flood. D'you  know how far

the water spread? We couldn't see the other shore, it was like a sea."

    When Ilka heard the  words "like a sea",  he understood that the  time

had come to ask Vladik the thing that bothered him most of all. He  hadn't

felt like talking about it before, with all that fuss and noise going  on.

But now, as  they sat there,  serious and subdued  and rather sad,  it was

just  the  time  to  ask,  and  Vladik  could  be relied on to give him an

answer.

    "Vladik, tell  me about  the sea,"  Ilka asked.  And he  threw Gena  a

stern glance, as much as  to say - don't you  dare make any of your  jibes

this time.

    Gena was slicing thin strips of wood  off a chip of some sort and  did

not seem to be paying attention.

    "But I didn't really see it," Vladik said apologetically. "It was  all

so stupid. They discharged me  from hospital earlier than we  expected and

Daddy had to rush over and collect me, and he could only spend one day  in

Odessa."

    "A whole day," Ilka said reproachfully.

    "Yes. But the morning was cold  and there was a thick fog.  Like milk.

They said those kind  of fogs only happened  in autumn, but there  it was,

in summer, worse luck. So I couldn't see the sea at all. It was as  though

there was  a cotton-wool  wall in  front of  you. You  could only hear the

ships hooting in the port. Like mammoths lost in the fog."

    Ilka heaved a bitter sigh.

    "So you didn't see any ships either?"

    "We went down  to the pier  and the 'Admiral  Nakhimov' was moored  up

there.   It was  a huge  thing, all  white. You  could make things out, of

course, if you came  quite close. And the  water, too. Dark-green it  was.

The  sky  was  gray,  but  the  water  was  dark-green. And it splashed so

loudly, like water in a great  iron tub.  And smelt of  pickled cucumbers.

Isn't it  funny? And  the Nakhimov  loomed so  huge in  the fog.... Then a

sea-gull flew overhead...."

    Ilka was  gratefully silent.  After all  green water  and a huge white

ship were part of the real sea. And a sea-gull too.

    "Next day it was  warm and clear again,"  Vladik went on. "But  we had

to  hurry  to  the  station.   I  only  saw  the  sea from the bus, from a

distance. It was as blue as blue - a hundred times bluer than the  sky....

I felt I could  howl with disappointment. But  we shall probably go  there

again in August. Daddy hasn't used his leave for last year."

    "In August?" Gena asked and dropped his chip.

    "Yes. It was really a shame ... the way it happened."

    It was still  a long time  till August. Still  Gena felt disappointed.

August was the time of steady  winds, Gena's favourite month. It would  be

a pity if it was a month of worries and separation again, like last year.

    To be sure it wouldn't  be much of a worry  this time! Or a very  long

separation! But Gena could still have done without them.

    But what could he  say? He couldn't very  well tell Vladik not  to go.

He was  not like  Ilka who  blurted out  whatever entered  his head.  Gena

glanced at Ilka.  Or rather, at  the place where  Ilka had been  sitting a

minute ago.

    Because he was  no longer there.  His head bent  low, Ilka was  slowly

and stubbornly striding towards the gray rock wall of the crag.

    "Where're you off to?" Gena called out to him.

    Ilka made no reply, only slowed down and looked up.

    Gena looked up too. The grag  was about thirty feet high -  sheer wall

with some tufts of prickly plants growing out of it. The rock was  covered

with cracks, there were small ledges  and shelves. Here and there part  of

the rock  had been  washed away  and there  were gray  plates sticking out

like a shark's fins. A  slow-moving yellow cloud was drifting  away beyond

the cape.

    Ilka stepped on a stone by the rocky well and made as if to take off.

    "Don't you dare!" Gena shouted.

    But  Ilka  had  already  jumped  forward  and  up, as though intent on

breaking through the whole thickness of the rock with his body. He  didn't

break through it, but remained as though glued on to the vertical  granite

wall. Then he felt for a crevice  with his foot, reached a ledge with  his

hand and with a sudden thrust upwards, wriggling cat-like, climbed up  the

first ten-foot stretch.

    He lingered on the ledge for a while, wiped the rock with his hand  as

though it was a mirror and then went on up.

    Gena stood at the foot of the crag watching the crazy Ilka and  hardly

daring to breathe.

    He was supporting him with his glance, as it were. There was no  point

in shouting or cursing - coming down now was more dangerous than going  on

up.

    Gena's muscles were so  tensed up they hurt.  But what on earth  could

he do, should Ilka make a false step?

    Vladik stood  beside him  in silence.  Only once  did he whisper, "The

mad fool...."

    When Ilka  swayed momentarily  on a  small ledge,  Vladik drew  in air

noisily through clenched teeth.

    ... But Ilka was not afraid. He hugged hold of the rock again. It  was

warm and rough to  the touch. The bits  of grass as hard  as little birds'

claws scratched against his skin. In  the crevices stood the smell of  the

recent rain and wet wormwood.

    Ilka grabbed at yet another shelf and went up another couple of  feet.

He knew  he wouldn't  fall. He  was not  afraid of  the cliff  and did not

blame  it  for  Yasha's  death.  And  he  was urged on by a single nagging

thought: "Let him go then, let him go, let him...."

    It was not envy. But tears stood  in a lump in his throat.   Ilka knew

why, too. But he could never put  it into words. He wouldn't even try.  He

was furious with himself.

    And this fury helped  him scale the cliff  foot by foot. He  was not a

coward, let others be afraid.

            Many a coward was born on this planet.

            Yet men of honour, too,

            Hail, musketeers, come to our banner....

    There are words which make your  eyes sting and make you want  to jump

on a horse  and charge into  the attack. There  are some songs  like that.

What was that film called? "Twenty  Years On". A funny name. But  the film

was one in a million.

    "Hail, musketeers, come to our banner...."

    He was sprawled  across the upper  edge of the  cliff on his  stomach,

then pulled himself  up, clutching onto  the grass. First  onto his knees,

and then he finally stood up. He'd made it.

    He gave a casual glance back down to the others, Gena was shaking  his

fist  at  him.  Ilka  gave  an  incompetent whistle of derision and turned

away.

    A little way up the slope two boys were sitting by the remains of  the

church's  foundations.  They  had  been  busy  with something and were now

staring at Ilka in amazement. Where had he sprung from?

    Ilka put on a cheerful and independent air. He walked along the  brick

masonry and looked at the boys.   They attracted his attention. One,  thin

and curly-haired,  for no  other reason  that he  was dressed exactly like

Ilka. Even his belt was the  same. But pushing rakishly through the  belt,

like a gun, was a hammer with a long handle.  It gave him a dashing  look.

The second boy ...  what was it about  the second boy?   Ilka couldn't pin

it down  at once,  but then  he realised  that the  second boy looked like

Vladik.

    Both boys were younger than Ilka and he felt master of the situation.

    "If you'd fallen, you'd have been squashed to pulp," the  curly-headed

one said thoughtfully.

    "Me?" Ilka said disdainfully.

    "You."

    "Can't be," said Ilka.

    "Yes, it  can," the  boy that  looked like  Vladik said seriously. "We

nearly fell down ourselves this spring.  We were up here and then  started

slipping down over the ice...."

    Ilka  gave  the  boys  a  condescending  glance. They were nothing but

mites. Most likely the one with the hammer hadn't started school yet.

    "Ice," he said with a superior smile. "I climbed up the rock and  it's

rough. Easy enough to slip on ice,  sure thing. One of our boys fell  from

this cliff back in the spring. They never even found him. See?

    They obviously saw.

    "And we didn't  fall. A boy  got us out,"  said the curly-headed  one.

"He pulled us out with his satchel."

    "What  do  you  mean  with  his  satchel?" Ilka asked mechanically. He

wasn't thinking of the satchel at the moment, but of the hammer thrust  so

jauntily through that boy's belt.

    "He lowered his satchel to us and pulled us out by the strap."

    "I see," said Ilka.

    And he  stepped back  to the  edge to  see what  Vladik and  Gena were

doing.

    But he didn't look. That second a sudden brainwave came to him.

    "Hey you!" he said. "What did he look like, the boy?"

    The children exchanged glances.

    "Was he big?"

    "No, not very big. But bigger than you."

    "We don't know who he was."

    "You useless pair! He saved your lives and you don't even know who."

    "He told us to go off and dry up. And he stayed behind."

    "Could it really be Yasha?" Ilka thought.

    "His name  was written  on the  strap, only  I couldn't  read it," the

curly-headed one explained.

    "They spoke too  eagerly and guiltily  somehow. Could it  be they were

beginning to feel something really serious was coming to light?

    "Can't you remember even a single letter?" Ilka asked sternly.

    "It wasn't  a name."  said the  other boy.  "I read  it. You don't get

names like that."

                              Chapter Five

    "There was  no word  written on  his satchel  strap," Gena said. "It's

all stuff and nonsense."

    "But why should they lie, Gena?" Vladik insisted.

    "I'm not saying  they lied. Simply  it can't have  been Yasha. I  know

Yasha's satchel as well  as my own. We'd  used it to play  football dozens

of times."

    "When you kick a  satchel about don't look  at its strap," Ilka  said.

"You push the strap inside."

    "Aw, go along with you," Gena dismissed him with a wave.

    He  did  remember  Yasha's  satchel  very  well.  It was made of black

canvas with  shabby corners  and the  flap worn  through at  the top.  The

strap was made of canvas, fraying  near the buckle. And there had  been no

writing on it.

    "Didn't you say the bag was still intact?" Vladik asked.

    "So it is, but the militia took it for investigation."

    "Perhaps they gave it back later on," Ilka suggested tentatively.  "We

must go and ask."

    Gena realised that too. They had to go there. They couldn't just  keep

mum about what they had discovered.

    They were walking  away from the  river and the  low sun warmed  their

backs. The people they passed  probably thought they were just  three boys

rambling along aimlessly and  watching their ridiculously long  shadows on

the asphalt.

    "Yasha had a gray coat, I remember," Ilka said slowly.

    "I know," Gena responded.

    There was nothing for it - they had to go to see Yasha's mother.  They

had to go to the house where Yasha the Sparrow had lived, made his  clumsy

kites, thought up his tricks, laughed and got his ears cuffed.

    They would have given  anything not to go  there.  To tell  the truth,

they  were  afraid.   Gena  imagined  that  the  house must be dark like a

grave-yard  and  that  people  only  spoke  in  whispers  there.  Besides,

Yasha's fishwife of a mother had a sharp tongue and had never had any  use

for his friends. However would she greet them?

    "We should tell Shurik," Ilka remembered in time.

    That was quite  an idea. In  the first place  Shurik had a  first-rate

brain and was sure to think  of something. In the second, he  had suffered

on Yasha's account at school. In the third, four was better than three.

    Shurik was  at home  and in  the lowest  possible spirits.  He said  a

casual hello to Vladik, dispensing  with his usual niceties. Then  he told

them a sad  piece of news  - the history  teacher with whom  he had fallen

out over Yasha was to be their form mistress next year.

    "She'll eat me alive," he concluded.

    "No, she won't," said Gena. "Listen what we've found out."

    And he told Shurik about the two little boys.

    "Well I never," Shurik marvelled.  "Are you sure they're not  fibbing?

I mean, they could be mistaken."

    "They look  level-headed enough  kids," said  Gena. "Their  story fits

together."

    "They even remembered the day," added Vladik. "It's a pity he  started

crying, though."

    "Who?"

    "The one whose name was Yurik. A small curly-headed chap."

    "Why did  he start  crying?" asked  Shurik anxiously.  "I suppose  you

frightened them. Bombarded them with your questions, I expect."

    Gena frowned.

    "Nobody bombarded them. That is, we did a little, at first, but  then

everything was  quite peaceful.  He started  crying towards  the very end,

for no reason at all."

    "Must have  got frightened.  He probably  realised there'd  be trouble

for them."

    At this point Ilka took offence. He took offence on account of  Yurik,

that nice kid with the hammer tucked in his belt.

    "Why, do you think people only cry from fear? Do only cowards cry?"

    Ilka  would  have  cried  himself  in  Yurik's place. From the burning

sense of loss and  anger at himself for  having obeyed Yasha and  left him

in the lurch.

    "I don't think so at all," said Shurik. "I'm only afraid you  offended

them. You have to be careful  when talking to small children.... We  might

need to find out something more from them."

    Vladik shook his head.

    "They were  not offended.  They promised  to tell  us if they remember

anything else. They said they always played there on the cliff-top."

    "What do they do there?"

    "Look for hidden treasure," Gena said with an indulgent smile.  "There

used to be a church there. So  they are hammering at the bricks hoping  to

find some loot."

    Yasha's house  stood well  back from  the street,  from where only the

ridge  of  its  roof  could  be  seen.   Last  year  Yasha  had  flown his

Bumble-Bee from that roof.

    The gate was half-open.

    The boys stopped.  A stranger might  have imagined that  they had been

deterred by an old "Beware of the  Dog" sign. But the boys knew there  had

been no dog in  the yard ever since  that most kind-hearted of  dogs Tobik

had got lost two years previously.

    "Well, what are we waiting for?" asked Gena irresolutely.

    Then Ilka dived through the gate.

    Before them was  the familiar garden  with yellow stars  of dandelions

in the grass, the stack of birch firewood by the shed, and wet sheets  and

pillow-cases hung out on the clothes-line.

    A fat little boy  wearing nothing but a  shirt stood on the  porch and

stared at the visitors inquisitively.

    "Look,  it  must  be  Sanka,"  Ilka  said  in  surprise.  "He can walk

already."

    Sanka took no notice  of Ilka at all.  His gaze was fixed  on Gena. It

was stern and penetrating. Finally he said:

    "Uncle."

    "Uncle yourself," Gena said indignantly.

    Sanka backed  into the  doorway, turned  round, started  climbing over

the  high  step  and  then  flopped  noisily  down  on  all fours. After a

moment's hesitation he started whimpering half-heartedly.

    Some doors banged inside the house and Yasha's mother appeared in  the

doorway.

    She was obviously  surprised to see  the boys.   Probably she did  not

even  recognise  them  at  first.   Staring  at  the  boys,  she bent down

mechanically  to  pick  up  Sanka,  and, equally mechanically, slapped his

behind, instead of trying to calm  him down. But Sanka was obviously  used

to such treatment, for  he stopped crying, looked  at Gena again and  said

once more,

    "Uncle."

    Yasha's mother suddenly broke into a smile.

    "Yes," she said kindly.   "it's Uncle Gena. And  Uncle Ilka. And  some

more uncles. It's Yasha's friends come to visit Yasha's mother. Come  into

the house, boys.  I didn't recognise  you at first.  See what a  nice boys

they are, Sanka!"

    But Sanka was of a different opinion.   To be on the safe side he  got

down  on  all  fours  and  made  his  way  across  the  step to give these

suspicious-looking boys and uncles as wide a berth as possible.

    "Good afternoon," Shurik said belatedly.

    Nudging each other forward, they  entered the house which they  hadn't

entered all that often or any too willingly in the past.

    The rooms were neither funerally  dark nor neglected. The setting  sun

made patches of ginger  light on the floor  runners.  One thin  orange ray

pierced  the  aquarium  only  to  dissolve  in  slivers  on  the  polished

bed-head. A gray  kitten was asleep  on the ink-stained  little desk where

Yasha  used  to  do  his  homework.   Above  it  the  clock  was   ticking

distinctly.

    Yasha's  mother  entered  the  room  and  began  to  push  over chairs

fussily.

    "Sit down, boys. What  a pity Father's not  at home.  He  said so many

times: 'If only Yasha's friends would drop in."

    "What heels we are," Gena thought.

    They sat  down without  a word,  feeling terribly  depressed, although

Yasha's mother  did not  seem crushed  with grief,  but, on  the contrary,

fairly cheerful.

    "Sit down, Gena, Shurik, and you,  I'm sorry I don't remember you,  my

boy."

    "He's Vladik," said Ilka.

    "Oh, so you're Vladik! Yasha told me about you. So you got well?"

    "One eye  only," Vladik  said in  a restrained  voice. He  didn't feel

like dwelling on his happiness in a house hit by terrible disaster.

    "Yasha kept  meaning to  write to  you.   To ask  you to  buy him some

stamps in Odessa. I  told him that he  shouldn't. The boy's in  hospital I

said, in such trouble, and you want to bother him with your stamps. So  he

didn't write.... He was crazy about those stamps. He'd go to bed with  his

album.  I've kept the album.  I don't have any use for it and I suppose  I

might just  as well  give it  away to  somebody, but  I can't bear to part

with it."

    "I  thought  the  album  got  lost  together  with  the satchel," Gena

remarked cautiously. "He  used to carry  it in his  satchel. We looked  at

his stamps many times at school."

    "But I have the satchel, too. It didn't get lost."

    "So the militia returned it?"

    "They returned everything, down to  the last scrap of paper.  Only the

strap got torn. I  said couldn't they have  handled it more carefully  and

they said they'd found it like that."

    "Could we see it?" Ilka asked. He was more in command of himself  than

any of the others. And he was desperately eager to find out the truth.

    Yasha's mother was  not surprised at  the request.   She went out  and

returned with the satchel  in a trice, dishing  out another slap to  Sanka

on the way.

    Yasha was no more  but there was Yasha's  satchel. It looked just  the

same, old and kicked  about. In it were  the textbooks and exercise  books

Yasha had been carrying home from school on that last day.

    The  strap  had  been  pushed  inside.   Gena  had to take out all the

exercise books before  he could pull  it out. Pencilstubs,  bits of paper,

rubbers showered  from the  satchel. And  finally the  coil of  the canvas

strap unfolded revealing inky letters: AFRICA.

    The letters were big and clear,  as though Yasha had left a  pass-word

for the boys to find out how he died.

    ... Yasha's mother was crying.  Not sobbing or anything, tears  simply

rolled down her cheeks and she kept wiping them with Sanka's cap.

    "I'd like to see those boys."

    "We'll ask them to come. They will, I'm sure," Gena promised.

    "His father's away. He's gone to visit his brother in the country.  He

doesn't work now, you know, he  can't. When that thing happened to  Yasha,

his arms went paralysed. He couldn't move them at all for two months."

    Shurik was putting Yasha's textbooks back neatly in the satchel.  Gena

watched  him,  thinking:  "To  look  at  him, taking all that trouble over

them, you'd think somebody was going to school with that bag tomorrow."

    They left Yasha's house. The  windows in the house were  not curtained

off, and people  did not talk  in whispers, but  grief was living  in that

house and people were living with it.

    Gena walked ahead looking down  at his feet. Without turning  round he

said threateningly:

    "Ilka, you goat,  if you dare  do your acrobatics  on the cliff  again

I'll smash your legs in for you. You won't go hopping about THEN."

    "I will if I want to," Ilka said in measured tones.

    "I'll show you 'I'will'!" Gena exploded. "You'll go tumbling down  and

that's all YOU'll know about it. And other people will get paralysed  like

Yasha's father."

    Ilka said with a note of quiet challenge in his voice:

    "My father is dead."

    If Ilka counted on these words  to put Gena out, he was  disappointed.

Gena was too angry.

    "So you want  to send your  mother to her  grave, too? Think  of her a

moment! Yasha at least  didn't die in vain  - he saved two  people. And if

you get killed your mother won't even have that consolation!"

    Ilka  said  nothing  in  reply  -  he  felt  he might start crying any

moment.  Vladik  caught  up  with  him  and  walked  beside him, as though

offering silent comfort.

    Gena looked back. They walked side by side, their shoulders  touching,

both slim,  both dark-haired,  like two  brothers, an  elder and a younger

one. Feeling his anger cooling off, Gena said:

    "Yasha's mother  has Sanka  left. And  if you  get yourself killed who

will your mother have left?"

    "What's that to you?" Ilka snarled half-heartedly.

    "Goat," Gena said with a sigh.

    Vladik laughed softly.

    Shurik added, to help smooth things over:

    "I didn't know Yasha had a brother."

    "Who, Sanka?" Gena asked. "He's Yasha's cousin. Yasha's aunt  divorced

her husband and neither of them  wanted to keep Sanka. Yasha told  me that

back in the winter. So they took him."

    The rest  of the  way to  Ilka's house  no one  spoke. It was well and

truly evening by  now. The sun  had set and  the air smelled  of river and

warm asphalt.

    Suddenly Shurik asked:

    "And what am I to do with this bit of paper?" He had been fingering  a

creased sheet  of paper  for some  time. "I  forgot to  put it back in the

satchel. Look, it's a composition."

    "Read it," Ilka said.

    "Can I? It doesn't belong to us."

    "Read it," Gena ordered impatiently.

    They stopped  in the  street. Ilka  stood on  tiptoe to  glance at the

paper Shurik was holding close to his short-sighted eyes.

    "Composition," Shurik read out. "'The Weather I Like Best'."

    "Go on," Gena urged him.

    "'The  wind  is  gathering,'"  Shurik  read,  "'and mighty trees shake

themselves up noisily....'"

    "What wind?" Gena  hissed furiously. "He's  asked to read  and he goes

on about the wind...."

    "He IS reading," Vladik said.

    "I  AM  reading.  'The  wind  is  gathering,  and  mighty  trees shake

themselves  up   noisily,  chasing   drowsiness  away.   Sheets  on    the

clothes-lines are flapping and fluttering loudly, fancying they're  really

sails....'"

    "Is that a composition?" Ilka marvelled.

    "It's poetry," said Vladik.

    "What kind of  poetry is that?"  Gena said disbelievingly.  "There are

no rhymes."

    "You can have verses without  rhymes," Shurik explained. "But it  says

here it's  supposed to  be a  composition. Here,  there's more: 'I thought

I'd like to make  a sail of those  sheets and put it  on a boat. But  they

won't let  me.   The grown-ups  think one  can do  without sails,  but not

without bed-sheets....'"

    "Is there a mark?" asked Ilka.

    "No mark. It must be a rough draft."

    It was an odd  kind of composition. It  was hard to believe  Yasha had

written it. But the handwriting  was unmistakable. On the other  hand, why

couldn't Yasha have written it? He certainly knew all about winds.

    "Read it once more," Gena  asked. "It sounds kind of  interesting when

you read it."

    Shurik  read  it  once  again  in  a  measured  voice, emphasising the

stresses and pauses.

    Yes, it was poetry after all. But Yasha could hardly have realised  it

when he wrote it.

    "Yasha a poet?" Gena mused dubiously.

    Shurik folded the sheet neatly.

    "Why  not?"  he  objected.  "He  certainly  had  imagination.  Do  you

remember the train?"

    Gena remembered. That had been a  very funny incident.  Yasha came  to

school quite depressed that day. He  said that he had been at  the station

and seen a train  with yellow and orange  carriages on which black  camels

and green  parrots were  painted. An  orchestra was  playing in  the front

carriage and  on the  platform a  jolly man  with a  moustache was celling

tickets to all who wanted to make a trip to warm climes.  A  seventy-three

kopecks. Yasha had enough money for the ticket, but his mother had  locked

away his birth  certificate, and of  course they won't  let you go  abroad

without papers.

    They made  fun of  Yasha, of  course, but  he went  home still looking

very sad. And then they all forgot about the yellow and orange train  with

animals painted on the carriages.

    "He thought that up because of his stamps," said Gena.

    "He didn't collect  stamps then, not  yet," Ilka retorted.  But he did

not feel like arguing  and asked: "Shall we  stay outside a bit  longer or

shall we go home?"

    "Let's go home," Vladik asked. "I haven't seen my home yet."

    It  was  not  till  then  that  they remembered he'd only arrived that

afternoon and not been home yet.

                               Chapter Six

    Vladik woke early. There was no sleeping after six. However  carefully

you drew the curtains, the sun seeped in through some chink.

    The  June  sun  was  high  and  gay.  There  was so much warmth in the

tiniest ray that sleep evaporated like a puddle on hot asphalt.

    Vladik squinted his eye. Rainbow-coloured balls flared up on the  ends

of his  eyelashes. Multi-coloured  drops, stars  and rings  swam in  these

balls. It was a miracle really.

    Vladik opened his eye wide. It was  as light in the room as though  it

was midday and not early morning. This was because the walls were  painted

ivory cream.

    Vladik had never  seen ivory, or,  indeed, elephants for  that matter.

Only  in  pictures.  And  the  pictures  hadn't even been coloured. How he

wanted  to  see  them  in  real  life  -  huge, gray and good-natured. And

long-necked giraffes, and sandy-coloured lions.... And camels....

    Vladik stopped smiling.  A vague  memory made its way into the  jumble

of his careless  thoughts and haunted  him like faraway  ringing.  Camels,

lions, parrots.... On yellow and  orange carriages. They had been  thought

up by  someone who  was now  dead. And  if someone  is dead,  the funniest

story connected with him becomes sad.

    Vladik kicked his  sheet off and  let down his  legs over the  edge of

the bed.   Daddy was  still asleep  of course.   It was  easier for   him,

sleeping on the sofa behind the book-case. The sun scratched at the  glass

doors  of  the  book-case  with  its  rays  but  couldn't reach behind it.

Vladik could  only see  the back  of his  father's head, his short-cropped

hair, with  touches of  gray in  it.   On the  floor by  the sofa stood an

ash-tray with some stubs in it. How many were there? - one, two ...  five.

He must have gone to bed very late.

    On the table were sheets of drawing paper and paints. Vladik had  left

them there the evening  before. He had suddenly  felt so sleepy that  he'd

barely managed to throw off his clothes and dive into the bed.

    Vladik came up to the table and examined his drawing. It was no  good.

Just incompetent daubing. The  paints refused to obey  him and so did  the

pencil. What  he had  meant to  paint was  huge forest  flowers and a tiny

wizard among them. Instead he had  a lot of shapeless spots of  paint. The

spots had run  into each other  and the wizard  looked like a  frog in red

shorts.

    He had wanted the painting to be bright and the colours to be gay  and

clear.  But  they  had  run  and  were  just a blurred mess. Should he try

again? What should  he paint? It  was hard to  think up a  subject - there

were some  ideas lurking  at the  back of  his mind  - either  a forgotten

dream or some  fairy-tale he'd heard  a long time  ago. It was  dusky blue

and a bit mysterious, and just couldn't painted.

    Of late a strange restlessness sometimes overcame Vladik. Not so  long

ago everything had seemed simple  and gay - all he  had to do was look  on

and rejoice in things around him.  But he could no longer simply  look. He

would see a small flower in the grass, a bird or a cloud and feel an  urge

to paint it, to make it even  more beautiful than it was in real  life. Or

he would want to write  a poem. But nothing came  of it.  Only once  had a

poem come off. In the train.

    The sun had  been huge and  flat and it  was crawling down  beyond the

jagged edge  of a  forest. Small  trees came  rushing to  meet the  train,

their tops dishevelled by  the wind. And suddenly,  from beyond a hill,  a

flat airfield came into view, dotted with slim dark airplanes. Vladik  had

a feeling that some adventure was imminent. He sat in the corridor of  the

carriage till  it was  too dark  to see  outside any  more. And the wheels

rattled out this poem to him:

                    In a field beyond a hill

                    I saw an aerodrome.

                    The winds awhirl and never still

                    Were not like those at home.

                    Nor the sun, a blood-red ball,

                    Beyond the aerodrome.

                    Only the warm grass, green and tall,

                    Smelt like the fields at home.

    This  smell  flew  in  through  the  open windows and rushed about the

carriage together with the wind and the poplar down.

    Vladik had  liked the  poem. That  is, at  first. Later  he'd found it

disappointing. The poem read well in  time with the rattle of the  wheels,

but later it had seemed silly and clumsy.

    The day before  Vladik had sat  down to write  another poem. About  an

old intrepid  cock who  was not  even afraid  of sheep-dogs.  "The crimson

comb is  pierced by  the sun, the wings  are scarlet  as flame..."  Vladik

could not think  of any more  and was not  going to tire  himself out, not

after  Shurik  had  showed  him  Yasha's  composition broken up into verse

lines:

                    The wind is gathering,

                    And mighty trees

                    Shake themselves up noisily,

                    Chasing drowsiness away.

                    Sheets on the clothes-lines

                    Are flapping and fluttering loudly

                    Fancying they're really sails.

                    I thought I'd like

                    To make a sail of those sheets

                    And put it on a boat.

                    But they won't let me.

                    The grown-ups think

                    One can do without sails,

                    But not without bed-sheets.

    "The end is not too good," Shurik said in a guilty voice as though  he

had written the poem himself. "No correcting it now, of course."

    But the end did not matter. What mattered was that you could feel  the

wind starting in a gust, shaking  the old fences and playing havoc  in the

tops of  the poplars.  There was  remarkable power  in the  poem that made

cocks and their like look incredibly silly.

    Vladik could  not remember  Yasha. He  had only  met him  two or three

times and had even forgotten what  his voice sounded like. They said  that

the  Sparrow  had  been  a  mean  character  sometimes.   Well,  who isn't

sometimes? But Yasha was  no more, and all  that was left of  him were the

lines about the wind.

    Should he paint Yasha's gay train perhaps? Yellow and orange on  black

background it would be really nice  and bright. A train flying across  the

African savannah.

    It was  a pity  the paints  were not  too good  and would not come out

smooth.

    Vladik stretched out  his hand to  the paint-box. It  slipped onto the

floor  and   the  coloured   squares  of   paint  scattered   across   the

floor-boards.

    That woke his father up.

    He  turned  onto  his  back  and  for several seconds looked at Vladik

silently, then remarked calmly,

    "All decent  people sleep  until at  least seven  and let other people

sleep too."

    "Nor do they smoke at night," said Vladik.

    "Hmmm," said his father uneasily and cast a glance at the ash-tray.

    "At least  they don't  smoke five  cigarettes at  one sitting," Vladik

finished him off.

    "That's not  fair. I  smoked four  cigarettes in  the kitchen and only

one in bed!"

    "And brought all the stubs in here?"

    "That was by mistake. I just forgot."

    "You don't take them to your work by mistake, do you?"

    "I won't do it again," his father said pathetically.

    Vladik sighed.

    "Yes, you will. You've promised a hundred times already."

    "Your father's just a bad lot."

    "It's just that he's undisciplined."

    "I'll improve."

    "We shall see."

    "Why aren't you asleep?"

    "It's because of the sun."

    Light-hearted  tiffs  like  this  happened  every  morning. Then Daddy

would turn his face  to the wall and  go to sleep until  seven. And Vladik

would  switch  on  the  electric  kettle  and  start  looking  through his

textbooks.

    But today it was different.

    "Vladik, listen.  There is  something serious  I want  to tell  you. I

meant to tell you  yesterday. Your mother sent  me a letter. She  wants to

come and see you."

    Vladik did not  remember his childhood  before that terrible  accident

on the logs. He did not  remember the room where he'd lived,  the streets,

the trees  or the  people. But  one thing  he did  remember -  just a  few

minutes out of that  life. He was standing  in his coat and  cap and Mummy

was tying his scarf on.  They were going out for a walk. Vladik wanted  to

hurry out, but his scarf just  wouldn't tie. Mummy tugged at its  ends and

Vladik tottered, nearly falling over.   "Stand still," Mummy said.  Vladik

would have liked to stand still,  but he was hot. His mother  was dressing

him to  go out  near a  hot stove.  The fire  was roaring  behind its iron

door. The eye of  the ash-pit glowed red.  It looked like the  gold egg of

the Speckled Hen in his favourite fairy-story.

    "Don't fidget...."

    It  was  twilight.  The  room  was  full  of  thick blue shadows, only

Mummy's face was lit up in the  fire-light. It was not angry at all,  only

the voice was angry.

    "Oh God, this child will drive me crazy...."

    No, he did not  want to drive her  crazy. Simply it was  very hot, and

the  coat  collar  scratched  his  neck.  And the stove was scorching. The

ash-pit was not at all like the gold egg. It was like the Wicked  Dragon's

eye. And the fire in  the stove howled gloatingly. Horrid  monster! Vladik

jerked himself out of Mummy's arms  and kicked the door of the  stove with

his  boot.  The  round  oven-door  fell  shut  with  a clang. Mummy's face

vanished in the blue darkness.

    So did his memories after that.

    And whenever the picture appeared before his mind's eye, Vladik  would

kick the imaginary door to make the iron oven door fall shut.

    "Well, what about it?" Daddy prompted him cautiously.

    He had to give an answer.  So Vladik began slowly, choosing his  words

with care.

    "She's not a child, is she?  Nobody can forbid her to come.  But where

will she stay? You said it's hard  to find a place in the hotel.  And Aunt

Nadia doesn't like strangers."

    "I see,"  said Daddy.  "Very well  then. I  think I'll  get some  more

sleep. Would you put the kettle on?"

    "Of course."

    Daddy turned to the wall again.

    Vladik squeezed  his eyes  tight. A  blue room,  orange flames  in the

stove.... For  some reason  he just  couldn't drive  the image  out of his

mind this time.  Vladik kicked the  leg of the  table with his  bare foot.

And as  though in  response to  the blow,  the door-bell  rang lustily and

with no trace of  timidity as the early  hour demanded. Rubbing his  toes,

Vladik hopped to the door on one leg.

    Who could  it be  so early?  Of course,  it was  Ilka. He stood in the

doorway, tousled and worried figure.

    "So you're not asleep? Good!"

    "My father  is, incidentally,"  Vladik said  caustically. "That  is he

was until you started ringing your fire-alarm."

    "I only pressed it gently," Ilka said in a subdued voice.

    "You call  that gently?  Anyway the  bell rings  whether you  press it

gently or hard."

    Daddy shouted from his sofa:

    "What is that, a telegram?"

    "It's Ilka."

    "Ah. Well bring him here!"

    "I am."

    In the light of the sunny  room Ilka appeared before them in  dazzling

glory.

    "Just look at the smart fellow," Ivan Sergeyevich said admiringly.

    Ilka's attire  was light  and gay.   He wore  the same  gray shorts as

usual, sandals on his  bare feet, and a  yellow kerchief with black  polka

dots was tied  on his neck.   Tucked into the  belt was a  big hammer, and

the handle of  a screw-driver or  chisel was sticking  out of his  pocket.

That was all, not counting the four scratches which ran diagonally  across

his  stomach.   It  was  as  though  a  huge  paw  had scratched Ilka. The

scratches were red and swollen.

    "Tamara  Vassilievna  is  on  duty  tonight,  it  would  appear?" Ivan

Sergeyevich remarked with an inquiring note in his voice. "And her son  is

leading an independent and wild existence."

    "'Fraid he is," Ilka agreed with a sigh.

    "But  even  a  wild  existence  requires  breakfast. So that's what we

shall turn our hands to now."

    "Ilka's mouth started to water.  Still, the idea of breakfast  was not

uppermost in  his mind.  When Ivan  Sergeyevich went  out to  the kitchen,

Ilka said in a business-like tone:

    "I need a rope."

    "Perhaps you'd  be kind  enough to  inform me  what you  need it for?"

Vladik queried.

    "Yes, I  will.   In a  moment." Ilka  frowned in  concentration as  he

searched his mind for the most compelling words.

    Then he sat down  on a chair in  front of Vladik, pulled  his knees up

and rubbed his chin against them.  He looked at Vladik from under  knitted

eyebrows.

    "Whatever can he be hatching up now?" Vladik wondered uneasily.

    "On the  cape there  is a  smooth, what  d'you call  it, well, kind of

incline. It's like a rock wall - on  the very top of the cliff. It can  be

seen from everywhere  - from the  river and from  the other bank.  You can

even see it from the top of  our bank, too, if you walk away  a little....

We could cut out an inscription there...."

    "What inscription?"

    "Yasha's name."

    He peered into  Vladik's face anxiously,  his eyes holding  a terrible

fear  of  mockery  and  a  readiness   to  snap  back  at  the   slightest

provocation.

    Vladik was  silent remembering  Ilka swaying  precariously on  a stone

ledge on their last outing.

    "If he'd just got  drowned it would be  one thing," Ilka said  softly.

"But he didn't just get drowned. He was rescuing others. And nobody  knows

it. There isn't even a grave. Is it right, I ask you?"

    "I don't suppose there's another smooth rock, is there?" Vladik  asked

seriously.

    "What for?"

    "To write your name on. If you get killed too."

    "I won't. I tried  it this morning. There's  a ledge there. Only  it's

hard to hold on and to cut at  the same time. But if I let myself  down on

a rope, it would be just fine."

    "It would be just fine," Vladik repeated staring at Ilka's  scratches.

"I'll produce the rope. When Gena  comes. We'll thrash you with that  rope

and then tie  you up with  it so you  don't go climbing  up that cliff any

more. What did Gena say, have you forgotten?"

    "So what?" Ilka said defiantly. Suddenly he blinked several times  and

turned away. "Your Gena is coward. And so are you."

    "And you're a fool." Vladik said taken aback.

    Ilka's shoulders sagged.

    "Now, listen," Vladik said somewhat guiltily. "Just think - if you  go

clambering around there all by yourself...."

    "I won't be by myself, there's Yurik and Valerik."

    "What use are they? As though  they can help.... They were there  when

Yasha fell, too."

    "No, they weren't! He ordered them to go home."

    "Okay, they weren't. Still, they're no earthly use."

    "They can watch the rope. There's no danger at all with the rope.  And

the wind blows from the river.... It presses you to the rock...."

    Presses you....

                The wind is gathering,

                And mighty trees shake themselves up noisily....

    "The rock  is granite,"  Vladik said.   "Just think  how much  time it

will take you to cut out the letters! The whole summer."

    "All right, so I'll spend the whole summer. I'll work in the  mornings

when there's few people about."

    "The rock is gray and the letters will be gray. They won't show up."

    Ilka turned round hastily and flapped his wet eyelashes.

    "Could we do it some other way - so that they would show?"

    "Wait a minute," said Vladik.

    If  they  had  a  rope,  there  really  wasn't  much  danger. And Ilka

wouldn't give up the idea anyway. If they tied him fast...

    Vladik remembered the  vertical side of  the 'Admiral Nakhimov'  and a

little crib hung on ropes  at its side. There was  a sailor in it who  was

painting over the yellow drips that had run down the white, and he  looked

a  Lilliputian  against  the  vast  hulk  of  the  ship....  Then   Vladik

visualised another ship, also huge, but gray with red letters on the  side

- "Yasha Vorobyov". They can't have a ship for every person who dies,  but

there IS that rock on the cliff....

    "There's a special kind of paint - they paint ships with it. It  dries

almost at once. They use it for ships' bottoms. Perhaps Daddy will get  us

some. Then we could do it all together."

    "Gena will be against it," Ilka voiced his doubts. "He'll tell us  not

to as well."

    "Why should he?"

    "I don't know.  I think he  will. He'd agree  in the end,  but he'd be

against it at first."

    There was a grain of truth in Ilka's words.

    "All right," Vladik said. "We can do it just the two of us."

    Ilka grinned happily.

    "It will be even better. He'll see  it when it's ready. Won't it be  a

smashing surprise!"

    Butter could be heard sizzling in the kitchen.

    "Rissoles?" Ilka asked apprehensively.

    "Not, no, sit still. It's fried eggs."

    Vladik was thinking  about the paint.  The idea of  crimson letters on

granite appealed to him more and more. There was something supremely  just

about Yasha's name being painted in  red on the gray rock. It  showed that

he had not died in vain.

    "Those who have washed can come and have breakfast," Ivan  Sergeyevich

announced from the kitchen.

    "Come on, Ilka!"

    Everything was  fun! Everything  was so  jolly! They  splashed at each

other in the  bathroom and then  rushed into the  kitchen without stopping

to dry. At table hungry Ilka dropped  a piece of hot egg onto his  lap and

yowled like a scalded cat. Vladik was bent double with laughter.

    But through all that fun  and laughter, he kept remembering  the words

from Yasha's poem: "I thought I'd like to make a sail of those sheets...."

    "Daddy," Vladik said, "aren't you a ship-builder?"

    "I believe so. It's what the powers-that-be gave me to understand."

    "Help us build a boat."

    Ilka stopped kicking against the table legs and put his fork down.

    "We've found  a boat,"  Vladik continued.  "By the  river. It's rotten

through and  can't be  mended. But  we could  build ourselves  a new  one,

couldn't we? With a sail."

    "That's  something  new,"  his  father  said,  staring into his plate.

"What's it all in aid of?"

    "We want to sail, of course."

    "Exactly, sail. And then be shipwrecked. You can't even swim."

    "I'll learn," You said I could go swimming with Gena, didn't you?"

    "He'll learn," Ilka promised. "Gena will teach him."

    "Yes. However did you get hold of this brainwave?"

    "If only it had a sail..." Vladik said softly.

    "A sail! That means  I won't have a  quiet moment at work  again. I'll

be worrying all the time whether you're still afloat."

    "You used  not to  be so  afraid before,"  Vladik said sounding rather

offended. "The bicycle was more dangerous."

    "A fat lot you know about it, little fool!"

    "We wouldn't sail it all that  often. Only when you were there  if you

say so."

    "Until we learn how ourselves," Ilka added.

    "Daddy, please say you'll help us."

    "How can I help you? I'm an engineer, not a carpenter. And we  haven't

any boards. Well, we'll see."

    "What shall we  see?" Vladik asked,  brightening up. Ivan  Sergeyevich

said in a voice which clearly indicated surrender:

    "I'll  mention  it  at  the  yard.  One  of  our  builders  is  an old

fisherman. He said he'd bought himself a new boat. I'll ask him what  he's

going to do with the old one."

    "Hurrah!" Vladik said in a whisper.

    "Don't you 'hurrah' too early. An  old boat means holes all over.  You

might spend the whole summer repairing it. When would you sail it then?"

    "We could sail it in autumn, before the water freezes," Vladik said.

    "Of course we could," Ilka confirmed.

    "Perhaps you could, too,"  Ivan Sergeyevich agreed hesitantly.  "If we

took it to the  lakes. There are nice  places near Novo-Kamenka. A  lot of

lakes joined by canals.  I was there last  autumn. The water is  black and

has yellow  leaves floating  on it.  But if  we do  get ourselves  a boat,

you'll have to do as you're told. Is that clear?"

    "Aye, aye, sir," Ilka barked by way of reply.

    Vladik said  nothing. He  was thinking  about yellow  leaves on  black

water. He even fancied he felt the smell of the autumn forest.

    "Over  black  water  our  frigate  glides  between  two shores of gold

parting the carpet of leaves that hide watery secrets untold...."

                              Chapter Seven

    Ilka was dancing with impatience.

    "Oh, Mum, is that all?"

    "Don't fidget. And don't  stick out you elbows.  Where did you pick  up

this habit - sticking out the elbows if you don't like something?"

    Elbows had nothing to do with it. When Ilka wanted to talk his  mother

into something or  prove something to  her, he pressed  his clenched fists

to his chest - or stomach. To  bring his point home. And the elbows  stuck

out by themselves.

    "Don't dance  about," Mummy  insisted.   "The quieter  you stand,  the

sooner we shall finish. Here, arms to attention."

    Ilka  groaned  inwardly,  but  stopped  wriggling  and  held  his arms

against his sides. As long as that would get things over!

    "After all  I can't  make you  a jacket  without trying  it on  once,"

Mummy said.

    "Why should  you make  it at  all?" Ilka  asked hopefully.  "What do I

need it for now?"

    "I am making it now," Mummy said, turning Ilka round, "because  you've

worn all your things to  shreds. I've nothing to put  you in if I have  to

take you out somewhere. Turn sideways on to me now."

    Ilka turned obediently and inquired where exactly she planned to  take

him.

    "Well, suppose we went to the circus - what would you wear?"

    "The white shirt."

    "But it's cold in the evening."

    "No, it isn't."

    "Don't stick your elbows out!"

    "There the discussion  ended. It was  eleven o'clock already.   Vladik

was at Gena's,  and Shurik too,  as likely as  not. They were  never late.

They would be sitting  on crates under the  lean-to and cursing Ilka  into

the middle of next  week. Because he had  not turned up with  the nails he

had promised.

    Mummy, I'm late," Ilka pleaded.

    "So am I. And yet here I am wasting time on your jacket."

    "Blow the jacket," Ilka thought to himself.

    Mummy got up and stepped back to admire her handiwork.

    "You see, it's turned out  very nicely after all. The  latest fashion,

too, with no collar."

    Ilka was  not in  the least  interested in  fashion. As  far as he was

concerned all  surplus clothes  would be  best made  into sails and flags.

Only Mummy would never have let him get away with that.

    She was still standing there admiring her handiwork.

    "It's  fine.  All  that's  left  to  do  is  the hem and sewing on the

buttons. D'you like it?"

    Ilka took a squint at the dark-blue cloth. He knew he was supposed  to

say he liked it. But honesty got the better of him.

    "Will I have to wear this thing?"

    "Why, of course," Mother answered curtly. "What's wrong with it?"

    "Looks like some smock or other...."

    "What do you mean?"

    "It's too long. Like a smock. I can hardly see my shorts below it!"

    "And a good  thing, too!" Mother  declared. "At least  nobody will see

what a mess you've made of them.  They were your only decent pair for  the

summer. You've turned them into  a floor-rag within a fortnight.  What are

these spots here?"

    "It's paint and a little pitch," answered Ilka cautiously.  "You  know

we've been caulking the boat. It'll all come off with turps, Mummy."

    He wanted to steer his mother away from that explosive topic, but  she

was having none of it:

    "Come off, my foot!   Couldn't you put on  some old shorts to  do your

caulking in?"

    "The old shorts have no belt. Where could I stick my tools?"

    Mummy gave a despairing sigh.

    "What you  need is  a strong  hand. Somebody  who could  take off that

belt and then the shorts too. Take it off this very minute!"

    "What?" Ilka asked in fright.

    "The jacket. Since you don't like it."

    "I like it," Ilka  said softly. "Only make  it a little shorter.  That

much, and he showed a good three inches on his fingers.

    "Very well. After all, it's you who is going to wear it."

    While  Mother  was  snipping  away  with  the  scissors, Ilka thrust a

hammer and a chisel into his belt and filled his pockets with nails.

    A  broad  strip  of  blue  cloth  lay  on the table. Ilka looked at it

calculatingly.

    "Mummy, you don't need this piece, do you?"

    "And what do you need it for, may I ask?"

    "For the hole. You see, there's a hole in the boat...."

    "A hole?" Mummy's eyes grew  round in astonishment. "You mean  you are

going sailing in a boat with holes?"

    "But, Mummy,  we are  not sailing  in it  while it  has holes.   We're

going to stop up that hole!"

    "With this patch?"

    "No, with wood. But we need some cloth for the padding. Gena's  father

told us that in old times  the carpenters used cloth for padding  in dams.

And it's fast  too. Water doesn't  get through at  all. We shall  caulk it

and nail it in place...."

    "I feel as  though you're building  my coffin and  not a boat,"  Mummy

said. "It'll send me to the grave  before my time. Whenever I think of  it

my hair stands up on end. Do you all want to drown?"

    "Ivan Sergeyevich will be with us!"

    "Yes, but there'll come a time when you will sail it by yourselves."

    "Only when we've learnt...."

    "Oh dear," Mummy said. "I hope it takes you a year to repair that  tub

of yours.... Take the cloth and be off with you. I have to prepare for  my

report."

    Ilka was tying a kerchief round his neck.

    "Why don't  you wear  a shirt?  Do you  like going  around with a bare

tummy? A pirate, that's what you look like."

    "I'll dirty the shirt, too, and you'll be on at me. And I can wash  my

tummy."

    "Very well," Mummy said.  "See you're not late  for lunch. Or I  shall

make you regret it."

    "Okay. Can I take a pickled cucumber?"

    "Are you hungry?"

    "No. But Vladik said that pickled cucumbers smell of the sea".

    "Do they?" Mother asked in surprise. "Then bring me one too."

    Ilka dashed off  for the cucumbers,  and Tamara Vassilievna  heard him

singing out in the kitchen.

                The hulls are all tarred, the campfires alight,

                Bungs pushed tight in every crack.

                We board our ship at dead of night

                And hoist the battle-torn flag.

    The boat lay in Gena's yard under the lean-to.

    The boys were sitting on the boat.

    Vladik  and  Shurik  looked  at  Ilka with their customary impatience,

while Gena glared at him ferociously.

    "Mother kept  me back,"  Ilka explained  hastily. "But  look what I've

brought. For the plug."

    Ilka's idea was unanimously  approved and Gena refrained  from lashing

out at him. He stood up. His shorts which had stuck to the tarred  bottom,

came off with a loud tearing sound.

    "Let's get down to work."

    They had been  working for three  days. They scraped  the bottom clean

and caulked the cracks. All that was left was to plug a small hole in  the

side and then paint it.

    Cans with whiting, black paint and red lead were stacked nearby.

    They had gone  to the factory  for the paints  the day before  because

Ivan  Sergeyevich  refused  to  take  responsibility  for  getting hold of

paint:

    "What do you expect  me to do -  carry out paint tucked  into my shirt

so that nobody'll  notice? Is that  it? No, thank  you! Go to  the manager

and ask him to let you have a few cans - as a favour for young friends."

    True, he had gone to the manager with them.

    The delegation, paralysed  with shyness, had  stopped in their  tracks

at the  office door,  but Ivan  Sergeyevich went  across to  the manager's

desk.

    "Here, Vladimir Leonidovich. I've brought the pirates' crew along."

    The  manager  looked  up  from  his  papers,  and  Gena  blinked  with

astonishment. He was so bowled over  he even said "Good morning" a  second

time.

    "Good  morning,"  Vladimir  Leonidovich  answered  politely.  "What an

unexpected meeting. How's that telephone faring? Still stealing coins?"

    "I didn't try to use it any more," Gena answered.

    "He  and  I  once  had  a  crack  at  making a public telephone behave

itself,"  the  manager  explained  to  Ivan  Sergeyevich. "Well, so you're

repairing your frigate?"

    He  said  he  would  let  them  have  the  paint,  to encourage school

ship-builders and in  memory of a  long-standing acquaintance. But  if the

new tanker 'Irtysh' left its berth with its stern unpainted, the  pirates'

crew would be held responsible. Then he telephoned the storehouse and  the

man on duty at the gate.

    At  the  gate  they  met  the  boat's former owner Pavel Romanovich, a

short bald-headed man. He was a fine  chap. He had let them have the  boat

free and only hinted that it would  not be a bad idea if Ivan  Sergeyevich

and he  shared a  small bottle  to celebrate  its change  of hands. Vladik

told his  friends laughingly  that they  had drunk  two bottles instead of

one and spent a most chummy couple of hours recalling their childhood  and

telling   each   other   fascinating   stories   about   the   history  of

ship-building.

    "Have you brought  your cruiser home  in one piece?"  Pavel Romanovich

asked them at the gate, "Not shaken it to bits?"

    "It's all in one piece," Gena replied.

    They  had  carried  the  boat  on  a  two-wheeled cart from across the

river, over  the bridge.  The creaky  old cart  was lop-sided, and lorries

hooted at it exasperatedly from behind. But that all belonged to the  past

now.

    But now there was  work to do -  paint the boat, make  the rudder, put

up the mast, sew the sail....

    Ivan Sergeyevich would help them make the mast. The rudder they  would

make with his help too. Shurik would  sew the sail - he was a  wizard with

a sewing-machine.  He had  already cut  out the  pattern for the mainsail.

His head was screwed on right - there was no denying that.

    At first  they had  thought of  making a  sail out  of old  sacks, but

Gena's father came out of the house, stood awhile watching them caulk  the

boat and said:

    "A  sail  made  of  sacking  will  make  you the laughing stock of the

river. Go to the shop and choose what you need - I'll pay for it."

    So  they  went  to  the  shop  and  picked  out some broad thick white

calico. It was  just the thing  for the sail.  Gena's father gave  a grunt

when he was told the price, but did not go back on his word.

    Generally, he had been kind and cheerful the last few days. Noisy  men

with a  dark tan  that had  obviously not  been acquired  on the Black Sea

beaches started coming to their house again. A letter arrived from  Moscow

which Gena's father had been waiting  for most impatiently.  He told  Gena

that his design had been "approved in principle, very much so", and  then,

carried away  by the  receipt of  the glad  news, went  on to explain what

kind of design it was. Gena  hadn't understood much of what he'd  said. Or

rather, he'd understood it  all right  while he  was listening,  but later

forgotten what it was all about. The only thing he remembered was that  it

had  to  do  with  a  timber-chemical  factory  and  was  referred  to  as

"technology of production."

    Soon it came  to light that  in order to  continue work on  his design

Gena's father would  have to give  up his job  in town and,  as Granny put

it, "take to the woods again".  When Mother heard this piece of  news, she

said:

    "So it's starting  all over again.  I keep potatoes  in your rucksack.

What are you going to take with you?"

    "I've brought a new one," Father said.

    ...They patched up  the hole, from  both inside and  out. They caulked

the patches with pitch and pulled the boat into the sun to make the  pitch

dry quickly.

    "We  can  start  painting  it  from  the stern," Gena said. "Why waste

time?"

    How they  were going  to paint  it had  been decided  long ago.   They

would coat  the bottom  with red  lead, as  in real  ships. The sides they

would paint  black with  a thin  white stripe  along the  edge. Inside the

boat would be white - snow-white without a single blemish.

    "And what colour will the letters be?" Ilka asked. "Red?"

    "What letters?"  Gena asked  in surprise.  It hadn't  occurred to  him

that a boat ought to have a name. It was just a small boat after all,  not

a ship.   What did it  matter what they  called it? As  long as it  sailed

well....

    He  gave  voice  to  this   opinion,  but  came  up  against   general

opposition. Even Shurik, who never argued, said firmly:

    "Of course she must have a name. Whatever next?"

    "Very well then. What are we going to call her?"

    He saw  Vladik look  away -  as though  he was  embarrassed on  Gena's

account. Ilka's gaze  was half-offended half-questioning.  He was not  one

to avoid people's gazes.

    What was it all  about? It was as  though he, Gena, didn't  understand

something which was obvious to all the others.

    "I  went  to  school  yesterday,"  Shurik  said  in  a  carefree tone.

"Repairs  are  going  on  full  swing,  everything  is  topsy-turvy.   The

blackboards are stacked in a row in the corridor. I took a piece of  chalk

and wrote  'Yasha Vorobyov'  on every  one of  them and  the dates  of his

birth and  death. And  added below:  'Killed while  saving two people'. If

our history teacher sees it, she'll raise one hell of a rumpus...."

    So that's  what they  meant -  Yasha. Actually  Gena had thought about

it, too, but  decided against it.  It was kind  of awkward to  give a real

person's name to a  small boat. Besides, to  tell the truth, Gena  did not

want a constant reminder of death  like that. He tried to think  as little

as possible about such things. But if everybody wanted it....

    "Shall we write the name and the surname in full?" he asked.

    "Maybe just the name," Ilka said quickly.

    "Better the surname too,"  Vladik objected. "Otherwise it's  not clear

which Yasha it is."

    "Lets call it 'The Sparrow' then," Shurik suggested facetiously.

    "Frigate 'Sparrow'," Gena echoed, in  an ironic tone that left  little

room for argument.

    This  was  idle  talk,  as  they  all  realised. They were joking over

something which wasn't a joking matter at all.

    "Call this  a frigate?"  Shurik retorted.  "A frigate  is a huge thing

with a mass of sails."

    "So what?" Ilka said stubbornly.  "It's a small frigate. Why  can't we

call it a frigate?"

    "You can, of course. But certainly not 'Sparrow'."

    "'Africa'," Ilka suddenly burst out with.

    "What do you mean?"

    "I  mean  let's  call  it  'Africa',"  Ilka  repeated  and  frowned in

anticipation of  objections. "Why  not? Yasha loved everything  to do with

Africa...."

    "What  sort  of  a  name  is  that..."  Gena began crossly, but didn't

finish his sentence, realising it was the right name, the only right  one,

and that the boat was already stuck with it for good.

    "'A-fri-ca'," Ilka  repeated again,  lingering over  each syllable  as

though weighing the word in his hand.

    "Good for Ilka," Shurik said.

    "In  orange  letters,"  Vladik  suggested.  "Orange on black will burn

like fire."

    "We have no orange paint...."

    "I have yellow paint  at home. We'll mix  it with the red.  Shall I go

and fetch it?"

    "Ilka is sure  to tag along  now too," Gena  thought with uncalled-for

resentment.

    "I'll come with you," Ilka jumped up, just as he'd foreseen.

    If he'd offered to accompany somebody else, Gena would have  barked at

him, "And who is going to do  the work?" But Vladik smiled at Ilka,  "Come

along then," and Gena smiled too.

    Ilka pushed  off from  the boat's  bottom and  leapt over  to Vladik's

side, giving the boat a final loving pat before he went.

    Ilka already loved the boat as if it were a live thing.

    He thought about  it all the  time. He imagined  the wind filling  the

sail, the  yellow water  lapping at  its black  sides and  the sharp  prow

rocking on rolling waves.

    He had  filled the  blue spaces  on his  animal map chock-a-block with

boats and ships.

    At night he  dreamed of rivers  with overgrown banks.  The mast caught

in the  roof of  branches overhead  scaring orange  parrots. Tall steamers

crawled timidly out from behind  green capes and hooted jubilantly  having

at last reached wide expanses  of sunlit water. Lions strode  majestically

out of the jungle following his small craft with their gracious gaze.

    And in the  shallow waters, flamingos  on their pink  legs were dotted

about like so many huge flowers.

                              Chapter Eight

    Pitch and paint had  eaten into Gena's palms.  His hands smelt of  the

boat. And the boat smelt of holidays, sun and travel.

    Coming home in the evening, Gena  would drop into bed and go  straight

off to sleep. His fleeting dreams, which he could never remember the  next

morning, also  smelt of  paint, pitch  and wet  sand by  the river's edge,

where Gena, Vladik and Ilka used to bathe after day's work.

    In the morning Gena would wake up as though from a friendly prod:  get

up, remember how many fine things are awaiting you!

    Ahead was the excitement of another day. Lots of excitement, in  fact.

And the main thrill was not the boat, not the anticipation of their  first

trip, not the freedom of summer holidays. The main joy in Gena's life  was

Vladik.

    Not at once did Gena realise that joy is always accompanied by  worry.

The first time he felt worry sting his heart was when Vladik suddenly  put

his chisel  to one  side, sat  down, turned  away and  did not answer some

question. Gena was no  good at dragging things  out of people. He  went on

polishing  the  mast  with  sand-paper,  wondering whether he had offended

Vladik without realising it.

    It was then that  he had realised how  important Vladik had become  to

him.  It  wasn't  a  question  of  last  year  or the kites they had flown

together or that live wire on the  roof. Even if Gena had only met  Vladik

two months ago, he would have felt the same.

    Or so he thought.

    Gena needed Vladik.  And the question  arose: did Vladik  need Gena as

much?

    However, that first time the scare was a short-lived one.

    Vladik  turned  round  and  Gena  realised  that  he  was  not  at all

offended.

    "I went  to Aunt  Nadia's place  yesterday," he  said in  such a tired

voice as though Aunt  Nadia lived thirty miles  away. "Not to see  her, of

course, but to take tools from the loft. For the boat."

    "What happened? Had she thrown them away?"

    "They're  all  there,"  Vladik  answered  miserably.  "Only I won't go

there any more. And  I won't take anything  from there. That loft  used to

mean such  a terrific  lot to  me. It  was the  most important thing in my

life. And when I looked at it  yesterday - it was so dirty and  there were

cobwebs everywhere.  The iron  things are  all rusty.  And the  compass is

just a jar of water. And it's so dark...."

    "But we can clean it up. Or d'you think your aunt won't let us?"

    "I don't know. I  suppose she'd let us.  Only I don't want  to. It was

as dingy  before, only  I couldn't  see it.  And now  it frightens  me, it

really does."

    He looked away and sat  there, his shoulders sagging. Once  again Gena

became aware of Vladik's  greatest fear - of  going blind again. And  dark

corners revived this fear.

    Gena looked at the other  boys. Ilka was rapturously sweeping  a brush

with red paint across  the boat's bottom. Shurik  was taking it easy,  the

shameless loafer, offering  Ilka a piece  of advice now  and then. Neither

of them was paying any attention to Gena and Vladik's conversation.

    Then Gena dared to ask:

    "And  what  about  your  plans,  Vladik?  Remember  you  talked  about

becoming a meteorologist?"

    "I remember,"  Vladik answered  firmly. "I  don't want  to any more. I

wanted to then, but I don't want to any more. D'you think I'm afraid?"

    Gena  shrugged  his  shoulders.  Of  course,  he didn't think any such

thing.

    "What do want to be then?" he asked.

    "I don't know," Vladik replied softly. "I want to want something  very

much. To do something I  like. And be good at  it. But I don't know  what.

Whatever I try, nothing comes of it. I can't even paint, just smear  paper

with paints."

    "You'll learn." Gena tried to console him.

    "Perhaps," Vladik answered.

    The weather was bright and windy.  High up in the sky yellow and  gray

clouds raced along  at different speeds.   They stretched out,  curled and

tore into pieces, as they  overtook one another. But their  whirling dance

could not conceal the blueness of the sky and the sun. The sky these  days

seemed  especially  high  and  clear,  and  the nimble dodged the packs of

clouds and beat down on the boys' shoulders.

    Dare-devil winds came  whooping upon them  like a gang  of highwaymen.

They  flattened  down  burdocks  growing  by  the  fences.  Sometimes they

brought  in  their  wake  short  mischievous  showers  that drummed on the

ground. The sun threw rainbows all over the horizon.

    Gena went out onto the porch early in the morning. He was  barefooted.

The boards were warm and wet after  a shower and the ground had not  dried

yet.

    Yasha's cat Stepan, who led  a half-wild life nowadays, was  strolling

about the garden. He lifted each  paw high, before putting it down  on wet

ground, and his face expressed disgust.

    "Pussy, pussy, come here," Gena called out to him amicably.

    Stepan  twitched  his  tail  disdainfully  and  walked out through the

gate.

    "I know who gobbled up our  chick," Gena said after him. Stepan  broke

into a cowardly trot.

    Gena walked round the house.

    Ilka was squatting in front of the boat under the lean-to. He  stroked

the  stem  with  the  tips  of  his  fingers. At first Gena thought he was

checking  whether  the  paint  was  dry.  But  coming nearer he heard Ilka

saying:

    "Dear little frigate...."

    Gena bent down and slapped his trouser leg loudly, as though to  shake

off  dust.  From  the  corner  of  his  eye  he  saw  Ilka  jump up with a

half-embarrassed, half-defiant look.

    "Not dry yet?" Gena asked.

    Ilka showed him traces of whiting on his palm.

    "You shouldn't paw at it,"  Gena said sternly. "You'll leave  marks on

the paint."

    "I just touched it a  teeny bit," said Ilka apologetically  wiping his

palm on his tummy.

    "What kind of whiting is this?" Gena said resentfully. "All the  other

paint has been dry  a long time, and  this whiting is still  sticky. We'll

have to wait three more  days as likely as not  if we don't want to  leave

our shorts on the thwarts."

    "Bother!" Ilka responded dejectedly.

    "Well, three days is not all that much."

    "I'm sorry for Shurik though. He'll  have to go away without a  single

sail with us.'

    "What's that?"

    "Honest injun! He told me  yesterday.... There he is, coming  now. Ask

him."

    "I hear you're going?" Gena asked morosely.

    Shurik sat down on  a log pulling up  his freshly ironed trousers.  He

was wearing a new  shirt, too, and the  last word in sandals.  In a rueful

voice he informed them:

    "A fantastic  story, really.  New relatives  have come  to light. They

live  near  Moscow.  It's  Father's  cousin  and  his  wife. A middle-aged

childless couple.  They discovered  they had  a nephew,  me, that  is, and

demand that he should come for a visit."

    "And is the nephew willing?" Gena asked.

    "The nephew has no choice. After  that incident at school he was  told

he cannot be relied  on to take independent  decisions. They keep me  in a

strait-jacket."

    "Well, well," Gena drawled.

    "Well, I'll survive it, I expect," Shurik said. "It'll be goodies  all

the way. There's a river, you can  go bathing. A moped. Free cinema -  the

aunt  is  manager  of  one  of  the local  cinemas. There are woods nearby

too...."

    "Life will be one endless round of  fun," Gena summed up for him in  a

mocking tone.

    "All right, I know I may be bored to death," Shurik agreed. "But  I've

had an idea.  They live in  Dubna, and my  uncle may have  something to do

with that  gadget called  proton-synchrotron. If  I could  get inside that

place...."

    "Fat chance you have," Ilka sniffed. "They accelerate atoms there."

    "Not atoms but particles. Of course  I probably won't get in, but,  on

the other hand, I may be lucky. It's worth a try I think."

    "The ship has  not been launched  yet, and the  crew is abandoning  it

like many rats," Gena said.

    It wasn't that he was so very sorry to see Shurik go. Rather, he  felt

guilty about Shurik - he'd done a  lot and sewn the sail for them  and now

he wouldn't be sailing with them after all.

    "I'm not going  for the whole  of summer," Shurik  explained. "I'll be

back in August, I  expect. Just when Vladik  goes away. The boat  wouldn't

have held us all anyway, not with Ivan Sergeyevich."

    "It'd have held us," Gena said. The reminder about Vladik's  departure

made the news all the harder to bear.

    Ilka said  petulantly, whether  in jest  or seriously  it was  hard to

say:

    "Everybody's going somewhere. I want to go too...."

    "Go away then," Gena said.

    "I may want so hard, that I really will go."

    "Good riddance...."

    "To Africa," Ilka said, narrowing his eyes.

    "Why not to the Amazon?" Shurik suggested.

    "I want to go to Africa," Ilka persisted.

    "There are crocodiles there," Gena reminded him....

    "There are  also racialists  in Africa,"  Shurik said  seriously. "And

other kinds of scum. They are much worse than crocodiles. You can come  to

terms with  crocodiles, but  what terms  can there  be when you're dealing

with beasts who cut children's heads off and stick them on bayonets?"

    "Must we come to terms with them?" Gena asked.

    "I still want to go to  Africa. There are free countries there,  too,"

Ilka said stubbornly.

    "So there are," Shurik assented. "There are free countries there.  And

slavery. And guerrillas.  And lions, and  crocodiles, and palm-trees,  and

pyramids. And crowds of tourists."

    "I won't have anything  to do with tourists.  I'll make my way  to the

guerrillas," Ilka promised.

    "Just listen to him talking," said Gena.

    Ilka threw him a swift angry look.

    "And what will Mummy say?" Gena asked.

    "Don't tease  him," Shurik  said reproachfully.  "Does it  really give

you such a kick to reduce someone to tears?"

    "I'm not teasing," Gena  said seriously. "Simply I  remembered Yasha's

mother."

    Ilka came up to the boat  and scratched at the red lettering  with his

finger-nail.

    "Don't you paw  at it! How  many times have  I got to  tell you?" Gena

scolded him.

    "Yasha's mother gave a sweater  to Vladik," Ilka informed them  all of

a sudden. "She had been knitting  it for Yasha but didn't finish  it. It's

just right for Vladik. It's blue with white squares on."

    "Did Vladik take it?" Gena  asked with an uneasy cold  feeling running

down his spine.

    "Yes. First I tried it on but it's too big for me."

    "When did you manage to perform this transaction?"

    "Yesterday.  We  were  coming  back  from  the  cape and dropped in at

Yasha's house."

    "Whatever had you been doing at the cape?" Gena asked suspiciously.

    "Paining the boat  up. Remember -  that old one.  We painted eyes  and

two rows  of teeth  on it.  It's as  if a  monster was  lying there on the

bank. We want to paint scales on it too."

    "Quite an idea," Shurik said.

    "You'll get  carried away  and land  yourself in  some trouble,"  Gena

warned.

    "No we won't," Ilka answered and leaped over the boat.

    In the middle of the day,  with the sun shining all the  time, another

five-minute shower splashed down. Its  last drops were still hammering  at

the  window-pane  when  the  noise  of  a  football  battle worked up to a

crescendo in Pine  Close. Gena pushed  his book away  and listened lazily.

He  didn't  feel  like  joining  the  footballers  all by himself, without

Vladik, Ilka and  Shurik. The book  was not very  interesting either. Gena

yawned.

    For the first time since they started building the boat he had a  free

hour when he could laze about a bit, and there he was yawning.

    The raindrops stopped knocking on the window and instead there came  a

knock at the door.  If was hurried and,  somehow, nervous. "No, no  chance

to get bored here," Gena thought as he walked to the door.

    He was very surprised to see Ilka's mother on the door-step.

    Ivan Sergeyevich was with her, but that wasn't so strange, for he  had

been to Gena's house before. But Tamara Vassilievna never had.

    "Gena," she said anxiously, "are the boys here?"

    "Ilka? No, he  left a long  time ago. Vladik,  too," said Gena  with a

glance at Ivan Sergeyevich, who asked:

    "Where were they heading for?"

    "I thought they went  home. For lunch. There's  nothing to do here  at

the moment - the boat has got to dry."

    "What  a  pest  of  a  boy,"  Tamara  Vassilievna  said  with helpless

resentment. "I told him to be  home at one o'clock. And it's  almost three

now. There's been all this rain, and he hasn't even got a shirt on."

    "A shirt is  the last thing  one would need  in rain like  this," Ivan

Sergeyevich remarked. "The question is where the hell can the two of  them

be. You don't know, do you, Gena?"

    "No," Gena  said curtly,  chilled by  the already  familiar feeling of

impending danger. In actual  fact he knew. Or  rather could make a  shrewd

guess. "Could  they have  gone to  the cinema?"  he asked  in his  calmest

voice.

    "They  have  no  money,"  Tamara  Vassilievna  replied.  "I'm terribly

afraid they've gone swimming."

    "You needn't be afraid of  that," Gena said decisively. "Vladik  would

never go swimming without me and wouldn't let Ilka either."

    "Where are they then?"

    "Do you need them very urgently?"

    "To tell  the truth,  not very,"  Ivan Sergeyevich  said. "It's simply

we're worried. You know how it is...."

    "I can try looking for them...."

    "Please, do, Gena,"  Tamara Vassilievna said.  "If you find  them tell

them to come to my flat, both of them. Then I'll ring up Ivan  Sergeyevich

at work."

    Before going out Gena  looked under the lean-to.  The tin of red  lead

was missing from  the heap of  tools and paint  tins in the  corner. There

could be no doubt  about it any more.  Gena remembered Ilka's words  about

painting up the boat.

    He strode off to the river bank. The sun was scorching hot again,  and

the asphalt was drying before his very eyes. A pink bit of rainbow  melted

away, hooked  on to  the retreating  rain-cloud. Three  small kids  with a

shaggy puppy were jumping back and forth over a puddle and screaming  with

delight each time  they made dry  land the other  side.  The  puppy barked

hoarsely.

    But all this  sun and gaiety  went almost unnoticed  for Gena. He  was

hurrying to the river.

    To avoid wading  across the spring  again he veered  left and slipping

on a clayey path, almost rolled down to the water's edge.

    The cape  concealed the  boat from  him. Keeping  close up against the

rock  Gena  skirted  the  cliff  at  its  foot,  right  next to the water,

stepping from  ledge to  ledge. Finally  he reached  the sandy  patch. The

boat glared at him out of terrible  round eyes, each the size of a  plate.

Its red maw grinned mockingly.

    One side of the boat was  propped on a block of wood.  From underneath

Ilka's  legs  stuck  out  smeared  with  clay and paint. Gena first caught

sight  of  the  twitching  leg  and  then realised that a conversation was

being carried on in undertones under the boat.

    Gena  was  so  relieved  nothing  had  happened,  that he forgot to be

angry.

    He jumped over to the boat and hammered with his fist on its bottom.

    "Hey you, come on out!"

    Ilka's leg was hastily pulled in  and his face appeared in its  place.

It bore stains of paint and wary smile:

    "Why, hi, Gena...."

    Vladik poked his face out beside Ilka's.

    "Is that you, Gena? We have been hiding from the rain here."

    "Get out," said Gena. "The rain stopped long ago."

    "We were telling each other fairy-tales," Ilka explained.

    "You will have to  tell a few fairy-tales  to your parents now,"  Gena

remarked frowning. "They are searching high and low for you."

    "Oh gosh," Vladik gasped and  hastily crawled out from their  shelter.

Ilka  followed  him.  Gena  looked   at  the  two  paint-stained   friends

mockingly.

    "Aren't you a sight!"

    "Let's have a swim," Ilka suggested timidly.

    "Nothing doing. They're waiting for you at home. You wouldn't be  able

to wash  the paint  off even  then, only  the clay.  You're in  for a good

gruelling anyway."

    "You think so?" Ilka asked anxiously.

    "I don't know about  Vladik - Ivan Sergeyevich  has gone to work.  But

YOU are in for it and no mistake."

    Ilka said nothing. Gena looked them over.

    "However did you manage to collect so much paint on yourselves?"

    They said nothing.  They just stood there looking upwards.  Gena  felt

sore at them and their mysterious silences. He turned away and started  up

the path.

    Had he looked up  he would have seen  an inscription in red  on a flat

granite slab. It could be seen  from afar. Under the Young Pioneer  emblem

of a star with three tongues of flame, were the words:

                            YASHA VOROBYOV

                              1955-1966

    ...There  was  no  gruelling.  Tamara  Vassilievna only looked at Ilka

sadly and said:

    "You have no heart at all," and turned away.

    Ilka hung his head.

    Vladik  marked  time  behind  him  in  his  bare feet. He had left his

soaked tennis-shoes in the corridor.

    Gena squirmed - he felt as guilty as Ilka and Vladik.

    "Mummy, please," Ilka said hoarsely.

    "I don't want to talk to you."

    Ilka gave a deep sigh and began rubbing the paint off his tummy.

    Tamara Vassilievna turned round.

    "Do you imagine it is decent to be seen walking about like this?"

    "I'll wash," Ilka promised.

    "I can just imagine. No, my little darling, I'll deal with you  myself

this time. What you  need is turps and  some steel wool. Vladik,  you look

no better! Have you been competing to see who can get dirtier? Who won?"

    "You  see,  Tamara  Vassilievna,"   Vladik  said  uncertainly,   "This

rain...."

    "I  see,"  said  Ilka's  mother.  "It  rained  clay  and  paint."  She

straightened up  resolutely: "Off  into the  bath both  of you!  This very

minute, and no arguing. Come on!"

    "But Mummy!" Ilka wailed sticking out his elbows.

    "Don't you 'But-Mummy' me! Vladik...."

    Vladik sighed, took Ilka by the shoulder and pushed him gently in  the

direction of the bathroom. At the door he turned round and flashed Gena  a

guilty smile: "There's nothing for it...."

    "Never mind," said the  look in Gena's eye.  "You'll have to grin  and

bear it now." And he called after them:

    "See you tomorrow! I'll be going now."

    On his way home he  started wondering why Vladik obeyed  Ilka's mother

so unprotestingly.  When his  father was  around he  was always popping up

with his  "I'll manage",  but in  Tamara Vassilievna's  presence he was at

once small and obedient.

    Gena  pondered  the  question  for  some  time. And that was why other

thoughts, sad, troubling ones, came to him later.

                              Chapter Nine

    At six o'clock Ilka made  an unexpected appearance. He was  clean, his

hair was neat,  and he wore  white socks and  a new collarless  jacket. He

did not look his usual self  at all. New sandals squeaked like  frightened

mice. The shorts  cleaned of all  the clay and  paint had a  sharp crease.

But Ilka seemed to take no delight in all this finery. He obviously  found

it inhibited his natural bounciness.

    "What's new?" Gena asked.

    "I just  popped by,"  Ilka answered,  sat down  on the window-sill and

started dangling his legs to and fro.

    Gena suddenly remembered that there  had been a time when  Ilka hadn't

reached the floor with his foot  when he sat on that window-sill.  And now

there  he  was  scratching  the  floor-boards  with  his sandals. How he'd

grown!

    "I wanted to find out how the boat is drying."

    "It is drying...."

    Ilka breathed on the window-pane and drew a funny face on it with  his

finger.

    "Why this outfit?" Gena asked.

    Ilka wiped the funny face off the window-pane.

    "We're going to the circus."

    "I  see.  Don't  you  go  near  that  boat then - you'll get all dirty

again."

    "Ivan Sergeyevich bought  three tickets," Ilka  said softly. "One  for

himself, one for Vladik and ... another one. They offered it to me."

    "That's fine."

    "Perhaps you'll go?" Ilka asked looking down.

    "Me? Why?"

    "Why not? I'll go with Mother some other time."

    "They didn't  offer it  to me,"  Gena said  in an  indifferent tone of

voice  feeling  all  the  joy  of  life vanish rapidly from his existence.

"They only asked you."

    Ilka said nothing.  He breathed on  the glass again,  but, once wiped,

it wouldn't mist over again.

    "Go if you've  been asked," Gena  repeated. "You're dressed  up for it

too."

    "That's nothing - I can take it all off."

    "I  hate  the  circus  anyway.   Especially  the acrobats. Can't stand

their jumping about."

    "Really?" Ilka asked with relief.

    "Wild horses wouldn't drag me  there." And Gena produced an  elaborate

yawn.

    "I'll go then...."

    "Cheerio!"

    Ilka went off,  and Gena lay  down on the  divan with his  hands under

head. It  was then,  as he  lay there,  that bitter  and troubled thoughts

assailed him.

    He could no longer deceive  himself. Everything was clear. Vladik  was

quite  happy  with  Ilka,  when  he,  Gena, wasn't around. He'd noticed it

before but had shied  away from the thought.  But now there was  no shying

away from it any more.

    He now remembered all the irksome incidents in vivid detail. When  the

three of them walked  along, Gena would be  a little to one  side and Ilka

clutching at Vladik's sleeve. If  they talked, Vladik said three  words to

Ilka to each one he addressed to Gena. No was it a matter of words  alone.

Sometimes they talked  without needing words.   Ilka glanced at  Vladik or

Vladik  at  Ilka  and  you  could  see  that  they  understood  each other

perfectly. As though they shared some secret.

    Granny looked into the room.

    "What's this  idea of  lolling about  on the  divan without taking the

cover off?"

    "I like lying on it, that's why," Gena answered curtly.

    "Oh, alright, lie there if you must."

    "That's just what I'm doing."

    And he turned away to the wall.

    Nothing had actually happened, if you looked at things coolly.

    Vladik came over  every day as  before. They were  all working on  the

boat together. Everything was just fine.

    They hadn't quarrelled, had they?

    Gena abruptly propped  himself up on  the elbow. It  was all a  lot of

nonsense!

    But  he  could  not  work  up  any  real  anger  against  himself. The

"nonsense" got the better  of him and just  pushed its way into  his head.

Why hadn't they asked him to come to the circus with them, but only  Ilka?

Perhaps he wouldn't have gone, but it hurt to feel forgotten. And it  made

you very sad.

    A good  thing he  had spoken  so calmly  to Ilka:  "Go if  you've been

asked." He  had not  shouted: "Go  then, I'll  get along  without you well

enough!"  He  had  not  shouted,  for  he  did  not want to upset Ilka. Or

perhaps Ilka had  nothing to do  with it? He  was afraid of  starting up a

quarrel.

    Had it been somebody else and not Vladik, Gena would have dropped  him

like a hot potato there and then. There were lots of decent chaps  around,

Anton Kalinov for one. HE would  never betray him.... But the trouble  was

that neither Anton nor any other boy could replace Vladik....

    Gena dozed off. He dreamed  all kinds of disjointed nonsense  and then

he dreamed about Vladik.  He was coming out  of the river, streaming  wet,

and his hair was  plastered to his forehead.  Round his neck hung  a black

submachine-gun. "Ilka has gone sailing on our 'Africa'," said Vladik.  "To

the south. And there's a Portuguese  ambush on the bank lower down.  So we

had to  fight our  way through."  "Ilka again,"  Gena thought resentfully.

And woke up.

    He thought he had slept no more than five minutes. But the sun was  no

longer shining  into the  window and  evening shadows  had crept  into the

room. "Must be after nine," Gena thought. So all of two hours had passed.

    Sleep had brought him no  peace. The same thoughts kept  buzzing round

his head, droning on like the most tiresome of arithmetic problems.  Isn't

man a silly  creature? Nothing had  happened, but peace  had vanished from

his life.

    There was only  one way of  restoring that peace  of mind -  to go and

see Vladik. At once. To talk to him, talk to him about this and that.  But

how  could  one  burst  into  someone  else's  house  at night without any

reason? "Never  mind," Gena  decided, "I'll  ask for  a book.  I'll say  I

can't go to sleep and have got nothing to read."

    But would Vladik be back from the circus yet? The show must last  some

three hours. It began at seven. It was a quarter to ten now. A bit on  the

early side.

    He'd go  all the  same. Waiting  was unbearable.  Perhaps the show was

not all that long.

    He was  in luck  - from  a long  way off  he caught  sight of light in

Vladik's window. Pale light from a  green lamp-shade.  Gena ran up  to the

first floor landing and pressed the bell-button that looked like a  fish's

eye.

    Vladik opened the door. He was  not at all surprised to see  Gena, and

simply said, "Come in."

    "Couldn't think of anything  to do," Gena said.  "Went for a walk  and

saw the light in your window. I thought you were still at the circus."

    "I didn't go," Vladik  said. "I don't like  it.  And the  lights there

are too bright - it  hurts to look. The seats  were at the very top,  too.

Daddy got  the last  three tickets.  So he  went with  Ilka.  Perhaps they

talked Tamara Vassilievna into going, I don't know."

    The subdued green light suddenly seemed bright and festive to Gena.

    They sat down side by side and Vladik's sofa.

    "I expect the boat does not need more than one day now," Gena said.

    "I wish it'd hurry up," said  Vladik with a smile. But both  the words

and the smile were rather half-hearted. This again worried Gena.

    "What are you  reading?" he said  nodding at the  book that lay  under

the lamp.

    "It's a textbook -  Nature Study. A lot  of tripe, but I  have to read

it - they'll test me on that too before I'm allowed to attend school."

    It  suddenly  occurred  to  Gena  that  he didn't really know anything

about how things would go for Vladik at school.  Obviously, he would  have

to pass exams to enter  the forth form.  He'd  have to ask him sometime  -

perhaps now? Gena  looked at Vladik  and saw that  his thoughts were  very

far from his school work.

    Then Gena asked point-blank:

    "Why didn't you go to the circus - tell me the truth!"

    Vladik rose and walked over to the desk.

    "A  wanted  to  write  a  letter,"  he said without looking around. "A

reply to my mother's."  He rustled through some  papers on the desk.  "She

used to write to Daddy, and now she's written one to me."

    So that was it!

    "And what do you...?" Gena asked before he could stop himself.

    "I don't know," Vladik answered almost in a whisper.

    Gena wondered  if he  might be  crying and  had turned  round for that

reason.

    "Give over," he said in an awkward voice and came up to Vladik.

    But Vladik was not crying at all. His face was calm but sad.

    "Why don't you talk it over with your father?" Gena advised.

    "No, I shan't  tell him about  the letter. Actually,  I know what  I'm

going to write, only  I don't know how.  I can think of  only one sentence

'It's best if you don't come.'"

    "Why not write that one sentence?" Gena asked.

    "I will."

    Suddenly he covered one eye with  his hand and turned his face  to the

lamp.

    "What's the matter?" Gena asked in alarm.

    "You know,  Gena, I  think I  can see  light with  the other eye. I've

noticed it several times. If it's a bright light then I don't see it,  but

if it's green, there's a sort of gleam. D'you believe me?"

    "Why shouldn't I believe you? You must tell the doctors."

    "I must make sure first."

    "What if you're not supposed to? What if it might do some harm?"

    "But I'm not experimenting with my good eye!"

    "Vladik," Gena  said indignantly,  "you've grown  as mad  as Ilka. You

don't take care of your eyes, and you go leaping about on the cliff."

    Vladik shook his head slowly.

    "I take very good care  of my eyes.  And  we never leapt about on  the

cliff. We simply painted the inscription 'YASHA VOROBYOV' on the rock."

    "Whatever for?"

    "Simply so that it should be there. Daddy told me that when  fishermen

meet their end at sea, their names are inscribed on rocks."

    "Yes, I heard about it. And why didn't you take me along?"

    "Ilka wanted it to be a surprise for you."

    "A surprise...," Gena repeated. "The goat!"

    Vladik hitched himself up  onto the desk, with  his back to the  lamp.

His face was now in shadow.

    "You  know,  Gena,  it's  quite   a  problem  with  Ilka,"  he   began

hesitantly. "Tamara Vassilievna wants to take  a job in a pioneer camp  in

August. She has  her leave then  and wants to  earn some extra  money as a

camp doctor. She says Ilka needs a new winter coat and suit."

    "Well?"

    "So Ilka will have to go with her."

    "And you will be going to the sea with your father," Gena said  sadly.

"And Shurik will be  studying atoms in Dubna.   So I'm left all  by myself

on our  frigate.   Boatswain, pilot  and captain,  all rolled  into one. I

think I'll have to join the pirates."

    Vladik was silent for a while. Then he said:

    "Ilka doesn't want to go to the camp."

    "Of course! There's  real discipline in  a camp. You  can't go hopping

about all day long."

    "It's not hopping he can't do  without, it's out frigate. He wants  to

go sailing in it. And Tamara Vassilievna is afraid it will sink.  With  us

on board."

    "It may, too," Gena agreed lugubriously.

    "We talked it  over with Daddy....  You know, Gena,  we shall probably

end up taking him with us to Odessa."

    "Oh, will you?" Gena said.

    "What do you think?"

    "Me? What am I supposed to think?"

    "Well, about it all?"

    Gena gave a wry smile.

    "Are you asking my permission or what? What can I think? I think  that

Ilka will go wild with joy, that's what I think."

    Ilka certainly would  be beside himself  with joy when  he heard about

the plan.  No camp with little cottages  round a shallow pond, but Odessa. 

Oh, he'd be happy alright. And Vladik, too. They would both  enjoy

themselves.

    "Only don't tell  him for the  moment," Vladik warned  him. "It hasn't

been settled yet."

    "Why should I  go talking? It's  your business. I  think I'll go  home

now. They're expecting me for supper."

    "Off you go then," said Vladik  with a sigh. "I'll sit down  and write

that letter."

    Nobody was expecting Gena.  They were used to  his being out late.  It

was holiday  time after  all. At  the very  worst Granny  would grumble  a

little, for the sake of form.

    Gena didn't go  home.  He  decided to have  a look at  the inscription

Ilka and Vladik had painted on the rock. The June nights were light,  with

a sunset glow gliding  along the horizon until  dawn, and he felt  sure he

would be  able to  pick it  out.   Besides there  was a searchlight on the

river trained on the cape to warn passing boats.

    But when Gena turned  into Parokhodnaya Street, he  saw a wall of  fog

rolling  down  towards  him.  Fog  did  rise  from the river some evenings

shrouding the  streets in  a thick  blanket. Lights  in the windows turned

into dim  blurs, and  the glowing  filaments in  the street-lamps  gleamed

through the thick fog like red cobwebs.

    Gena walked to  the shore thinking  about the funny  weather they were

having that summer - a mixture of fog, wind, thunderstorms and  heat-wave.

People said it was  increasing solar activity to  blame for it. Could  be,

for all he knew.

    From where he stood on the  high shore he could see neither  the water

nor the lights. The powerful beam of the searchlight must have got  bogged

somewhere halfway. The tugs were hooting anxiously near the pier.

    "Like lost mammoths," Gena remembered.

                               Chapter Ten

    No trouble or  worry marred Ilka's  happiness nowadays. Sometimes  his

joy  gave  him  a  push  from  inside  so  to  speak and he would dash off

somewhere, scaring all the passers-by and chickens in his path.

    "Isn't it time you sobered down, Ilka," Mother would ask sometimes.

    "Why?"

    Indeed, why should  he sober down  when things were  so wonderful? The

rains were wonderful and the boat drying under the lean-to was  wonderful,

and so was the sun, and the streets, and Mummy, and everyone.

    All people were nice, only they were different. And you had to  behave

differently with  each one  of them.   With Vladik  you could  talk  about

everything under  the sun  and play  the fool  as much  as you liked. With

Gena you had to  keep a check on  yourself, otherwise he would  give you a

withering look  and say,  "goat". With  Ivan Sergeyevich  he liked walking

along the street holding  on to his hand.  Only sometimes a strange  thing

happened,  when  Vladik's  Daddy  put  his  big hand on Ilka's shoulder or

suddenly tossed him up  into the air. Ilka  would laugh, but a  lump would

suddenly come up to his throat.  It was very odd indeed, for there  seemed

to be no reason for sadness.

    The other day Ivan Sergeyevich had rescued Ilka from a horrible  fate.

Mummy had said  that she would  be going to  a pioneer camp  to work as  a

doctor in August and would take Ilka with her.

    In August?  When the  winds were  at their  steadiest, the  winds they

needed so much for sailing! The  days when whole squadrons of kites  would

soar over the roofs.  Only a madman would  agree to leave town  in August.

Vladik was  leaving, it  is true,  but that  was quite  different - he was

going to Odessa, and Odessa was better than any winds or boats.

    Ilka tried  arguing with  his mother  but only  earned himself a stiff

talking to. Then he went off to tell Vladik about the misfortune that  had

befallen  him.  Ivan  Sergeyevich  heard  about  it,  thought for a while,

looked at Vladik and said:

    "Don't you worry, Ilka. We'll think of something."

    Ilka could not imagine how they could save him from this  predicament.

Yet he trusted Ivan Sergeyevich implicitly and stopped worrying.  Besides,

it was  still a  long time  till August  and Mother  never brought  up the

subject of the camp again. Cares vanished once again.

    To be sure, though, Ilka ran  into a bit of unpleasantness on  the day

they finished painting the boat.

    Uncle Volodya turned up.

    Ilka was  alone in  the house.  It was  obvious to  anyone, but  Uncle

Volodya had asked:

    "Are you alone?"

    "Yes."

    "Where's your mother?"

    What a silly question!

    "Mummy's at work."

    "Is she? What a pity!"

    Ilka said nothing.

    "When will she be back? Or is it a secret?"

    "It isn't a secret,"  Ilka answered. "She'll be  back at nine. She  is

giving a report at the meeting."

    Uncle Volodya still stood there holding onto the door-handle. He  kept

opening  the  door  a  little  way,  then closing it again. Hesitation was

written all over his face.

    "It's a pity," he repeated.

    Ilka shrugged as though to say, "I'm afraid I can't help you here."

    "You know what  then," said Uncle  Volodya pulling at  the door again.

"Tell your mother I'll come round  again this evening. At half past  nine.

Will you?"

    And then Ilka said:

    "Don't bother."

    He was  frightened at  his boldness.   But the  fright only  lasted  a

moment.   He turned  towards the  window and  stuffed his  hands into  his

pockets.

    Uncle Volodya said nothing.

    The door creaked.

    "Don't come," Ilka said softly. "Nobody wants you to."

    "Is that true?" Uncle Volodya asked.

    "Yes," said Ilka wishing he were gone.

    But Uncle Volodya did not go.

    "Listen,  Ilka,"  he  said,  "are  you  angry  with  me because of the

flamingo perhaps? You shouldn't be, really. I didn't mean to kill it."

    "What's the flamingo got to do with it?" Ilka asked. "Or me?"

    Uncle Volodya was biting his lip.

    "I'll go then...." He  measured Ilka up from  his tousled head to  his

down-at-heel  sandals.  "I  hadn't  realised  you  were  a  grown   person

already."

    He closed the door behind him carefully. For a second, Ilka felt  pity

stir within him  for this man  who would never  come again and  who hadn't

meant to kill the  flamingo. Ilka didn't try  to shut this feeling  out of

his mind, but all the same he knew he had said the right thing.

    And he wasn't really grown-up yet. Had he been, he would have set  off

on his  travels. And  the first  place he  would visit  would be Africa or

some other place where fascist scum were fighting the people, and he would

help the guerrillas.

    Sometimes  Yurik  and  Valerka  came  into  Gena's  yard.  They seemed

subdued and guilty-looking and would  stand to one side watching  the boys

work on  the boat.  They could  stay there  silently for  hours if  nobody

addressed them.

    Once Gena said: "What the point  of just standing there? Help us  heat

the pitch."

    "Of course," Yurik responded happily.

    "Only show us how," said Valerka.

    On the  day the  frigate was  to be  launched Yurik  and Valerka  came

armed with a pick and a small shovel.

    "Straight from the excavation site?" Vladik asked.

    "Yes."

    "Haven't  found  the  treasure  yet,  have  you?"  Gena  asked  with a

condescending smile.

    "No," Yurik answered seriously.

    "We  only  found  a  candlestick  and  some  kind  of a ring," Valerka

announced.

    "An old candlestick?" Ilka asked with interest. "What kind of a  ring?

Where are they?"

    "We took them to the museum," Valerka said matter-of-factly.

    "And they accepted them?"

    "Yes. They took us to some man and he did."

    "And what did he say?"

    "He  said,  'Curious,  very  curious.'  He  repeated that at least ten

times."

    "Not ten but three," Yurik corrected him sternly.

    It was curious indeed.

    "And what else did he say?" Ilka persisted.

    "He  said  thank  you.  And  said  we  shouldn't  go  to  the cliff by

ourselves any more because we might fall down."

    Ilka heard Gena give a derisive snort.

    "Was that all?"

    "He told the woman at the door  that she should let us in any  time we

came along."

    "He said: 'Let these  two comrades in any  time they come and  without

tickets, too,'" Yurik added.

    Ilka sighed and  resolved to spend  any time that  would be left  over

after sailing on  treasure-hunting. He'd try  to talk Vladik  into joining

him. And perhaps even Gena....

    Anton Kalinov dropped in between football battles and complained:

    "We're in  a spot.  Lost out  to those  gorillas from Parokhodnaya the

third time running. Every one of them is a hulking great fellow that big."

    And he lifted his hand right up over his head.

    "Rest a bit," Gena said. "You're steaming with the heat."

    Anton walked round the boat and said approvingly,

    "Not a bad boat this."

    "We've got a sail too," Ilka boasted.

    Anton said after a pause:

    "Will you take me along one day?"

    To someone else  Gena might have  answered: "We didn't  see you around

when there was work to do." But  Anton was a good chap. And Ilka  was glad

to hear Gena say, "Sure."

    "Only after we come back from our voyage," Ilka added.

    "Where are you going?"

    "Up the river. For two days," Gena answered. "Has your father got  the

okay at work, Vladik?"

    "Yes, they agreed. We'll be starting the day after tomorrow."

    "We're  setting  out  the  day  after  tomorrow too," Valerka suddenly

offered. "Only we'll be going in a steamer."

    "Where?" Ilka inquired. "Up the river too?"

    "To the Upper  Woods. The staff  from Daddy's Institute  is going, all

of them. Sort of pleasure trip. Only we shall return the same day."

    "At night," Yurik said.

    "What steamer?"

    "'Orekhov' I think."

    "Is that old tub still afloat?" Gena asked in surprise.

    "Why 'tub'?" Anton stood up for the 'Orekhov'. "It's a good boat.  The

new steamers just manage to scrape  their way along in mid-river and  this

one can cope with any shallows. It has a shallow draught."

    "So  it  has,"  Gena  agreed  maliciously.  "That's why it just slides

through all the shallows on its bottom like a sled. The tugs have to  pull

it off the sandbanks very week."

    Ilka was  sorry for  Yurik and  Valerka. After  all they hadn't chosen

the 'Orekhov' of  themselves. They did  not have a  fine frigate of  their

own. But before Ilka could think of anything to say, Gena continued:

    "Take care you don't really run aground, or  they'll have to dump  you

overboard like they  did with that  cargo of girders  on the 'Kluchevaya'.

Wouldn't it be a laugh!"

    "What was that story with the 'Kluchevaya, Gena?" Vladik asked.

    "It's a self-propelled  barge. The accident  happened the year  before

last. A  wind blew  up and  there were  big waves  on the  river, and  the

'Kluchevaya'  was  overloaded  with  concrete  girders.   Waves  must have

started to  overrun it,  and the  captain decided  to drop  anchor by  the

shore, but he miscalculated and ran aground on a sandbank. The swell  soon

subsided, but the barge was stuck.   They called out a tug, but it  was no

go, the cable just  snapped. They spent a  whole day struggling to  get it

off and then they  saw the water level  was subsiding and the  barge would

be stuck there  for good unless  they did something.   So they dumped  the

girders into the river  to make her lighter.   Well, the 'Kluchevaya'  got

off the sandbank, and the girders are still sticking out of the bottom  to

this day."

    "Where did it happen?" Anton asked.

    "Not far from the  Swan camp.  I  was there at the  time.  We used  to

bathe there - the bottom is fine sand and there's no current."

    "No current?"  Anton asked  doubtfully. "There's  always a  current in

shallows."

    "But there isn't  any at that  spot. Because it's  just after a  bend.

Look...."  He  picked  up  a  scrap  of  paper. "I'll draw it for you. Has

anyone got a pencil?"

    Nobody had. Valerka rummaged in his pocket.

    "I've got this. It writes."

    "On his palm lay a yellow cartridge with a blunt lead nose.

    "That's a good find," Anton said enviously. "How did you come by it?"

    "A boy gave it to me. He's a big chap, lives in our house."

    The bullet made a lead mark, much like a lead pencil's on the paper.

    "This is  the bend,"  Gena explained,  "and this  is the sandbank. Off

the mainstream.   It's a nice  calm spot. We'll  camp there for  the first

night most likely."

    "If  the  place  is  not  taken  up  by  some fishermen. The banks are

teeming with them these days...."

    "There won't be any there.  There's no fishing there. Besides,  nearly

all of them have  motor boats. And a  motor boat can't get  through there.

The fishermen  all sit  on the  opposite bank....  Here's your  cartridge,

Valerka. And  be careful with it.  Don't you hit it against some piece  of

iron or try to pick at it with a nail or something...."

    It was decided that  they would take the  boat to the river  when Ivan

Sergeyevich  came  home  from  work.  They  sat  waiting  for him, casting

apprehensive glances  at the  sky -  what if  the wind  died down? Without

wind it would be no  fun at all. They wouldn't  have any use for the  sail

then.

    The wind held  out. Not a  very strong one,  but steady. It  hummed in

the crowns of the poplars.

    The boat had already  been loaded on a  two-wheeled cart and the  gate

had been opened. Everything was ready.

    They were going to launch the 'Africa' near the old bridge, give it  a

trial run and then moor it  at its old owner's landing-stage. He  had said

they might.   He was  a good  sort and  had a  very high  opinion of  Ivan

Sergeyevich.

    But Ivan Sergeyevich was late.

    "He said  he'd be  here at  five thirty  sharp, and  it's probably six

already," Vladik said impatiently. "Shall I go and meet him?"

    "Me too," Ilka  offered eagerly. "We'll  go and meet  him, Gena, shall

we?"

    "Suit yourselves," Gena said indifferently.

    He  looked  after  them  with  a  sick  feeling  in his heart. Then he

glanced at the  boat, at the  open gate and  suddenly remembered how  last

year Yasha  and he  had dragged  the catapult  they had  pinched from  the

pigeon folk.  The same  catapult that  later had  been used  to shoot down

Vladik's white kite.

    There was  not a  single cog  left of  the catapult.   And Yasha would

never  again  come  along  to  perch,  sparrow-fashion,  on the precarious

fence. And  Vladik had  probably forgotten  how to  make his wonder kites:

every so often nowadays he would  run away from him without even  glancing

back.

                             Chapter Eleven

    The round clearing with a tent pitched in the middle of it was  hidden

from view by a  growth of young aspens.  Only towards the river  the trees

grew slightly less  close together -  it was very  convenient, because the

boat was visible through the gap.

    They made camp very quickly.  They stamped down the tall  grass, found

some dry aspens to use for tent poles and stretched the sail across  them.

The result was a pyramid shape like the tents of the tundra-dwellers.

    "We'll all fit in here," Ilka said panting with exhaustion.

    "Daddy's legs will stick out," Vladik said.

    "I'd rather have my head  sticking out," Ivan Sergeyevich said.  "Then

I can be on watch without leaving the tent."

    The idea appealed to Ilka.

    "I'll do that too!"

    "Addled brains would do better to keep mum," Ivan Sergeyevich  advised

him.

    Ilka had earned  that name and  no mistake. Of  course travellers were

wont to forget the odd useful  thing at home. Especially if they  were not

very experienced travellers. But whoever heard of a person forgetting  his

entire luggage ready packed in a rucksack?

    "Why didn't you remind me?" Ilka had protested.

    "What d'you  expect, to  be nursed  every inch  of the  journey?" Gena

burst out in exasperation.

    "I thought you and Gena were sharing a rucksack," said Vladik.

    "That's really the limit," Ivan Sergeyevich summed up.

    This exchange took place when they were boarding the boat. Nobody  had

remembered Ilka's rucksack  until that moment.   Ilka himself, being  used

to hopping about without carrying anything, never gave it a thought.

    "That's really the limit," Ivan Sergeyevich repeated.

    Ilka smiled guiltily.

    "He's laughing,  what's more!"  Gena barked.  "Off you  go to  collect

your traps! We'll have to wait for the silly fool now."

    Ilka did not budge an inch. He said, with a kind of malicious relish:

    "Mummy's at work.  And I banged  the door shut.  I haven't got  a key.

It's inside on the table."

    Gena groaned.

    Vladik laughed.

    Ivan Sergeyevich said "It's the  limit" for the third time  and looked

at Ilka with curious interest.

    "Never mind," Ilka said with a carefree wave of his hand and  prepared

to jump into the boat. "I won't freeze."

    "Wait a  minute," cried  Ivan Sergeyevich  grabbing him  by the  belt.

"Maybe you won't freeze, but the mosquitoes will eat you alive."

    "They won't," said Ilka and  tried to wriggle free from  the arresting

hand.

    "We'll  rub  him  with  lotion  till  he  fairly shines," said Vladik.

"That'll be the end of the mosquitoes for miles."

    "Did you pack the lotion?"

    "I like that! Weren't YOU supposed to take it?"

    "Humm, said  Ivan Sergeyevich  thoughtfully.   "Yes. A  fine kettle of

fish. Ilka, here's the key of our  flat and ten minutes to race there  and

back. There's  a cupboard  in the  kitchen over  the sink.   On the bottom

shelf there's a large bottle  of transparent liquid with a  brown stopper.

Off you go!"

    Ilka raced  off to  get the  repellent, and  Ivan Sergeyevich  went to

phone Tamara Vassilievna to forestall a  fainting fit at the sight of  the

rucksack her beloved son was supposed to have taken along with him on  the

trip.

    "He shouldn't  have sent  Ilka for  the lotion,"  Gena said  to Vladik

with a worried frown. "That goat will  blow up the gas range or flood  the

flat."

    "He won't have time for that - ten minutes is only just enough to  run

there and back."

    Ilka was  back eight  minutes later,  the key  in his  hand and  a fat

bottle bulging in his pocket.

    Without slackening his pace in the slightest, he leapt into the  boat,

all  but  overturning  it,  and  gave  a  wild  yell that sent the pigeons

swishing skywards from the bell-tower on the opposite bank:

    "Stand fast, weigh anchor!"

    "Ivan Sergeyevich, give him a good cuff on the ear," Gena said.

    And so they were off. The wind filled their sail, the 'Africa'  heeled

a  little  over  to  one  side  and  glided  along  the water smoothly and

noiselessly,  as  though  surprised  at  its  own  fleetness.  Those hours

remained  in  their  memory  as  an  endless  lapping of yellow water, the

whiteness of the sail  lit up by the  sun and vying in  whiteness with the

fleecy clouds, the blueness of the sky and the smooth curves of the banks.

    Almost  the  whole  time  they  were  sailing,  Ilka  sat in the bows,

unusually subdued and  silent.  Gena's  fears that he  would demand to  be

allowed to man the tiller or  adjust the sail proved groundless. Ilka  was

content with this one thrill - simply to sail along and watch.

    Sometimes he turned round and  the others saw calm ecstasy  shining in

his eyes.

    Towards evening, when  the first mosquitoes  started up their  buzzing

overhead,  it  was  discovered  that  instead  of  the  repellent Ilka had

brought along some kind of solvent with an unpronounceable name.

    "It will certainly kill  the mosquitoes," said Ivan  Sergeyevich, "but

you'd better not  put any on  yourself. Let me  hide the bottle  under the

seat. We'll leave it here for  the night, too, away from the  fire. Petrol

is to this  stuff what soda  water is to  forty-year old Jamaica  rum. Oh,

Ilka, Ilka...."

    Ilka only sighed in reply.

    "Well, you'll have  to stay put  in the tent,  or the mosquitoes  will

gnaw you to the bones. And no watches by the fire for you."

    "But I can put on your boots and coat!"

    "Fiddlesticks you will," Ivan Sergeyevich said firmly.

    They pulled  the boat  into the  shallows and  tied it  to the  ribbed

steel rod protruding from a concrete girder.

    These girders were sticking out of the water all over the place,  like

whales' skeletons.  The barge  had had  a tough  time of  it here  on that

stormy night.

    While they went  about pitching camp  they did not  notice night fall.

There were no  stars yet, but  the sun had  crept behind the  far-off flat

promontory, and the  red light of  the buoy lit  up in midstream.  The sky

overhead became  the dark-gray  colour of  mercury and  the leaves  turned

black.

    That meant it was  time to make fires.  One after another they  flared

up on the opposite bank.

    The mosquitoes  were not  too fierce.   Only now  and again  did  they

launch a concerted attack and these were beaten off by the intrepid Ilka.

    Looking cheerful once more, Ilka dragged up a heap of firewood.

    The fire burst alight at the first match with a roar like an  aircraft

engine. This  roaring blaze  riveted the  eyes of  the 'Africa' crew. Even

Ilka temporarily subsided. He stood beside Vladik gazing into the  flames.

The dancing  light of  the fire  turned him  orange. Vladik's  face glowed

with the fire's reflection, too.

    Again  a  jealous  thought  stabbed  Gena  -  if he had not been here,

Vladik and  Ilka would  still have  stood side  by side  delighting in the

play of the flames.

    The silence  did not  last long,  however.   Ilka put  his hand in his

pocket and said with a mysterious air:

    "Guess what I have here."

    "A lollipop," Gena snorted disdainfully.

    "Lollipop yourself. It's that cartridge. Valerka made me a present  of

it."

    "Some present," Ivan Sergeyevich said.

    "What will happen if I throw it into the fire?"

    "One thing is sure to happen - you will have your ears boxed."

    "Then I won't throw it in."

    "Should think not."

    Ivan Sergeyevich pulled  a kettle out  of his rucksack.  By mistake he

dropped its lid into the grass  and spent time looking for it  and cursing

under his breath, and then called out  for a volunteer to go and fill  the

kettle. Of course the first to respond was Ilka.

    "Only don't fill  it right be  the bank," Ivan  Sergeyevich instructed

him. "Wade into the water a bit, the water is purer where it's deeper."

    "Okay."

    "And see  that you  don't drown  the kettle.  Or yourself.  You're not

afraid, are you?"

    Ilka blinked in amazement.

    "What of?"

    "Well, it's a strange place. A wood at night."

    "There are water-monsters  in the river,"  Gena said lazily.  "They'll

steal up to you and grab you  by the leg like this." And Gena  showed with

crooked fingers exactly how the monster would grab Ilka.

    Ilka sighed pityingly as though  to say, "What else could  be expected

from the likes of you?"

    Gena put on a surprised face.

    "Fancy that! He's not afraid of monsters!"

    "I'm not afraid of anything," Ilka  said. It was hard to tell  whether

he meant it or if he was just goading on Gena.

    "Nothing at all?"

    "Nothing," Ilka said with confidence,  swinging the big kettle to  and

fro.

    "What about wolves?" Vladik asked.

    "Wolves are cowardly in summer. I'd give him a wallop with the  kettle

and he'd crawl off."

    "And in winter?" Vladik persisted.

    "In winter?" Ilka asked with  an expression of boredom. "In  winter it

makes no difference. Whether you're  afraid of them or not,  they'll still

gobble you up."

    "Aren't you afraid of bees?" Gena said derisively.

    "No!" Ilka replied cheekily.

    "And corpses?"

    Ilka spat into the fire.

    "They're the most harmless lot of all."

    Those couldn't be his own words. But they were hard to parry.

    "I   know   what   he's   afraid   of,"   Gena  remembered  gleefully.

"Injections!"

    "Ilka snorted like a weary horse.

    "There he goes remembering last year!"

    "Last year doesn't count," Ivan Sergeyevich backed him up.

    "Aren't you afraid of poisonous snakes?" Vladik inquired.

    Ilka thought for a while.

    "No."

    "What about maths tests? Sharks? The dark? Floods?"

    Lit  up  by  the  fire  Ilka  stood there smiling, knocking the kettle

against  his  knees  and  shaking  his  head.  Two small camp-fires danced

wildly in his eyes.

    "What about death?" Gena finally asked.

    It was galling  to see Ilka  not even blink  at that. Nor  did he stop

smiling.  He  knocked  his  knee against  the  kettle  once  more and said

cheerfully:

    "No...."

    "Go on then," Gena suggested morbidly,  "why don't you tie a stone  to

your neck and jump into the water then?"

    "Whatever for?"

    "You say you're not afraid."

    "I'd be a fool to jump into the water just like that."

    "And if there was a reason, would you?"

    "If I had to I would," Ilka promised decisively.

    "Sure?"

    Ilka turned the kettle upside down  for some reason and shook it  over

the fire. Then he answered, "Sure."

    "Very well then, go and fetch  that water. And don't forget about  the

monster!"

    Ilka went off whistling nonchalantly if incompetently.

    At  the  edge  of  the  clearing  he  stopped  by the young aspens and

suddenly shouted:

    "If Yasha could brave death, why can't we?"

    "The goat!" Gena yelled triumphantly.  "D'you think Yasha knew he  was

going to die when he went up there to pull those kids out?"

    "Goat yourself! He knew he was risking his life all right!"

    "It's one thing to risk your  life and quite another to know  there is

certain death awaiting you! Is that clear?"

    "I  know  that  without  you  having  to  tell  me!" Ilka shouted back

furiously and dived into the brushwood.

    Gena, Ivan  Sergeyevich and  Vladik listened  to the  clanking of  the

kettle until it died down completely.

    "You've got  him properly  worked up,"  Ivan Sergeyevich  said shaking

his head. "Why must you tease him like that?"

    "Like what?"

    "You shouldn't have started it. It's not fair. Like tripping  somebody

in a game."

    "He started it himself," Gena answered with a scowl.

    "It doesn't matter who started it."

    "Really, Gena,  it's not  fair. Anybody  would start  boasting if  you

egged him on like that," Vladik said reproachfully.

    "Very well, pamper your dear little Ilka all you like," Gena  thought.

But he did  not feel any  annoyance at Ilka.  And he found  a retort which

justified him and at the same time cast no aspersions on Ilka:

    "He's not  boasting anyway.  He really  isn't afraid  of anything. No,

but there is one thing he's afraid of."

    "What is it?" Vladik asked.

    "I'll tell you when he comes."

    Ilka brought back the huge kettle panting as he came.

    "The sea monster sends you his regards," he said to Gena.

    "I know what you ARE afraid of," Gena said.

    "What?"

    "That your mother won't  let you run around  and play if you  get into

some pickle."

    "So  what?  Anybody  would  be   afraid  of  that,"  Ilka  said   with

conviction.

    Obviously  he  did  not  expect  his  answer  to  cause  such  general

hilarity. He watched them laughing for a while and said with a frown:

    "You could have made the fork while I was gone. What are we going  to

hang this kettle on?"

    Gena rose and went to fetch an axe.

    When  he  came  back  they  were  all  silent  again.   Ilka  and Ivan

Sergeyevich  were  performing  some  mysterious  rites  with  the  kettle,

pouring tealeaves into it. And Vladik  was once more standing in front  of

the fire gazing into the flames.

    ...Come to think of  it, there were lots  of things Gena did  not know

about Vladik.   He had no  idea that the  flames revived a  long-forgotten

memory. Not did he know, of  course, why Vladik suddenly gave the  charred

log a vicious kick.

    The log sent up a shower  of sparks which flew up over  Vladik's head.

Vladik  covered  his  face  quickly  and  stepped  back  into  the heap of

firewood Ilka  had brought.  Then he  suddenly swayed,  sat down awkwardly

and said with astonishment in his voice:

    "Ouch!"

    Vladik's father was the first to realise something was amiss.

    "Is it an eye?" he shouted. "Which one?"

    "No, no," Vladik answered crossly. "My foot got stuck."

    "You'll be the death  of me! I thought  you'd hurt your eyes.  Dancing

round the fire like a wild thing!"

    "I  think  I'm  done  with  dancing  for  the time being," Vladik said

quietly.

    Ivan Sergeyevich and  Gena tossed the  firewood off Vladik's  foot and

discovered  that  it  had  got  stuck  in  the fork of a birch branch that

looked  like  a  huge  catapult.  Gena  pulled  at the catapult cursing it

inwardly, and Vladik gave a warning grunt:

    "Careful now!"

    "I'm being  careful," Gena  assured him  and pulled  at the  branch as

cautiously as though it were a live mine. Vladik's foot was freed.

    "Can you stand up on it?" Ivan Sergeyevich asked.

    Vladik stirred, but remained sitting.

    "What's the matter?"

    "I'd stand up if I could," Vladik said guiltily.

    "Well, that's just fine news. Give me the torch, Gena."

    Ilka  dived  into  the  tent  for  the  torch. There were two dents on

Vladik's ankle as though he had been bitten by a dog.

    The ankle was swelling rapidly with a soft cushion-like swelling.

    "Does it hurt very badly?" Ilka asked in a whisper.

    "I can even feel it  in the back of my  head," Vladik said with a  wry

smile.

    Ivan Sergeyevich took Vladik's  foot carefully between his  two palms.

Ilka squeezed  his eyes  shut. He  knew what  was going  to happen - there

would  be  a  jerk  that  would  make  Vladik jump with pain, but the next

moment he would feel better. It had been like that with him.

    "You know what, Vladik," Ivan Sergeyevich began and suddenly gave  the

foot a strong, sharp pull.

    Vladik did not cry out. He  only arched his back, fell on  the crackly

heap of firewood and covered his eyes with his arm.

    "Well?" Ivan Sergeyevich asked in dismay - he could see his  treatment

had not produced the relief ha had expected.

    Vladik was  silent and  did not  lift his  forearm from  his eyes.  It

suddenly occurred to Gena that he had never seen Vladik crying before.

    "Don't pull  at it  any more,"  Vladik finally  brought out, breathing

heavily as if he had been running hard.

    Ivan Sergeyevich looked questioningly at Gena and asked softly:

    "Not a fracture surely?"

    Gena stood there horrified at the realisation that everything had been

ruined. A mere minute ago they had  been at peace. He had felt a  bit sad,

to be sure, and  some things had not  been very clear, but  still they had

been happy.   The fire  had been  crackling, the  kettle boiling  and Ilka

laughing.

    And now, one moment later everything had collapsed.

    Ilka stood beside tensed  to rush off for  help but where was  help to

be found?

    "What  the  hell  possessed  you  to  dance  around by the fire?" Ivan

Sergeyevich grumbled. "Whatever are we going to do now?"

    Never before had Gena heard such fear and uncertainty in the voice  of

a grown man.

    But, what WERE they going to go?

    Gena's memory,  like the  ray of  a searchlight,  sped along the bends

and nooks of the  river bank and along  the roads. What was  there nearby?

Some copses,  a grain  elevator, two  villages. To  the north  was a large

forest -  they had  gone on  hikes there  when he  had been at the pioneer

camp. Between the camp  and the forest, to  the left of the  main road was

Reshetnikovo.

    "There's a village not far from  here," Gena said. "It has a  hospital

- I remember seeing the notice. A solid brick building. I'm sure we  could

find a doctor there, wake one, if need be.

    "Is it far away?" Ivan Sergeyevich asked curtly.

    "About two kilometres from here."

    "If  we  walk  fast  we'll  be  there  in  twenty  minutes. I'll carry

Vladik."

    "I'll manage."

    "Shut up."

    "We won't  make it  in twenty  minutes. There's  no road  hereabouts,"

Gena explained. "And  I don't know  where the road  is. It goes  along the

bank for some four miles.

    "We'll go through the woods. Put out the fire, Ilka!"

    "Ilka can't go with us. He won't get through."

    "Why not?"

    "This  is  not  pavement  hopping  for  you.  It's dense brushwood and

ravines all the way. There aren't  even any paths. And in the  ravines the

devil  himself  could  break  his  neck.  There  are  thorn bushes, nettle

growths. He can't get through, not with bare legs.'

    "So I can't, can't I?" Ilka said narrowing his eyes, and there was  an

unmistakable echo of Vladik's defiance in the tone of his voice.

    "Alright, you can," Gena said  with restraint. "But you'll be  lagging

behind all the time. And every second counts." He gave Ivan Sergeyevich  a

glance and  shook his  head imperceptibly  to show  that Ilka  would never

make it.

    "But we can't very well  leave him alone here," Ivan  Sergeyevich said

in a worried voice.

    "There's nothing else  for it." Gena  knew that was  all there was  to

it. "You never meet bandits in these parts. Nor wolves and tigers."

    "Never mind," Ilka said in a little voice. "I can stay, why not?"

    Ivan Sergeyevich took him by the shoulder.

    "Ilka! Do you understand that if anything happens to you I might  just

as well blow my brains out?"

    "Nobody's going to eat me! Vladik, tell them to go!"

    "Will you stay put and not go wandering off?"

    "Where else can I go?"

    From the opposite bank of the river they could hear hikers singing.

    "After all, it's not the taiga," said Gena.

    The trek was  all darkness, tangled  grass and lashing  branches. Gena

never noticed the first  ravine until he was  tumbling down it and  barely

managed to shout a warning to Ivan Sergeyevich.

    Then they came  to two more  ravines, but Gena  was now treading  more

carefully and kept his torch trained on the ground just in front of him.

    Ivan Sergeyevich carried Vladik on his back.

    "How is it?" he asked from time to time.

    "The same," Vladik would answer.

    Then Ivan Sergeyevich asked Gena:

    "Is there far to go still?"

    "I don't  know," Gena  answered rubbing  his scratched  cheek. "I  was

here only once and it was two  years ago. And not this exact spot  either,

but a little to  the right. We are  taking a short cut  through the woods.

We should see the village lights soon."

    He himself was desperate  to get there quickly  too.  And not  only on

account of Vladik, but for Ilka's  sake too.  His feeling of  guilt became

more and more acute the farther they went away from the camp.

    He had  been quite  right -  Ilka would  never got  through. But  what

worried Gena was the  realisation that he had  not been anxious for  Ilka,

that in his  heart of hearts  he had even  been glad to  leave him behind.

On this  trip he  had wanted  to be  alone with  Vladik and his father. He

wanted to be the one to save  Vladik. Like that time on the roof.  Perhaps

then Vladik would  realise that friends  like him were  not to be  sneezed

at.

    But with every step, with  every push through black brushwood,  Gena's

conscience  plagued  him  more  and  more,  and  by now fear was making it

worse.

    Sure enough,  there were  no wolves  there, and  little risk  that any

people that might come  across Ilka would do  him harm. But there  were so

many things that could happen  unexpectedly.  Things you'd never  think of

and that just lie in wait. A gust of wind hurtles wire onto the roof,  and

death scatters blue sparks at your feet.

    The heel of  your shoe slips  on ice and  you drop down  the precipice

onto the crashing ice-floes.

    Ilka had  a cartridge  in his  pocket. A  little thing  with a  leaden

head, that could be used to write with, just like a pencil. But it  should

never be tossed into the fire. Gena knew that all too well. But did Ilka?

    A sparse chain of yellow lights came into view as they made their  way

across a hillock.

    "Here we are," said Gena, trying to curb his panting. "You can't  miss

it now. I'm going back."

                             Chapter Twelve

    Loneliness doesn't  frighten you  at once.  The first  few minutes you

are simply unaware of it.

    They left, but Ilka could still hear their last pieces of advice:

    "Don't leave the fire...."

    "If somebody comes up, tell him we are nearby...."

    "Don't make too much of a blaze...."

    "We'll be back soon."

    "We'll run all the way...."

    "There's nothing else for it...."

    "Okay,  okay,  I  know  all  that,"  Ilka  answered impatiently at the

voices. Only then did he realise that he was now alone.

    There were no voices. Even the  song on the opposite bank had  come to

an  end.  The  fire  crackled,  and  the  leaves  were  whispering  almost

inaudibly overhead, and that was all.

    Those  sounds  merged  with  the  silence  which  whined  in  his ears

mosquito-like.

    To chase away  this whine Ilka  made a noisy  and laborious sigh.  The

sigh  sounded  unnatural,  as  though  made  by somebody else. The silence

listened  to  it  wonderingly  for  a  few  seconds  and  then resumed its

mosquito piping.

    He wished it was  the music of real  mosquitoes.  But there  was not a

single  one  about.   They  had  all  disappeared leaving Ilka in complete

solitude.

    Ilka shivered. He walked  round the fire a  couple of times and  shook

his shoulders to  chase away the  haunting discomfort.   It was not  fear.

He had nothing to be afraid of.  After all he had a live cartridge in  his

pocket. Of course it would not be  easy to beat off the enemies with  just

one cartridge, without a  gun, but still it  was more than just  a pebble.

Anyway, what enemies could he meet here?

    Ilka  tried  whistling  to  spite  the  darkness and sat closer to the

fire. He tried breaking  a branch into two  over his knee, like  Gena, but

only scratched his  knee. He dropped  the whole branch  into the fire  and

was about to turn round to look for another, smaller one.

    Suddenly he discovered he was afraid to turn. Afraid to tear his  gaze

away from the fire and look into the thick darkness behind him.

    Of  course  he  turned  round.  He  called himself a coward and turned

round.  With  studied  casualness  he  began  to  rummage  in  the pile of

firewood. But, for  some reason, every  movement called for  an effort, as

though Ilka were sitting up to his neck in water.

    Nor did the fear  leave him when Ilka  turned back to the  fire again.

He had a creepy feeling that  there was danger lurking over his  shoulder.

At  first  it  was  a  formless  frightening  something.  Then he suddenly

imagined  two  strangers  had  emerged  from  the bushes and were standing

there staring  at his  back from  under caps  pulled low  down over  their

eyes. He cowered and then swung round to face the enemies.

    Of course there were no enemies to be seen, but either did he take  in

the clearing  or the  trees. The  multi-coloured sparks  of the  fire were

still dancing before his eyes.

    No, he was not going to stand for it. All the forest goblins had  come

alive and were flying, like huge dark moths, towards Ilka's fire.

    Ilka rose and began pouring water from the kettle onto the fire.

    The fire didn't give in at  once. It snorted indignantly and spat  out

bits of flame and  hot coal. But finally,  hissing in an injured  tone, it

crept under the red-hot  coals and hid there.  Ilka stamped on the  coals,

feeling their heat through the soles of his shoes.

    While he was busy stamping out  the fire, he almost forgot his  fears.

Darkness lay over  him like a  huge blanket now,  but it no  longer seemed

dangerous. It had even  grown kind. It held  out no threats for  Ilka now,

on the contrary, it gave him shelter. He had become a part of it.

    Ilka walked away from the heap of smouldering coals. He picked up  the

jacket Vladik had left behind and crawled into the tent for his torch.  He

had no intention of  sitting beside a fire  that had gone out.  He decided

to get into  the boat and  await the others'  return there. He  would hear

their voices and call out to them  not to be afraid. In the boat  he would

feel at home. And it was not so dark there. The river gleamed, the  sunset

lingered in the west,  the fires were alight  on the opposite bank  and he

could hear  occasional voices  and tugs  pass by,  blinking their friendly

lights.

    Ilka left his  sandals on the  bank and splashed  his way over  to the

boat. He carried  Vladik's jacket on  a thick stick  which he laid  across

his shoulder.

    The water was very warm, warmer  than it ever was during the  day. The

circle of light cast by the torch pierced the water coming to rest on  the

sandy bottom. Ilka could see the  little specks of sand sparkle and  small

fishes swirling about his feet.

    The boat swayed and nodded its mast as Ilka came up to it and put  his

hand on its side. It  had had its fill of  loneliness too.

    Ilka left his burning torch in  the stern and himself sat down  in the

prow. He liked  sitting there and  staring at the  light twinkling at  the

other end.  But besides the light  Ilka wanted to be able to see  the bank

he  had  left.  He  jumped  into  the  water again and turned the boat. It

stayed the  way he  turned it  - there  was practically  no current on the

sandbank.

    Then Ilka made the torch fast. Under the seat in the stern he  noticed

the cursed bottle with the solvent. "Don't worry," he told it, "this  fire

is not dangerous."

    Silence on the river was not  complete. On the right bank, beyond  the

woods he  could hear  goods trains  snort and  hiss. A  car honked  in the

dark. Then he heard a snatch of conversation which carried perfectly:

    "Vitka, you hairy oaf, give me my flask back!"

    "I won't."

    Ilka even turned round to have a look at oafish Vitka on the  opposite

bank who refused to return somebody's flask.

    The camp-fire  was not  there any  longer. Nor  was the  opposite bank

visible.

    Instead, the sky and the land were joined together by a strip of  gray

mist. Then Ilka noticed the reflection of a bright star in the water  fade

and disappear,  and after  that the  crimson gleam  of the  buoy began  to

dissolve, too.

    Fog was creeping in on him.

    The strange thing  was that it  should be rolling  up so fast  with no

wind stirring anywhere.

    Could  the  fog  be  born  right  here,  at  the  boat, with Ilka just

imagining that it was rolling up from the opposite side?

    In a matter of  two minutes, Ilka was  wrapped in a blind  void. Space

had shrunk and grown dark.   The darkness was not black but  grayish, like

a coal  covered with  a film  of ash.  Or, rather,  like gray cotton wool.

Only the torch in the stern made a dim red circle.

    Ilka  was  not  alarmed.  In  fact,  he  was fascinated. It was a real

adventure. He kept  his eyes glued  to the torch.  It was easy  to imagine

that it was not a torch at  all but a huge searchlight very far  away. And

Ilka was  a traveller.  He was  sailing towards  a distant beacon. Without

this beacon he would never find his way in this murk.

    Ilka  started  whistling.  "You'll  never  find  your  way  without  a

light..." -  the words  that came  into his  head made  the beginning of a

verse. Other lines did not come, but he was quite happy with this one.

    "You'll never find your way  without a light...." Ilka stopped  short.

What the hell!  It was all  too true -  you can't find  your way without a

light! What had he gone and done!

    He had got frightened,  put out the fire  and run away from  the tent.

He had no excuse whatever. A person who does that sort of thing is  called

a deserter. That means a traitor and a coward.

    "How could  I know  fog would  start up?"  Ilka told  to himself  with

despair. But  the moment  he said  it he  realised it  was a silly kind of

excuse. Fog or no fog, finding one's way in the dark is difficult  enough.

Try and find a tent if there's no fire beside it!

    ...When they finally found him Gena  would look past Ilka with a  calm

and bored look.  He would not  even bother to voice his contempt.   Vladik

would be  silent out  of pity  and Ivan  Sergeyevich would  say: "Didn't I

tell you,  Ilka?" And  his face  would look  as though  he himself and not

Ilka were to blame.

    Ilka crouched  on his  bench in  a ball  of helpless  misery. He could

even cry if he  liked - there was  nobody to hear or  see him. But he  did

not feel like crying.  Tears could not help  him, only matches could,  but

they had not left Ilka any. They had forgotten.

    He  jumped  up  and  started  rummaging  in  his pockets, hoping for a

miracle. But there was  no miracle. All he  ad was a penknife  in his left

pocket and the cartridge in his right.

    Such a nice warm cartridge, so smooth, with a blunt heavy head.

    If he  took out  the bullet  a pinch  of powder  would pour out on his

palm. If only he could produce a spark!

    But how?

    There was only the torch shining through the gray murk. Its light  was

weakening already. Either  the fog had  become thicker or  the battery was

running out.

    Ilka stared at the  torch, and two ideas  gradually merged into one  -

the cartridge and the torch.

    The lamp, that meant a thin glass bulb.

    Ilka dashed to the stern, rocking the boat. It seemed to him now  that

a long time  had passed. The  boys and Ivan  Sergeyevich must be  on their

way back already.  It never occurred  to Ilka that  the doctor might  take

some time attending to  Vladik's leg. From the  very beginning he had  not

believed that there was anything  seriously wrong with Vladik.   Disasters

would not single out one and the same person, like this.

    In the stern, the torch shone  more brightly. Ilka could make out  the

sway and flow of the fog  curtain. With his dented penknife Ilka  began to

plane and scrape  the stick he  had brought into  the boat. The  stick was

hard  and  smooth,  as  though  made  of  plastic, but Ilka attacked it so

viciously it  could not  hold out  against his  onslaught. Shavings, chips

and bits of bark rained down on the seat. They were fine and dry.

    With his teeth Ilka pulled the bullet out of the cartridge.  Carefully

he  poured  out  the  gray  powder  onto  the  bench and mixed it with the

shavings. Then he pulled his shirt out from under his belt and tore off  a

strip from the bottom. He knew  a fire would burn longer in  a smouldering

rag and it would be an easy matter to blow it out.

    But first he  had to start  the fire. If  only he could  manage it. He

unscrewed the top of  his torch and tossed  it aside - never  mind, they'd

find  it  later.   Then  he  switched  off  the torch and pressed the lamp

against the edge of the boat.

    He could no longer see anything.  With his fingers he found the  round

bulb and used the other hand to hold the knife by the end of the blade.

    Then he hit the lamp with the handle.

    He did not hit it very hard,  but just hard enough to smash the  glass

leaving the wire intact. There was  a crunching sound. Bits of glass  fell

on his foot.

    Ilka straightened  up. He  was sick  with fear.   The thumping  of his

heart  resounded  in  his  ear-drums.   He  was  terribly worried lest the

contact be broken. Would there be a flash or wouldn't there?

    Very carefully he pressed the wire in the lamp to the little mound  of

powder. He swallowed, took a deep breath and pressed the torch switch.   A

yellow tongue  of flame  hissed out,  tossing the  shavings aside. It went

out  immediately,  but  tiny  blue  sparks  lingered on two shavings. They

perched there  awhile like  two glow-worms,  then began  to get bigger and

lighter. From those  sparks Ilka ignited  his strip of  rag and rolled  it

into a ball  so as to  drive the fire  inside.  The  threads in the  light

cloth smouldered making Ilka  screw up his eyes  and cough from the  acrid

smoke.

    To accustom the fire to its new home Ilka began blowing on the rag  so

strenuously that his  ears rang with  the effort. It  was for this  reason

that he  did not  at once  became aware  of another  sound which came from

some way off.

    The sound was like fast  and heavy panting. Elephants which  have been

pursued by hunters for a long time must pant like that.

    But this was not Africa and elephants were not to blame and the  sound

was growing louder all the time.   Every intake of breath was louder  than

the one before.   Ilka had a feeling  the whole mass of  the fog shuddered

with the throbbing that rippled round him in ever wider circles.

    Ilka stretched his  neck out towards  the noise and  kept quite still.

Now he realised how  silly all his previous  fears had been: this  was far

worse than the darkness and shadows  and the two men with caps  pulled low

over their  faces. In  darkness, as  in sunlight,  fog, or  clear weather,

land was still land, river still river and forest still forest. They  were

his land, his river and his  forest. There was nothing to fear  from them.

It was  a different  matter when  something was  really and  frighteningly

wrong, like it was now.

    "Where  the  hell  d'you  think  you're  going?"  he  asked the fog in

helpless anger.

    "Whoof, whoof, whoof," came the answer. And Ilka knew that very  soon,

in a matter of  seconds, lights would break  through the fog, there  would

be  crunch  of  torn  iron,  followed  by  the noise of broken glass and a

falling mast.

    There seemed to be not a chance that the steamer might pass by in  the

deep water to the side of  him. The sound was approaching so  relentlessly

that it was  obvious the ship  was bound to  run aground in  the shallows.

And the shallows bristled with concrete fangs.

    "What if it's the 'Orekhov'?" Ilka thought.

    Indeed, it was just the time  when the 'Orekhov' should be making  its

return journey.

    The girders would rip  the ship's belly. The  lights would go out  and

the engine would choke. The passengers  who had fallen over with the  jolt

would get up. Some would simply  be recovering from the shock, some  would

have a bleeding  nose and somebody  would be sure  to have broken  an arm.

And what if somebody was past getting up at all?

    The two kids, Valerka and Yurik,  were on board that ship. Would  poor

Yasha have died for nothing then?

    The smouldering  rag started  to burn  Ilka's hand.  Ilka  dropped  it

and, bending down to pick it up, saw the sparks reflected in the glass  of

the solvent bottle.

    From that  moment on  Ilka acted  quickly and  fearlessly. He  was not

going to chicken out  a second time! He  threw his shirt down  on the seat

and  poured  half  the  bottle  of  solvent  onto  it. Then he blew on his

smouldering rag and tossed it onto the shirt.

    He never  imagined the  flash would  be so  bright. White flames leapt

high above  him and  that same  instant Ilka  jumped overboard  because he

knew that was only the beginning. The warm wave of air pushed Ilka in  the

back  when  he  was  some  ten  paces  away.  Ilka  turned round and saw a

bright-yellow ball rise over the boat  and then go out. That was  the rest

of the solvent blowing up.

    Ilka  took  several  more  steps  in  the  direction  of  the   shore.

Mechanically. The  toes of  his left  foot struck against something  hard.

The  pain  made  Ilka  bend  double.  The  supposedly non-existent current

pushed Ilka  over onto  his side.   When he  tried to  stand up again, the

bottom was out of reach.

    He was not in the least  frightened, only surprised.  How come?  There

had been no deep pools between the  boat and the bank. Where had this  one

sprung from?

    And the current too....

    Shorting and beating  water with his  arms Ilka swam  to the bank.  He

swam for what seemed a long time, and could not understand why he went  on

and on without  reaching the bank  and why there  still wasn't any  bottom

underfoot. His arms  grew tired. Only  then did it  occur to Ilka  that he

might drown.

    "Oh God," he said out loud, and thought: "What will Mummy do?"

    Ilka turned back in the direction of the boat, that was now a  blurred

patch of light - the boat  was burning. The current pushed Ilka  back, but

while fighting  it he  at last  realised where  firm ground  must be  - in

quite the opposite direction to the one he had taken. He had been  heading

towards the middle of the river. Obviously, the slight current had  turned

the boat round  after all while  Ilka had been  sitting in it.  He had not

noticed it the fog and lost his bearings.

    He reached  the bank  and sat  down on  the hard  sand with  blades of

grass sticking out here and there.

    His toes left numb. The various  scratches and bumps he had not  known

he had  acquired burned.   "It's as  though I'd  been crawling  over  live

coals," he  thought. At  this thought  it dawned  on him  how silly he had

been to bother  with the powder  and the torch  bulb.  Surely,  there must

still be live coals in their camp-fire.

    On the other hand, things had  turned out for the best, for  otherwise

he wouldn't have been able to light the signal fire.

    There was a  droning in his  ears, and Ilka  could no longer  hear the

chugging of the  ship's engine. Perhaps  it was already  far away and  the

fog swallowed the  sound, or perhaps  the engine had  been turned off.  At

any rate it had not run aground and that was the main thing. The  'Africa'

had not burnt down in vain....

    The ship must have taken it for a camp-fire on the bank and reversed.

    Ilka peered into the darkness behind  him. He could just make out  the

outlines of the  bushes. They were  dark shapes that  had nothing sinister

about them. Ilka  looked away. He  was afraid of  nothing now. Yes,  there

WAS one thing - he  was afraid he wouldn't be  able to get the fire  going

again. Of course he could kindle a branch from the boat, but Ilka did  not

want to go over to the boat and see its end. He realised it was done  for.

He had seen wood with a fresh coat of paint burn before.

    Never mind, he would use the  coals left of their camp-fire. The  only

problem was to locate  the clearing. For that  he had to get  up and start

searching for it. And that was the last thing he felt like doing - he  was

so tired he just could not pull himself up.

    At last Ilka stood up. His singlet  was wet and cold and stuck to  his

shivering body, but he  had no strength left  to take it off  and wring it

out.

    Ilka started walking upstream along the water's edge.

    Somehow he was not  at all sorry about  the loss of the  'Africa'. Nor

was he at all  afraid that Ivan Sergeyevich  and the boys would  be mad at

him. He was sure  he had done right.  His only worry was  whether he would

find the fire dead or not.

    Ilka walked on as though blind-folded. He could not see the river  and

the bushes along  its bank merged  together in a  black mass. Suddenly  he

heard rustling  and footsteps  in the  darkness. Somebody  was forcing his

way through those bushes.

    Who was it?

    Ilka stood  still and  even stopped  breathing. The  noise was  coming

nearer. Ilka began retreating into  the water, hastily but without  making

a noise. When the water reached almost to his knees a torch came on and  a

familiar and, oh, so welcome voice growled:

    "This damned fog...."

    "Ge-e-na!" Ilka yelled.

                            Chapter Thirteen

    All the way back  Gena goaded himself on  with one thought -  was Ilka

safe? He realised he would never be able to pinpoint the camp, so he  just

made for the river. Once at the water's edge, he would find the boat.

    He thought he was  a mere stone's throw  away from the river  when the

curtain of fog  descended on him.  It was infuriating  for he had  no idea

how he was going to  find the boat now.   He might be wandering about  all

night long.

    The bushes came to  an end and he  found himself looking into  a thick

wall of fog. Gena  was so exasperated he  started telling the fog  what he

thought of it. That was when he suddenly heard Ilka call out.  A cry  half

happy, half tearful.

    Ilka, wet and shivering, hurtled  forth out of the thick  leaden gloom

and clutched at his shoulder.

    "Is that you, Gena?"

    "No,  it's  my  great-grandmother  wandering  about  in  search of her

fellow ghosts,"  Gena said  gruffly, his  heart all  but melting  with the

warm  joy  of  finding  Ilka  safe  and  sound. "What are you doing on the

bank?"

    Ilka took his hand off his shoulder and sighed.

    "Why  are  you  wet?"  Gena  persisted,  already sensing something was

amiss.

    Ilka was silent.

    "Come on, out with it!"

    This impatient  "Come on!"  brought Ilka  to his  senses. His strength

and courage came back to him. Gena  was with him. Once more the world  was

simple and firm on its feet.

    "I went for a dip," said Ilka.

    "In your shorts?"

    "Why not?"

    "Why indeed? Some people like doing things the hard way."

    "Where is Vladik?"

    "How should I know? At the hospital, I suppose."

    "They'll come back, won't they?"

    "Of course they will.... Nothing will happen to your Vladik."

    "Gena," Ilka faltered out. "I've burnt the boat to bits."

    "What!!!"

    He flashed his torch into Ilka's face and realised he was telling  the

truth.

    "What  could  I  do?"  Ilka  cried  tearfully,  "when  she  was making

straight for the shallows and the girders!"

    "Who are you thinking about?"

    "The ship, not who! It was coming straight at me in the fog."

    "So you made a buoy out of the boat?" Gena asked in a tired voice.

    It never  rains but  it pours.  He kept  his torch  on Ilka's face and

Ilka did not look away. His eyes were dark and stubborn.

    Like Vladik's.

    "Blockhead!" Gena said bitterly. "No ship would wander about in a  fog

like this.  It would  either drop  anchor or  blow its  siren. Surely  you

realise that?"

    Ilka's  eyebrows  quivered  and  his  mouth  opened  into  a round and

helpless "o". His  face came over  so miserable that  Gena felt frightened

for a moment. He hastened to reassure him:

    "Never mind. Are you sure it was a ship?"

    "Perhaps  it  was  your  great-grandmother?"  Ilka  rejoined,  but his

rejoinder lacked fire.

    Gena switched off the torch. One could lie better in the dark. And  he

muttered as though to himself:

    "Then it must've been that crazy tanker...."

    "What are you talking about?"

    "I said it must  have been the tanker.  I've just seen it.  Zigzagging

crazily between the banks with hardly any lights on."

    "Don't try pulling any fast ones!" Ilka cried indignantly. "How  could

you see anything in this fog?"

    "You goat,"  Gena said  hardly able  to control  his anger  this time.

"There's no fog further downstream. Go and look if you don't believe me."

    "But you weren't walking along the bank...."

    "Wasn't I? If  you want to  know, I came  out at the  bank before that

bend back there. Is that clear?"

    "Was it a big tanker?" Ilka asked in a low voice.

    "Middling. Sitting high, so it must be empty."

    "So it was all a waste?"

    "What was a waste?"

    "Everything. I thought  it was a  passenger ship... that  people might

be hurt.... Nothing would have happened to an empty tanker...."

    "Nothing at all," Gena confirmed. "A  mere matter of a spark from  the

blow and a little explosion that would have blown you all to  smithereens.

Do you know how petrol fumes explode in empty tanks?"

    Gena had  come matches  with him.  He made  a fire  on top  of the old

coals, gave Ilka his  trousers and jacket and  set up two forked  branches

each side of the fire laying a straight one across them.

    "Wring out your things and hang them up to dry."

    Ilka was obedient and  sleepy by now. Gena  went to the river  to fill

the kettle and have a look at the remains of the boat.

    The fire had mangled the stern  and the sides. The mast had  broken in

two and fallen.  The prow was  better preserved. Even  Vladik's jacket was

intact. The fire had  gone out but the  wood was still glowing  and making

acrid smoke. Gena  hit at the  charred side. It  broke under his  blow and

glowing chunks of wood dropped hissing into the water.

    When Gena came  back to the  fire, Ilka was  crouching in front  of it

and stirring the burning branches with the stick.

    "How's the boat?" he asked without raising his head.

    "What's left down there can no longer be called a boat."

    Gena  hung  up  the  kettle  and  sat  down beside Ilka, with Vladik's

jacket round his shoulders.

    "I thought it had got burnt too," Ilka said.

    Gena said nothing. Now that he  was no longer afraid for Ilka,  he was

eaten up with worry for Vladik.

    He  was  even  surprised  at  himself  for having completely forgotten

about the accident albeit for a moment.

    "They've been gone a long time," Gena said.

    "Yes," Ilka agreed.

    The kettle came to the boil. They set it down on the grass. It  cooled

down. Then they boiled it again.

    Neither Gena nor Ilka knew how  much time had passed. They fancied  it

would soon be morning.

    Then a voice  came from the  shore. Actually there  were two voices  -

Vladik's and his father's. They were loud and jolly:

    "Hey, you there! Still alive?"

    "Yes, we've fine!" Ilka shouted, jumping up happily.

    "You stay where you are," Gena said.

    He picked up the torch and went off to meet the others.

    They  loomed  up  out  of  the  fog.  Vladik  was astride his father's

shoulders.

    "Everything  is  okay,"  he  reported  from  his  perch. "They set the

sprain and bandaged it. Father had  made it worse trying to jerk  it back.

They did not want to let me go, but we talked them round."

    It was  very intelligent  of Vladik  to tell  Gena everything  at once

without waiting for questions to be asked.

    "Get off, you rider," Ivan Sergeyevich puffed. "Find yourself a  stick

and hobble along on your own."

    "I'm not supposed  to hobble," Vladik  protested in mock  seriousness.

"What was it  the doctor said?  I'm only to  sit and lie.  You know, Gena,

they took us  as far as  that turning in  their van. They  even offered to

take us in to town but we said we'd get there by boat."

    "Ilka has burnt the boat," Gena said.

    In the  light of  the torch  he could  see their expressions. Vladik's

face fell. Ivan Sergeyevich frowned.

    "What do you mean 'burnt the boat'?"

    "Don't scold him," Gena pleaded. "He didn't mean any harm."

    "Well I never!  That would be  the last straw,"  Ivan Sergeyevich said

with a wry smile. "Is he all right?"

    "Yes."

    "Where is he, the hero?"

    "In a low but stern voice Gena said:

    "A tanker was heading straight for the shallows in the fog. What  else

could he do?"

    Nobody said anything, and he repeated:

    "An empty tanker. D'you understand?"

    "And how," Vladik said calmly.

    "So that's it," said Ivan Sergeyevich. "A tanker. I see."

    And they went over to the fire.

    The kettle was  boiled up for  the third time.  They had to  make some

kind of supper.  It was only  then that they  realised they had  not had a

proper meal since morning.

    Ilka nibbled at his sandwich lazily.

    "Why aren't you eating?" Ivan Sergeyevich asked.

    "I'm not hungry."

    "You still have to eat."

    "I'm thinking about the boat," Ilka confided in a whisper.

    "I see. Not a very cheerful subject, to be sure."

    It was only  now that Ilka  grasped the immensity  of the catastrophe.

The frigate 'Africa' was no more. There would be no more voyages.

    There  would  be  no  taut  sail  pierced with sunrays, no huge clouds

floating over the  river, no channels  with russet autumn  leaves floating

on black water, no unfamiliar shores.

    "What are we going to do?" he asked softly.

    "We  are  going  to  bed.  Right  now  we are going to bed," said Ivan

Sergeyevich.

    "What about the boat?"

    "Forget about the boat. The main  thing is we all in one  piece. Let's

get some sleep. Things will look different in the morning."

    "Tell him to give me back my trousers," Gena said.

    Ilka took off Gena's trousers, changed into his own and squatted  down

by the fire again.

    "Come on, bed  time," Ivan Sergeyevich  repeated. Then he  lifted Ilka

up and carried him  to the tent. "Now  don't you stick out  your elbows at

me. You're almost asleep anyway.  And don't take on so. You did the  right

thing. No sense in crying over spilt milk."

    "I'm not crying," came from inside the tent.

    The fog dispersed gradually and the stars peeped out. The fire took  a

new lease of life as well  as though it, too, found breathing  easier now.

Vladik came over to stand by the fire again and peer into the flames.

    "I'd keep away from it if I were you," Gena said with a frown.

    "I'm being careful."

    "Did it hurt very badly?"

    "I've got used to it.... Look here, Gena. Ilka is not the scary  sort,

is he? Why did he carry on like this tonight?"

    "It was because of the fog,"  said Gena. "You haven't been here  long,

and you don't know what it's like  in the fog. Somebody can sneeze half  a

mile away, and you jump as though a bomb had burst right under your  nose.

It was probably the train chugging  along the other side and the  fog made

it sound as if it was coming right at him."

    Vladik did not say anything but did not look convinced.

    Ivan Sergeyevich crawled out of the tent and came up to the fire.

    "Well, pirates, how d'you like the start of your adventures? At  least

you'll have something to remember. Especially Ilka."

    "Is he asleep?" Vladik asked.

    "Yes."

                            Chapter Fourteen

    Gena was  breaking branches  over his  knee and  tossing them into the

fire. The fire began to drone and little sparks began to fly. But the  dry

brushwood burnt  quickly, and  the flames  soon subsided  again among  the

crimson coals.

    Gena was sad but relieved. The end  of the boat had not upset him  too

much. The  most important  thing was  that Ilka  had not  got drowned  and

Vladik's leg was alright.

    Gena glanced at Vladik. He was looking at the fire, covering one  half

of his face with his hand.

    "Stop looking at  the fire," said  Ivan Sergeyevich, "You  should know

better."

    "I'm not looking at it," Vladik said.

    Gena saw  he really  wasn't looking.  Vladik's palm  was covering  his

good eye. But his  other, blind eye was  fixed on the fire.  Was he seeing

light again?

    "What's it to be tomorrow, Daddy?" Vladik asked. "Are we going on foot

or do we turn back home?"

    "We can  decide that  tomorrow," said  Ivan Sergeyevich.  The light of

the  fire  threw  hardly  any  light  on  him and harsh shadows lay in the

furrows of his face. It made Vladik's father look old and tired.

    "He'll probably never forgive himself for listening to me and  leaving

Ilka all by himself," Gena thought.  "He did it because he was  afraid. He

was terribly afraid for Vladik."

    "But that was the only thing to do," Gena argued with himself.

    "Still...."

    "What if it had not been Vladik  but Ilka who had hurt his leg?  Would

he have left Vladik to take care of himself?"

    Yes, Gena decided, he would have.

    "Why  don't  you  two  turn  in?"  Ivan  Sergeyevich asked. "I'll keep

watch."

    "I'm not  at all  sleepy," Vladik  said. "I'll  go and  see how Ilka's

doing."

    He rose and limped over to the tent.

    "He's alright," he reported coming back.

    "And how's your leg?"

    "It's alright too."

    "Everything just fine," Gena thought mockingly. And then Vladik  said,

"Let's go for a walk, Gena."

    "How can you walk on one leg?" Ivan Sergeyevich protested.

    "We'll just go down to the river."

    "Let's," Gena agreed.

    They made their way through the undergrowth to the bank.

    "Ilka's dead to the world,"  Vladik said and looked over  his shoulder

as though expecting to see the dead-to-the world Ilka there.

    "He's had quite a time of it," said Gena.

    "The main thing is to see he never finds out there was no tanker...."

    The fog had passed, and the night was quite light. It was an  ordinary

summer night  sky, grayish-blue  with a  strip of  light in  the north and

scattered stars overhead. Ruby stripes  from the buoys and the  camp-fires

stretched across the river.

    Gena  strode  out  ahead  of  Vladik.  Shaggy  tufts  of grass rustled

underfoot.  Some  little  balls  on  springy  stalks  flapped  against his

trouser legs.

    "We must make sure he doesn't find out," Vladik repeated.

    "How could he find out?" Gena  asked. "He's not likely to go  into the

port to find out whether any tankers passed here tonight."

    They came down to  the water's edge where  a big flat girder  lay with

one end in the water  and the other on the  sand.  Vladik sat down  on it.

Gena stood awhile, then sat down too.

    The water  glistened like  dark aluminium.  On it,  among the concrete

teeth, loomed the carcass of the charred boat.

    "Ilka will have a really bad time tomorrow," Gena thought. "He  hasn't

seen what he went and did yet."

    Vladik was looking  at the boat  too. It looked  like a crescent  moon

painted with soot.

    "It's beyond repair," Vladik said in an undertone.

    "Well, Ilka  will soon  feel better  than any  of us," Vladik suddenly

retorted.

    "Why?"

    "Daddy will  be telling  him about  the trip  to Odessa tomorrow. He's

lost the boat, but he'll see the see instead."

    "So  I  get  the  worst  deal,"  Gena  thought. "Left all alone with a

burnt-out ship."

    "A good thing the sail is in one piece," Vladik said. "Where would  we

find a new one?"

    What nonsense  was he  talking? What  difference did  it make  whether

they had a sail or not?

    "What's so good about it?"

    "Aren't we going to make another boat?"

    "Who?" Gena asked bitterly. "Who's going to make it? Me on my own?"

    "Shurik  will  come  back....  And  then  ... what about me? Don't you

think I could work too? Ilka too.... Valerka and Yurik will help."

    "You make me laugh! Those tadpoles!"

    "They're smart kids."

    "No," Gena said. "Building is much more difficult than repairing.  And

I don't feel  like starting all  over again. The  little kids aren't  much

use, Shurik won't like the bother, and you and Ilka will have no time  for

the boat - you're going away soon."

    "Not so soon. There's almost a month left."

    "A  month  is  not  nearly  enough,"  Gena persisted. "And what month?

July. Heat and dust. Why must you go away in August, Vladik? You could  go

in July and come back for August."

    "Gena..." Vladik said softly. "I won't be going at all."

    Gena caught his breath. Had he imagined it?

    "What did you say?" he asked in a whisper.

    "I won't be going," Vladik repeated.

    "Why?" Gena  asked quickly  in a  tense voice.  He was  sitting a  bit

further back and could only see the back of Vladik's head and the  outline

of his cheek  against the background  of the river  and the sky.  Vladik's

face was turned  away from him.  And in that  light he couldn't  have made

out its expression anyway.

    "I don't want to," Vladik said.

    "What about Ilka?"

    "What about him? Ilka will go  with Daddy. They'll have a great  time,

the two of them."

    "Is it  because of  Ilka?" Gena  wondered.   "Perhaps he  doesn't like

Ilka's sticking to his father like a leech?"

    "Ivan Sergeyevich will never let you stay behind," Gena said firmly.

    "Yes he will."

    "Have you told him?"

    "Yes."

    Wasn't it a rum business?

    "Vladik!" he  pleaded, desperation  in his  voice. "Stop  having me on

all the time! First you say  you're going, then you say you  aren't. Don't

you know yourself what it is you want?"

    "Yes,  I  do,"  said  Vladik  and  turned  to  face Gena. Tiny lights,

reflecting the  fires on  the opposite  bank, glittered  mockingly in  his

eyes. But his tone was not at  all mocking. "Of course I wanted to  go, to

begin with.... It makes you sore, you  know, to have lived by the sea  for

so long without ever seeing it properly. Just think what it's like!"

    Gena saw his point.

    And what about now?" he asked.

    "D'you know  how awful  it was  after the  operation?" Vladik went on.

"Lying there in  that cursed blackness  and not knowing  how it had  done.

Your eyes in  bandages. I was  only thinking of  one thing all  that time.

When I come home, it would be August again. And we would fly kites  again.

You'd fly yours  and me mine.   Together, like last  year.  And  then this

Odessa idea wrecked  everything.  Well,  not quite, things  seemed fine at

first. But then ... I saw it meant  I'd be there, and you'd be here -  all

over again." And  he concluded with  a note of  finality in his  voice, "I

don't want it to be like that."

    Gena closed his eyes and saw what he could hardly wait to see again  -

the impetuous racing of the clouds  and the crowns of poplars seething  in

the wind. A  wind like that  stretches the string  of a kite  and makes it

hum tautly.

    Joy throbbed inside Gena. He had  never known that one could feel  joy

physically, like pain, like warmth or wind.

    Gena  jumped  to  his  feet  and  stepped  down to the water. It swung

slowly towards him and wetted his  shoes. For some reason Gena touched  it

with his hand.

    "It's warm."

    He was afraid he might begin  to babble incoherently, as he had  often

seen people  do when  they were  overcome with  joy. But  Vladik would  be

offended if he said nothing at all.

    "And where will you live while  they're away? At your aunt's? Why  not

live at our place? Father is away and there'll be plenty of room."

    "No" said Vladik. "I'll be staying at Aunt Tamara's I expect."

    "Where?" Gena asked in amazement.

    "At ... Ilka's mother's, you know."

    Stunned by the sudden  revelation, Gena asked, immediately  regretting

his inquisitiveness:

    "Are  they  going  to  get  married,  then, your father and ... Ilka's

mother?"

    Vladik said nothing  for a few  seconds, and during  these few seconds

Gena writhed inwardly with shame for asking a question like that.

    "I don't know,"  Vladik finally answered.  "That is, I  suppose so....

Yes, they are."

    Gena sat down beside him again. He had to say something.

    "She's a nice woman. Only very strict," he remarked.

    "Who's strict, Aunt Tamara?" Vladik asked with surprise. "Not at  all.

She's as  kind as  they come.   Ilka doesn't  obey her  at all  any  more,

there's just no controlling him, the goat!"

    And they both laughed.

    Ilka was a friend. Sometimes Gena, through force of habit, pulled  him

up, but he  had long ceased  to think of  him as a  little boy. But Vladik

had just spoken about  Ilka as about a  younger brother. And that  cleared

up a lot.

    "Look here, Vladik.... So he'll be a kind of brother to you?"

    "Ilka? That's right. A brother.... Isn't it funny?"

    Smiling, Gena said,

    "Then your father and you will be able to keep him in check."

    "Won't we - just you wait," Vladik confirmed in grim tone.

    And they laughed again. Not that  the joke was very funny, but  simply

it was nice to know there  was a fearless mountain kid around,  whose name

was Ilka, a loyal friend and a little brother.

    "He had a tough time tonight," Gena said.

    "It'll be terrible if he finds  out there was no tanker," Vladik  said

again in a worried voice.

    "How can he? How can he  find out? You can't check that  anywhere. And

we shall never tell him."

    "Never?"

    "Of course."

    "I think  we could  tell him  later on,"  Vladik said.  "When he grows

up."

    "That's right," Gena agreed.

    A launch passed  by in the  middle of the  dark expanse of  water, its

lights twinkling and its engine  chugging.  Soon it disappeared  round the

bend. When they had already forgotten  all about it, the wave it  had left

in its wake crept to the  bank and broke at the concrete  girder, crashing

its spray over Vladik and Gena.

    But they didn't mind. They knew it was a joke.

    There would be  other waves in  their lives, thunderous  and heavy, of

the kind that make ships' sides creak.

    Well, what of it. Let them come!

                                 The end


