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This is a collection of short stories set in all sorts of out-of-the-way places, mostly in Russia – the taiga, the tundra, the steppe, mountains, deserts, rivers – and spanning some forty years of adventure and misadventure. The main character of these stories, who bears the author’s name, escapes into the wilderness only to discover that life is as intense and turbulent out there as in urban beehives, and yet quite different. An environment perpetually tinged with danger brings out in sharper contrast the best and worst in man. On the whole, pretty all doings there are best described as adrenaline-filled fooling with fate.

The stories are arranged more or less chronologically, starting with the greenhorn hero’s adventures in the taiga and ending at the time when he is nearing middle age. The whole collection can thus be seen as a pseudo-novel made up of fictionalized accounts of events in a single person’s life. A novel in novellas, you might say.
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Author’s Note
When the first edition of Taiga Law appeared in print in 2002, most questions asked by readers were of a remarkably naïve nature: “Is this story really true?  Did it really happen like you tell it?”  I ducked as best I could, but I think my younger sister managed it better.  On reading the book, her son also attacked her with this question:  “Did Uncle really kill someone in the taiga?”  To which his mother replied, “But there is nothing in the book about him killing anyone, dear,” adding, without a pause or batting an eyelash: “In books, it’s always not a bit like in life.”  I wonder what my nephew thought of adults’ sense of logic, but that’s by the by. My sister is generally a virtuoso of understatement, only this time she hit the nail on the head: in books, things are indeed not a bit like they are in real life. 
But – if only it were all as simple as that: books on the left, real life on the right, and one were free to spin in books anything that entered one’s silly head.  Actually, lots of people do precisely that.  They write about a Russian city with a Chinese name being invaded by millions of chickens, or of humans turning into insects, or is it chickens again, who the deuce can remember.  Other writers with resounding – mostly American -- names turn out endless sagas about adventures in fantasy worlds that have never been and, crucially, can never be.    

Maybe all this is as it should be, seeing that such writings are regarded as high literature and printed in highly respectable literary journals, or else as pricy commercial products sold over the counter in millions of copies. My own attitude toward such stuff is best expressed in the phrase, “I wish I had your problems, guys.”  

My overriding urge is to make head or tail of my own experience accumulated through hitting various portions of my anatomy very painfully against life’s sharper edges – without chicken invasions, insect transfigurations, or time travel.  Then again, there’s the job of expressing things in a lucid and, if possible, entertaining way.  These two are my biggest concerns, and it’s all I can do to cope with such tasks. 

What is known in Russian as “artistic prose” is called in English, rather more crudely and accurately, fiction.  There is a lot of truth in this last appellation.  You can’t pass a batch of police depositions for a roman policier; a novel can no more do without the work of the imagination than fish without water; to say nothing of compression of real life experience, slowing down narrative time, and similar professional tricks.  

There is, however, a type of reader (and writer) whose interest for pure fiction or invention is negligible.  Reading totally made-up fiction is to them, or better say us, much the same as drinking diluted beer. Indeed, invention has to be concocted out of some material, and that material is taken out of other books, where else?  The moment you taste pure invention, you know it’s diluted stuff.  

Of course, you can get up early in the morning and sit down and write “Chung’s Dreams” without having ever experienced anything like those dreams. To do that, though, you need one little thing – to be an Ivan Bunin and, like him, all ready to be awarded a Nobel Prize for Literature.  If you are not, your imagination produces precisely this – diluted beer, millions of chickens, insects, adventures on planets that have never been, and similar unreadable stuff.  Often things get even sillier:  one of Russia’s high-flying litterateuses, Victoria T., has a scene in which Leonid Brezhnev is shooting ducks with a large-caliber machinegun.   Such things really disgust me. If your only experience of machine-guns is through pictures, if you have no earthly idea as to what a machine-gun can or cannot do, why go and make an ass of yourself?

Now, my main subject is man in the wilds, and you may be damn sure I know those wilds like the palm of my hand.  In dozens of years of wandering over the face of the earth I have visited every landscape that figures in my stories; the adventures described in them have indeed happened – though the place, the cast of characters and the order of events in my texts may be different.   All these things are thoroughly reshuffled, everything I deem superfluous is mercilessly expunged, and I make vigorous use of my right to invention. What for, you may ask?  To offer the reader something intelligible and enjoyable.  Narrating everything “like it was,” blow by blow, produces nothing but boredom.  The masses of diaries I kept on my travels record events the way they happened, but they are merely memory aids; reports about work done and distances covered.  Incidentally, some of these reports, polished as travelogues, have been published, mostly in English, in more or less glossy magazines, but travelogues and tales are two different types of artifacts – even if I do sometimes have this problem of fitting a particular piece in a particular slot.

Frankly, tales are more precious to me, for a reason that looks to me quite, well, meaningful (hate the word).  The point is this: when you sit down to write, you have a rough idea of what you are going to write about; something is pricking your insides, and you have to find out what it is. So you write and write and in the end you learn something from yourself (who else, if you don’t count Providence?) about yourself and about life in general. Something that you had not known when you took up the pen – and that is always a bit startling. And, of course, there is the hope that someone at the other end of the chain will also learn something similar and say to himself, Aha! So that’s how it is! – or words to that effect.

Of course, the responses you get in real life are amazingly varied.  A nice old lady called me especially to pay a compliment about my descriptions of the “technology of procuring food in the taiga” (her exact words).  The book is not exactly about that, it is not at all about “technology”– but is there any sense in disputing the point?  There isn’t.  

Another response that sticks in my memory was from a young man of about forty, an artist, who wanted to know what exactly the words "There's nice snake soup for you..." at the end of the “Soupy Story” might mean.  How can I explain, if I don’t know myself?  That’s the way it got said – who the devil knows why.  Anyone who has been in the sort of jam described there will know perfectly well: You get thoroughly shaken, even stranger words can spill out of you. Explain them? Hopeless.

Here I come to a most crucial point– what type of reader I had in mind as I wrote these tales.  Briefly: people who will UNDERSTAND. And the people who understand these things best are those who have been there. Next question: where is “there”?  Answer:  where you have been happy, or somewhere near.  Personally, I have been happy in the mountains, high and not so high; in the Urals and Siberian taiga; in the tundra; in deserts and semi-deserts; in the reed jungles of the Aral and Caspian coasts; among Central Russian landscapes; on seas, lakes, rivers, and even water reservoirs; in the steppe. If pressed, I might recall more. 

Granted, not all of these places look well equipped to induce happiness; sometimes they appear very much the opposite of paradise.  Say, you paddle down a Siberian river for a whole month, and every single day of that month you get soaking wet with rain, and bitten mercilessly by mosquitoes and midges (see “Shooting on the Pelym”).  But, as Cicero once said, suum cuique.  To each his own.  Some people like to get nice and fat and tanned on beaches; others collect match boxes, and are perfectly happy.  But there are also those who need empty spaces, no people around for hundreds of miles, and a chance to fall on their back and yell in heaven’s face: “Long live freedom!”  This last was, of course, particularly important in the Soviet period of my life, and the life of so many others (I have written a whole novel about that, called Solo on the Aral).  But, honest, this chance is priceless always and everywhere. Freedom is freedom any place, be it Siberia or Africa.  Freedom from what?  Just freedom. From your family, your boss, the crazy rat race and other luxuries of civilization.  A month, a couple of weeks even – but they are ours. Escapists? Sure we are. Only let me ask, Who isn’t – or wouldn’t like to be?

Next subject: literary kinship.  Readers have included me in all kinds of categories. An American journalist found likeness to Stephen King, of all people.  I asked for a sample, yawned through about fifty pages of a King novel and gave it back.  Pardon me, King fans, but it’s a case of a miss that is as good as a mile.  Nothing to do with me. 
Jack London is also mentioned, his Alaskan stories in particular.  No objections here, for Jack London is part and parcel of Russian culture, an essential element in the blood of any literate Russian with a taste for this theme. 

The fact is, though, that this literate Russian will reel off dozens of names of Russian authors who wrote on similar subjects much better and, most vitally, who were much more congenial to the “Russian soul” (another pet aversion of mine).  You might start with the hero-wanderers of Pushkin and Lermontov, and go on to Sergei Aksakov, Turgenev’s “Sketches of a Sportsman,” Tolstoy’s “Cossacks,” Chekhov’s “Steppe.”  If you would be content with lesser figures, they would come in their dozens – Ertel, Levitov, Driyansky, Mamin-Sibiryak, Arsenyev, Cherkasov, the list is practically endless.  In the 19th century, nearly every writer of merit left us something about nature and man in nature to read.  
Later came Prishvin, Sokolov-Mikitov, Paustovsky, the “village prose writers” – Shukshin, Astafyev, Abramov.  All these, however, are universal writers; they could, and did, write of all that touches the human soul.  Also, there is their stature.   One can reach out toward them, like you reach out for the stars – an occupation as useful as it is hopeless; so mentioning my own name in the same breath as theirs would be sheer brainless effrontery.   

There have been, however, writers devoted to one theme, and one theme only – my own theme.  Such was Oleg Kuvayev, a singer of the “wandering folk” and, luckily, a contemporary of mine.  I am happy to say that in about 1974 I had the pleasure of translating into English chapters from his Territory.  Here is someone that I feel comfortable with, though I am no geologist like Oleg was. An ordinary trekker, that’s me.   Oleg’s books are no longer reprinted, but I know lots of guys who still treasure his Territory, Journal of a Coastal Journey, and others.  This collection of mine is for them, too.

Now for the last point, the bilingual nature of my writings.  This question is also often asked, as Taiga Law originally appeared in both Russian and English, some of the stories only in one of these languages, others in both.  Not much to be said about that; it just happened  that I always wrote my diaries, from the age of twelve or thirteen, in English, to keep them secret in a Russian environment.  Then there was adolescent and post-adolescent doggerel that I wrote in Russian, English, and a bit in German.  When my academic career was forcibly curtailed, for years I earned my daily bread by translating into English books for a dozen publishing houses – poetry, prose, philosophy, scholarly texts, science, you name it.  Later I was for ten years chief editor of Moscow News, and kept writing a lot on politics, mostly in English, rarely in Russian.  It is useless to ask in what language any given text was originally written, for I honestly do not remember, do not keep drafts, and in the process of writing sometimes leap from language to language.  You know, a phrase comes into your head, it goes round and round and imposes the rhythm and general texture on a more or less large chunk of writing.  Here, language itself pulls you along.  In the end, of course, I polish both versions, each of them separately, erasing the seams where I switch from language to language.  And that’s about it. 

Moscow,

August 2011

Sergei Roy
Taiga Law
A Narrative of Siberian Misadventure

Vengeance is mine, and I will repay – 

till you cry uncle.
Taiga Gospel
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I remember I was so fiendishly hungry that bread and pork fat melted in my mouth like chocolates and slid down my young gullet with an audible, voluptuous gurgle, while my eyes gobbled up the taiga beyond the river, as good as sucking in the view. From this high point above the landing-stage the vista was like something out of a song, or a good film, or a daydream, and I couldn’t believe it was all for real.  A clear gap shimmered lightly between me and reality.  Honest, there were all those nagging doubts: was it I or not I, what was “I”, why was I, and especially why was I here, that “I” which, if I remembered rightly, was a young chap with firm ties to home and family -- which were now so far away.  So overwhelming was the pressure of the view that the “I” got a bit dislocated.  And it wasn’t just the view, I guess.

Before me, as far as the eye could see, the taiga stretched beyond the river exactly as it was in books – infinity au naturel, with a fringe of high blue hills somewhere close to and beyond the horizon, a prickly dark green expanse striped with darker stretches of high ground and still darker, shifting daubs of unpretentious clouds’ shadows sailing across the palely florid sky in geometrically regular, ornamental rows.  That’s about the best I can do, by way of description.  Then the thought came: once you sink in it, that’s it, you are done for. You’ll be lost like a rain-drop in a thunderstorm.  No trace left of you. Pale memories at best.

Directly below, at the foot of the cliff, was the filthy landing-stage, all rotting planks and slippery logs; to one side, a bumpy airfield covered with patches of cow dung; behind my back, a dusty, ancient, absurdly scattered Siberian village, with rare, lonely human figures moving like ants on their ant business. Well, let them, I had no time for them. My eyes were drawn by a stronger magnet –  the savage, empty space that had haunted my dreams for years. Except that now, awake, I felt a bit scared or, put it this way, a tiny bit lost. I was alone, that was probably why. And, like I said, I wasn’t quite sure I was me. I was just a cocktail of elation, fear, stage fright, and gooseflesh under the shirt.

This silliness could only be crushed with words. Words are a drug guaranteed to wipe out all this nerves nonsense, that much I had learned.  Opiate for the intellectual. So I told myself: Tu l’as voulu, Serge. I mean, that’s what you dreamed of, and that’s what you have, and you can take it either per os or per anus, like hardboiled medicos say.

I was there, and that was what I had wanted, right? I hadn’t invented the thing, had I. Some called it wanderlust, others, nomadic spirit.  There’s also “existential openness to the world,” only I didn’t know words like that then.  Mother used to say, “It’s like sulfur burning up your backside.”  I guess it did, because every summer I’d slink away into the hills.  Not because I wanted to run away from home, nothing like that, home was good, home was home, only I had this damn itch to peer round one turning, then the next, and the next, with vistas changing like in films and the head filled with the buzzing “Go-go-go-go-go-o-o!” 
In my last year at school, when this humming in the head became unbearable, I saved enough of my pocket money, told my parents, like the worst stinker, a bunch of likely-sounding lies about going up Mount Elbrus with a whole crowd, and bought a ticket to Chita, half the world east of Elbrus. I am naturally a loner, I guess. Day and night I hallucinated about a hand-to-hand, single combat with the taiga, with solitude and danger. So here I was, there was the taiga, and guess what? I was shaking like a sheep’s tail.

The railway trip must have mauled me senseless. It had taken more than a week, and the talk and the smells had been enough to depress the hell out of the worst kind of optimist. I had lied to the people in my compartment that I was traveling to visit my grandfather in Chita.  Luckily I had sense enough not to babble about my secret dream of a solitary ramble in the taiga, though at times it was all I could do to keep my big mouth shut. What stopped me was the talk in the compartment. Pretty gruesome, it was. To hear my neighbors talk, the whole taiga was full of convicts released from labor camps after Stalin’s death, and of the usual wave of runaways.  They were slicing honest folks to pieces, and when it wasn’t that, the honest folks were cutting up each other. Just boozing and cutting up each other, that was all there was to ordinary life in the taiga.

I had a bit of luck in Chita: almost at once I hopped on a funny old biplane straight out of silent pictures and flew over here. The passengers sat on benches along the sides of the plane, like paratroopers without parachutes but with plenty of bundles. During the flight I quivered in ecstasy and anticipation, like a young retriever first time out in the spring woods, while most passengers kept vomiting their guts out. Down below there were plenty of bald patches left by forest fires and logging, the air over these stretches of bare ground was warmed differently from space above the wet taiga, so the plane was flying through alternating currents of hot and cold air taking a savage beating.  The wings seemed ready to fall off any minute. I kept fanning a woman’s face with an old paper the whole trip. I thought she would collapse, faint right away, so green she looked. Some rude loggers enjoyed the sight hugely, grinning like a bunch of prize stallions.

Anyway, she survived the flight, while my luck ran out just as the plane landed. The launch had just sailed off down the river, to those godforsaken, desolate spaces for which my heart so yearned. I could not find out when the next launch would leave.  The female occupying the ticket booth, silent like a deaf-and-dumb partisan interrogated by the Gestapo and clearly in the grip of a terrific hangover, mumbled at last, “Fuck off.” So I fucked off, for what else was there to do? True, it could have been just the opening gambit, an invitation to dialogue, but in those days I just lost heart at such an elevated level of intercourse.  What else could you expect of a greenhorn I then was.

For a second time I was bitten by one and the same gadfly, so I gave my face an angry slap.  The gadfly fell on the bench with a fat thud, and I nearly conked out. I have my Dad’s heavy hand, no question about that. When Father was director of a state farm, he sent a thieving Kumyk to prison, and his brother vowed revenge.  He ambushed Father in some vineyards and rushed at him with a dagger, only Dad got so scared, he took a big swipe with his fist, and that was the end of the vendetta. God forbid that Dad should learn of my escapade. He’d squeeze my head between his knees and slap the living daylights out of me, for tormenting Mother with my outrages. There had been an incident like that in my distant childhood, and I knew I had fully earned the cure, though I had screamed like a stuck pig at the time…

The last bite of bread and pork fat went down with a smacking noise. I sat there licking my chops, anguish creeping up on me. The day was superb, the vista out of this world, only what was I to do?  Just sit there swatting gadflies?

I was in suspended animation, sort of, and the impulse came from outside, let the day and hour when it came be damned forever. Without a word to me, a couple of guys came and sat next to me on the bench, both dressed in the taiga uniform: greasy fur hats, although it was early July and quite warm; coarse quilted jackets; pants – the most one could say about them was that they were pants; and rubber boots. They carried the sort of sacks with straps with which peasants, soldiers and former convicts travel. That meant they were on the move.  Wanderers like myself.

The wanderers carried a complicated bouquet of odors around their persons: stale vodka breath, cooking-fire smoke, ancient body filth and sweat, the stench of urine prevailing over all. Must be nurtured on raw bear meat, I thought. I did not know then that raw bear meat was dangerous stuff to eat, full of tapeworms and similar filth. 

There was not much I did know then. I was monstrously young, exquisitely well-read, and so exquisitely silly. In my mind, my future adventures in the taiga were modeled on Jack London and Vladimir Arsenyev, a pre-Bolshevik traveler in these parts.  Then there was Miklukho-Maclay, but that was about travels in New Guinea. Nineteenth century. No other books on such themes in those times – but what did we have in those times? Stalin, the greatest tyrant “of all times and peoples” had dropped dead just a year or so before, only he would not be called that for long years to come; and he had left behind one big fear and scores of fearlets round every corner. Taiga fears seemed trifling in comparison, and the taiga itself – from a distance – a paradise where you could yell “Long live freedom!” at the top of your lungs, and no son of a bitch would snitch on you.

That’s how it was. As for the stench of urine, Jack London must have omitted to mention it out of tact, or it was not the done thing, not comme il faut, that was all. Main thing, they were nurtured on raw bear meat.

One of these men of the taiga was taller and leaner, type of face Caucasian, meaning someone from the Caucasus, accent ditto, though he didn’t say much. A black patch over his left eye would have suited him to a T. He was, in fact, not unlike me in build and facial structure – I have some Georgian blood, being a sort of octoroon.  Even our noses were alike: his, not quite a beak, mine not exactly a Slavic potato. He was much sturdier and cruder than me, of course, and totally unlike me in body language and habits of movement, which had jail and labor camp stamped all over them, where my body then had all the easy grace of an athlete born and bred, forgive my Narcissism, but that’s just me fondly looking back from old age on a young lad firmly set in the past, and the past getting dimmer with every passing year.

The other guy was shorter, thicker in build, with a flat and broad mug, the proto-Slavic type, or it could be Ugro-Finnish. A real Mr. Ugly. There were plenty of gaps and broken teeth in his mouth, so I naturally dubbed him Toothache, though he had his name tattooed on the fingers of his hand: TOLYA – it’s four letters in Russian.  A rising sun tattooed on the other hand, meaning “born behind barbed wire,” if I remembered right. No tattoos – none visible, at least – on the guy from the Caucasus. 

Both looked to me like convicts on parole, or just released from labor camp.  They had very watchful eyes – eyes that caught every movement far and near, though they did not look straight at me, using only peripheral vision.  I remember thinking that their optical organs were indeed quite curious, a bit like dogs', adapted to watching anything that moves, the flight of a fly or the trajectory of a glass of vodka, but quite unsuitable for expressing thought or graceful stirrings of the soul.  True, theirs were by no means the first eyes of this sort I had come across.  There were plenty of them in any crowd.

These clochards’ body odor made me wish I could get up and walk away, but that would be demonstratively impolite, so I stayed, the more so that I didn’t have anywhere special to go, and there was just the one bench there. Young people, or it could be old folks, would sit here at night cracking sunflower seeds, I guess.  No, that was a southern custom, in Siberia they’d be more likely to crack cedar nuts, and wait for some event – arrival of a launch, mail, a drunken brawl, something like that. They could be singing folksongs here, for all I knew.

Meanwhile those two produced a bottle of vodka, one glass, and something to eat – bread and onions and salt. In silence, the Caucasian-looking guy poured a full glass of vodka down his throat and began to chew. Mr. Ugly mumbled the Russian excuse for a toast, “Well, let’s be,” slowly sucked in the contents of the glass, gulping loudly, sniffed at his sleeve like a seasoned vodka drinker, poured what was left in the bottle into the glass and held it out to me.

“No, thank you, I’d rather not,” I mumbled, but he stuck the glass in my hand, rasping, “That’s insulting, chief.”

I was an infantile creature eager to act like a grownup, a nice kid from a nice family of the intelligentsia class, how could I act insultingly to those good people? The offer came from an adult, and adults must be respected; that was the way I’d been brought up. I drank about a hundred grams of that filthy liquid, and it knocked the wind out of me. At that time my father was already manager of a major wine brewery, so there was always enough good wine at table. Father and Grandfather liked to take the customary dram of vodka before dinner but I didn’t, except when we went hunting in winter. Vodka tasted quite good after a day out in the cold, but that was real vodka, as mellow as honey, not this god-awful relative of braking fluid. I felt I was getting smashed fast, and ces deux clochards soon seemed to me to be remarkably likable people, if a bit rough around the edges, as befitted sons of the taiga.

“Where you headed, parya?” Toothache asked, giving me a sideways look. No one had ever called me parya, the Siberian for “lad,” and I felt a rush of warm feeling; I was one of the boys, after all.

“Oh, I just want to go on a ramble through the taiga.” Jesus, what sort of tone is that, I could never talk to the “simple people.” The tone was excruciatingly false, cocky yet timid. I must have blushed, tipsy as I was. At eighteen, I blushed worse than a girl at puberty.

“The taiga’s big.”

“Well, I may take a launch downriver, then go up the Watershed Ridge and back.”

“Why the ridge? What is it, smeared with honey?”

“No special reason. I just want to take a ramble. Like a tourist.”

“Don’t shit me, tourist. There’s one thing people go into the hills for.”

“What thing?”

Toothache didn’t answer, he just stared at me, and the stare made me feel distinctly uncomfortable. He could not believe me, because he didn’t believe anyone, but he could hardly disbelieve me either. I was such an innocent sucker, so wet behind the ears that I might actually be telling the truth. At this point the guy from the Caucasus cut in.

“You a bloody fool? Or just playing the fool? People go up into the hills for gold. ‘They’re panning for gold in the hills,’ get it?” He was quoting an ancient Russian song about the hills beyond Lake Baikal, I realized.

“No-no, I don’t know how,” I babbled. “And then… it’s illegal, isn’t it? If you do it on your own, I mean.”

“The taiga’s  the law, the bear the public prosecutor,” Toothache rapped out. I would hear that mantra from him time and again; he did not know any other commandments, only I would learn that when it was too late. “You don’t know how to pan for gold, we’ll teach you. If you want to.”

“Are you going that way, too?”

“That’s right. But – keep your trap shut. You squeal, you’ll be sorry as hell.”  

“But I – ”  I stumbled.  Indeed, I – what? What was this “I”? Whither was I? And here were a couple of old-timers, real taiga men. Of course they were ex-cons, they’d obviously done a stretch, but I wasn’t afraid of them, was I? I was a boxer, second category, working toward the first. In a fair fight, I could take on either of them. Or I could just run away from them, they wouldn’t be able to catch up with me in a month of Sundays. There was also the puppy-like curiosity, mostly nourished by good books. In Maxim Gorky’s stories hoods weren’t scary at all; quite romantic, really. At school, the underworld was all the vogue – the cant, the songs, the manners, if you could call them that.  It was all make-believe, of course, while here was the real thing, and not at all scary.  The taiga seemed scarier right then. I took a deep breath and blurted out: 

“I’ll come with you, if you’ll take me.”

“Well, Kapkaz, do we take the lad along?” Toothache grinned.

“Sure. Why not take a good guy along,” said the fellow from the Caucasus, baring his teeth. He was obviously the top dog in this duo and, judging by his nickname (better call it handle, I guess), he really came from the Caucasus, for that’s the way the locals pronounce that word over there, “Kapkaz.” My fellow countryman, you might say. Later I would often think they would have waylaid me somewhere anyway – we were sort of on a collision course – only I dropped into their lap like a ripe pear. But all that would come later. Right then Toothache prodded me:

“It’s your round, then. Give me the dough, I’ll go get a bottle.”

“How much is it?” They chortled, both of them. I was indeed a rare sucker.

“Twenty-eight seventy. Three tenners, if you want a bite to go with it.” I pulled out my wallet and separated three notes with an unsteady hand. Toothache was back in no time with a bottle of vodka and some salted sprats wrapped in a piece of greasy paper.

After a second glass I was completely smashed. I only recall I felt awfully hot and merry as hell, my chest swelled, and I prattled unstoppably, mostly about my past hikes and about real he-men to be found only in the taiga and the mountains. Kapkaz merely grinned wolfishly, silently, while Toothache slapped my back in delight: “Attaboy, tourist!” “Ain’t that right!” and things like that. 

Later, we walked a long time along a clayey, littered bank. I kept slipping and stumbling and even took a header, but bounded up at once, as if nothing had happened.

Little by little it began to grow dark. They left me in a gully where a muddy stream was running along the bottom and fell into the river. They sat me among some bushes, dropped their sacks there and ordered me to stay put.
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They were absent several hours. I sobered up a little, got stiff with cold and was driven stark crazy by the mosquitoes, but pangs of conscience were the worst. I felt that what I was doing was absolutely wrong; I must wriggle out of the situation, only I didn’t know how. I couldn’t simply run away without explaining things; couldn’t leave their sacks and just sneak out. This sort of thing wasn’t done, and besides, one could be punished for it, if caught. There was nothing for it but to hang on as long as it would take, then apologize, say goodbye, climb to the top of the cliff, put up my tent in the bushes or under a tree, if there was a tree up there, and hole up until morning. In the morning, we would see. Someone was surely bound to go downriver some time.

The bank and the river kept going round and round, only I couldn’t make out if they were moving clockwise or the other way. Whenever I made an abrupt movement, they just reared up. There were humming, throbbing noises in my head, and I was parched. When I could stand it no longer, I drank a little muddy water straight from the river and threw up almost at once – for the first time in my life, I suppose. My conscience seemed thickly covered with vomit, too.

It was past midnight when I heard the squeaking of rowlocks, then a long narrow boat slid out of the fog.  My new acquaintances leaped from it, and before I knew what was going on, I found myself in the boat. Toothache had grabbed the sacks and my hefty rucksack, and Kapkaz dragged me into the boat by main force. I bleated something helplessly, but found a pair of oars thrust in my hands.

“C’mon, start pulling. You’re a strong lad, aren’t you.”

The current was already rocking the boat, and I obediently began rowing. Toothache dropped onto the sacks in the bows, Kapkaz sat aft. The sky behind his back was illumined by the growing light of a village fire somewhere on the high bank. Crazy shouting and the sound of iron striking iron to raise alarm came clearly across the expanse of water.

“What is it burning there?” I asked, barely able to move my tongue that was more like a piece of old carpet. No answer came for quite a long time, then Toothache grunted and rasped lazily:

“What needs to burn, burns.” Then, a few swings of the oars later: “Don’t ask too many questions, sucker. You’ll sleep better that way.”

Even a bloody fool like myself could see where the boat had come from – they’d stolen it. So I didn’t bother to ask. I fell totally silent, in fact. I was trapped, that was absolutely clear. Caught up in some horrible, criminal affair. I felt sick with fear, dark horror tore my thoughts to bits, only one idea surfaced time and again – I must run, run away, disappear in the taiga as soon as I got the chance, without any explanations or any talk at all, as quietly as I could. For the present, I could do nothing except let things slide and wait for my chance. It was a decision of some sort, a poor one, sure, but a decision nevertheless. All the same, I was shaking like a leaf in the wind and wished I were back home, with Mother and Dad and friends. This wasn’t the sort of adventure I had dreamed of lolling on a sofa, book in hand. 

“Pour water on the fucking rowlocks, you asshole. Creaking all over the river, you asshole,” Kapkaz suddenly swore hoarsely. I always feel particularly uncomfortable when non-Russians use Russian swearwords. I splashed cold water on the rowlocks, and the squeaking indeed subsided. I, too, wanted for some reason to be as inconspicuous as possible, though the squeaking could hardly be heard on either bank for the rushing of the water.

The current was fast, and in mid stream the boat began to rock and ship water, but somehow I coped with all that. Some forty minutes later we’d crossed over to the right bank, and Kapkaz ordered me to paddle downriver.

My hands are rather callused from exercising in the gym, but all the same the palms began to burn – I must have rubbed them sore where there were no protective calluses. I had a useful piece of hiking equipment in my tarpaulin jacket’s pocket: a goalie’s gloves. I shipped oars and reached for the pocket, but in the same moment Kapkaz stuck a knife against my chin, hissing:

“Go on, row, you mother-fucker, or I’ll cut your craw.” 

“I just wanted to get… the gloves…” I mumbled in a pitiful, disgusting voice, but all it got me was a kick in the back, and then another. Behind me, Toothache growled through set teeth:

“You go on pulling, punk, or Kapkaz will rip up your belly in jig time.”

Something warm trickled down my chin.  That bastard’s shiv must be honed to razor sharpness. I grabbed the oars and started pulling, fighting for breath in hurt and horror. No one had ever assaulted me in the spirit of evil, not adults, anyway; boys’ fights or boxing were quite a different matter, not this unspeakable— It felt as if I had been sucked in through a dark hole into a completely different, slimy world where all sorts of things – robberies, rape, murders, torture, God alone knew what else – occurred in real life, things that one had only read or heard about or seen on the screen, and it had not been scary at all, because it had been sheer make-believe, just a bit of tickling the nerves… 

What a daredevil I had been in my daydreams, getting out of all sorts of scrapes with movie-star panache. Now, sitting at arm’s length from me, was death itself with a knife for a scythe, and all I could do was shake and do what I was told, no heroics, for all any heroics would get me would be a beautifully curved, sharp blade stuck in my throat, a jet of blood, and – curtains for yours truly. There were no thoughts, no hope, nothing but the icy chill in the pit of my stomach and the all-eclipsing fear I’d never known before.  There was no one around to tell me that that was just the first time, and that with years I would learn to handle terror quite decently.

The fog grew denser, it soon wiped out the dark bank, and I still kept pulling, hour after hour. It was the time of brief northern nights, with dawn coming somewhere around two in the morning, so it had long grown light, but you couldn’t see much beyond the blade of the oar, as the mist just would not rise. Still, Kapkaz, with his animal sense of hearing, caught the noise of the tributary. “Turn in there!” he barked, and waved to the right. He was still holding the knife in his hand, fondling it with the other.

I turned and somehow got across the sand bar at the mouth of the stream, but that was as far as I got.  Though I swung the oars with all my might, the boat was at a standstill. The tributary was almost as wide as the big river, and the current just as powerful. They kicked and swore at me, but the heavily laden boat made no headway, and at times it was even carried backwards. With an oath, Kapkaz jerked at the starter, the motor rumbled, the boat began to move upstream. My hands blissfully resting in my lap, I sat and fought for breath.

The fog began to rise at last. Kapkaz steered close to the left bank, under the overhanging trees, and kept looking back over his shoulder. It looked like they still feared a chase, scared that the noise of the motor would give them away. That meant they’d been up to some really bad mischief in the village.  I remembered the glow of the fire back there, the sack in the bows – must be packed with stolen stuff.  So pursuers, if there were any, might still catch up with them and stop them. 

I preferred not to think of how I would explain to those good people that I was not one of the gang, that I was a loner, and what I was doing there anyway. I suppose they might believe me, for I looked such an innocent, well-brought-up kid with scared, funny down on my upper lip.  But what was the use thinking about that; no one seemed to be going after us… 

At about ten Kapkaz turned away from the main stream into a side channel where the current was not as strong.  He found a small sand beach and pulled in to the bank. They climbed out of the boat, I got out, too – and was instantly, without warning, tripped and knocked down to the ground. Before I could utter a sound in surprise or anger, they started kicking me savagely and expertly, aiming at my groin or my face.  Where had my sofa-bred heroism and my boxing skills vanished? All I could do was writhe there on the sand, try to cover my face with my elbows and whine with bloody lips, “Why? What for?” I guess I wanted to know why they were beating me up when I was such a nice, pure kid, a loving son, so well-read, a lyrical poet, a star student, a favorite with nice, gentle girls, what had I done to them, I hadn’t meant them any harm, my tipsy heart had gone out to them… I guess they felt it very well, and they kicked me with particular relish for that.  Soon they got tired, though, and Toothache even went into a coughing fit.

“Get up,” said Kapkaz, lazily kicking me in the ribs one last time. I got on my wobbly, shaking feet, smearing tears, snot, dirt and blood all over my face. They skillfully searched me, breathing in my face putrid vodka fumes and the stench of rotten, mossy teeth that had never known a toothbrush.  They transferred into their own pockets everything they found, Kapkaz pocketing my money, passport, and watch. Then they knocked me down again, and I lay there cringing, but they weren’t thinking of kicking me around anymore.

“Stay down,” Kapkaz ordered. “Squeal, and I’ll cut your throat.” Unable to stand the temptation, he kicked me once again, then gave orders to Toothache: “Kharch, get some grub.” Kharch means “grub” in the lowest kind of Russian. It must also have been Toothache’s real nickname, and that sentence was the acme of Kapkaz’s wit, for he guffawed with a pleased air.

Toothache, or Grub, or whatever his name was, got some bread and cans and, of course, a bottle of vodka from the sack in the bows. They lay down on the slightly damp sand, opened the cans and started champing like greedy pigs. They downed a full glass each. Like the day before, Toothache poured the rest of the vodka in the glass and held it out to me. 

“Have a drink, don’t be sore at us.”

What was I? I was a dumb creature shaking and twisting with pain and soul-crushing fear, broken and smeared over the ground like a snail crushed to a pulp. I dumbly held out my hand to take the glass, but Toothache quickly withdrew it and deftly threw the vodka in my eyes. I howled with unbearable pain, and those two roared with laughter.  They were simply rolling with mirth, like at a good circus, and all through the burning torment I couldn’t help feeling amazed and disbelieving: this just couldn’t be, it could happen to anyone but me, nothing like that could happen to me – and yet there it was…
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The hoods soon grew heavy with food and vodka and stretched out on the warming sand to digest, without taking off their quilted prison jackets or boots.  First, though,, they tied my hands behind my back with a length of rope they found in the boat. I listened to their hateful snoring while my silly imagination kept playing with pictures of what I should have done and what could no longer be put right, now or ever. I could have overturned the boat in deep stream – I would have easily swum ashore, but not them, their rubber boots would have filled up, their jackets would have soaked up water, and all this would have quickly dragged the scum to the bottom of the river, where they belonged. Even simpler than that, I could have left the ravine in the night without waiting for them, and now I would be as free as the wind, not a crushed slug. I cursed myself for a ninny to have drunk vodka with these animals, for it had been clear from the start that that was what they were – animals. Canaille, rabble, like my Granddad would say.

Behind all the horror and shuddering, though, I saw that endlessly going through this should-have-shouldn’t-have loop was plain dumb.  It was an exercise for jackasses bound to remain jackasses all their lives. Real men apparently had an internal automaton which prompted them what should be done right now, at any given moment and not a second later. And all I had instead was mellifluous snot. I guess I was an intelligent enough youth; some ideas sank in fast – when they were kicked into me with booted feet. Such intelligence wasn’t much use in the situation, though; there was no way out that I could see. Stonewalled. Wherever I looked, I saw nothing but a wall of wailing. Not a glimmer of light.

All of my body ached: my chest, my belly, hands, legs, groin.  My face burned unbearably: the vodka had got into the eyes and flesh laid open by the kicks. It burned like a blow-torch, enough to drive one mad, and I almost wished I could go mad.  Then I wouldn’t really be me, and that would be the end of the nightmare in which someone I out of habit still called “I” had somehow landed.

There was no end in sight to the agony – and still, after all the misery and the sleepless night, little by little I dropped off, warmed by the sun. I started only once, when someone nearby said clearly in French, “Donc!” then again “Donc!” in an absurdly imperative tone. I shifted my eyes.  There was a raven sitting on the top of an immensely tall larch, proudly turning his head this way and that. He let loose yet another “Donc!” and fell silent. I didn’t get what he meant, but it made my flesh creep all the same. 

After that came another spell of ragged, jerking oblivion, from which I was roused by someone coughing loudly and deliberately: “Khe-khe.” 

I stiffened, sat up, and opened my swollen eyes with some difficulty. A hefty guy was sitting on the side of the boat, dressed in much the same way as everyone in those parts except for a cap on his head that was part of some uniform, a game warden’s or a forester’s. At his belt was a map-case; in his hands, a carbine; and at his feet, a dog – a husky, I guessed.

The hoods jumped to their feet like they’d been scalded, but the forester shifted his carbine to cover them and rapped out, “Down,” as if they were dogs. The husky bared his teeth and growled in his throat. The bandits subsided to the ground, but Toothache started muttering fast:

“What is it, chief, we’re going fishing, see, a guy gave us his boat, don’t you see…”

“Who did? Sergei the Pockmark?”

“Sure, Sergei gave it to us, we’re buddies, him and me…”

“So he gave it to you himself, just like that…” The forester’s voice, a hoarse, hollow rumble, dripped undisguised mockery.

“S’help me, we promised to share the fish with him, half of what we catch,” Toothache rattled on, but the forester cut him short.

“Shut up, you darned condom.” He meant it literally, like in “torn and darned.” “There is no Sergei the Pockmark. And the motor is Maksim Pyanykh’s, I recognized it by the sound from far away.” Toothache’s face went ashen, while the forester continued: “Your papers, now. Easy, though. Take them out, put them on the ground, crawl back three paces. Now!” The carbine’s muzzle aimed immovably at a point between Toothache and Kapkaz; he obviously didn’t take me into account, but I didn’t mind. The two goons produced bits of soiled paper, put them on the ground before them, then crawled back on their knees as if they’d been well-trained in the routine. At last the forester looked at me.

“And what’re you sitting there gaping at?”

“My hands are tied,” I stuttered hurriedly. “I’m not one of them, they beat me up, they took away my papers, they took away everything, and they tied my ha… hands.” I ended on a distinct, pitiful sob.

“Untie his hands,” the man said to Kapkaz, who was closest to me. The hood crawled toward me from behind, touched my tied hands but in the same instant threw his left arm across my windpipe, pressed me against his stinking body and stuck his right hand from behind my shoulder. Two shots cracked in quick succession, like a hunter’s right-and-left.  The forester opened his eyes wide, as if unspeakably amazed at something, his lower lip stuck out in a peculiar manner, the carbine dropped to the ground, and his massive body slowly, ponderously toppled over on the sand. Toothache hurled himself forward, stuck a knife in the side of his neck with all his force, and blood spurted at once, a great deal of blood. Still holding me by the throat, Kapkaz fired his big black pistol – must have been a TT – once more, this time at the dog that was disappearing among the bushes, but he missed, and the dog was gone. Dogs know when death is near, and they don’t like it.

What they did after that I can rarely remember without feeling sick even now, decades later. First they stripped the body, then dragged it to the water’s edge, took off their jackets, rolled up their sleeves and began to cut it up as if it were the carcass of a pig or a calf. With a single sawing motion Kapkaz ripped the belly from groin to breastbone, pulled the entrails onto the sand, then threw them in the channel. At the sight of this I simply lost consciousness, thank God, only the fainting fit did not last long, just a few minutes, I guess.

I was brought out of the swoon by the sound of crunching blows, and before I could turn away, I caught sight of Toothache hacking with an ax – my ax – at muscle and bone, separating the limbs and carving up the torso, while Kapkaz threw the pieces far into the channel. I closed my eyes fast, but all the same I was violently sick, and the spasms continued long after my entrails, too, seemed to have been turned inside out.  As if that weren’t enough, Toothache bounded up to me and pushed some warm, bloody chunk into my face.

“Here, punk, sniff at this, see if you like the smell, that’s what a carving job smells like, you punk. That’s what’ll happen to you, too, we’ll make shish kebab of you when grub runs out, get it, punk?” He bared all of his rotten, broken teeth, shaking with the fever of inhuman excitement, and that was almost as terrifying as the things I had just seen.

“Kharch, let’s go. The fucking dog ran away, son of a bitch. There may be trouble. Son of a bitch.” Kapkaz carefully looked over the carbine, wiped off the sand with his sleeve, drew the bolt and blew in the barrel.

“No sweat, Kapkaz. No corpse, no case, right? The taiga’s the law!” Toothache kicked me onto my feet and untied my hands. “Push the boat, punk!” They took their seats and, shaking and whining softly, I pushed the boat off the sand, then climbed to my perch between them. While Kapkaz was jerking at the starter, we were carried a little downstream, and the last thing I saw in this place of horror was the raven that had cawed in French awhile ago. He had moved from the larch to a dead tree lying in the water and was busy pecking at something with gusto. I threw up again, though there was nothing to bring up but gall: the raven was tearing up human entrails that had caught on a branch of the dead tree.

The sight of the raven swallowing bits of something that had a few minutes before been a big, living human being threw a heavy spanner in the clockwork of my mind. I just fell into a stupor. I no longer whined or trembled, I froze, I became petrified, looking straight in front of me with wide-open eyes. Toothache yelled something and kicked me and even pricked me with his knife, but he soon got tired of that, for I did not react to any of it.

I was just a barely living corpse.
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I cannot say how long this lasted. Must have been a couple of days. I ate nothing, I drank nothing, I passed water in my trousers. I was again beaten up, but was only dimly aware of that. At night they sat me with my back to a tree trunk and tied my hands, which were pulled so far behind the trunk that the shoulder sockets creaked. My face, neck and hands were all swollen with mosquito bites, but I didn’t much feel that, either.

On the second, or it could be third, day out, the boat came up against some rapids which the weak motor could not cope with, or maybe the motor had broken down, or the gas ran out, I don’t know. I don’t really know anything, I can only make guesses here. From that point the trip was to be on foot, and the way I understand it their choice was simple: either they made me walk and carry their stuff or they cut my throat and carried it themselves.

Kapkaz found a way out. He dragged me to the river, knocked me down and pushed my head under water. I choked, spluttered, and tried to break away. Holding me by the hair, he lifted my head above water, let me breathe awhile and cough up the water from my lungs, then pushed me under again, swearing in his native language. This time I struggled almost consciously.  The animal instinct for self-preservation had overcome the stupor.

Kapkaz kicked me one last time, by way of making his point.

“Get up. Going to walk?”

For an answer, I just cried, bitterly and quietly.

When all the stuff from the boat was piled up on the bank, they pushed the boat as hard as they could toward the middle of the river. The idea apparently was that it would be carried by the current to the big river, washed up somewhere on the bank, and thus throw the pursuers off the trail.  If there were any pursuers.

After that they shook out the contents of my rucksack and divided between themselves my sleeping-bag, my tent, my thick sweater, my tracksuit, and other clothes and light-weight equipment. Then the rucksack was crammed full of cans, packets of groats, bread, vodka – about forty kilos, no less. More, I guess. That was for me to carry. So they needed me as a Sherpa, I thought fleetingly. Also as their meat supply, in case the provisions ran out, someone in the dark corner of my mind added. Among the tales of horror about criminals which I had heard on the train was this one: when a gang of convicts runs away from a labor camp, they take along someone fat, preferably young, as their food supply.  When grub runs out, they kill him and feed on the meat. For the umpteenth time a cold toad stirred somewhere near my solar plexus, but only feebly.  I felt all numb inside. A toad was just a toad.

Perhaps it was just as well, for I had neither time nor strength for fears or thoughts. On a road or a good footpath I could have carried that load with ease, but this was neither, this was the taiga, and I realized for the first time what it was like. Before, I had only known the forests of Europe, Central Russia and the Caucasus, mostly well-kept, light, and thinned out; while this was an impenetrable thicket, all piles of rotting fallen trees and branches, a solid tangle of shrubbery and undergrowth without any gaps, with marsh or slippery, moss-covered rocks underfoot. Only occasionally did I feel a bears’ or elks’ path underfoot, but each time the paths either hit the river or led into denser taiga, and Kapkaz, who was leading, struck out straight through the thicket. There were no level stretches. It was either a climb up a hillside or a slide into a ravine, with brooks or whole rivulets flowing along the bottom.  These spots were the worst; the thickets there were denser and the soil more marshy. At times I was caught by the branches and simply hung there, unable to move either forward or backward or sideways. I don’t think I could even drop to the ground there, if I wanted to.

Toothache stayed behind me and kept hitting me or prodding me with a sharpened stick, aiming to push it between my legs and wheezing, “Move your ass, punk!” but I reacted only weakly to this additional torment. After several days without food, the spirit nearly crushed out of me, I seemed to be floating jerkily in a cocoon of pain and sickness.  My heart fluttered like a butterfly’s wings, everything swam before my eyes, orange circles flashed on and off, and the only words revolving in my brain splitting with headache were my Granddad’s saying, “He who hasn’t been in the taiga, has not truly prayed to God.” 

That was nonsense, though.  The taiga was not evil.  It was those two, they were the horrible, ultimate evil.  I would soon collapse, and they would slit my throat, like that forester’s, and then – what did they call it? A carving job? And I would no longer be me but those absurd, slippery chunks in the river, an arm, a leg, my head, a part of the torso, my guts… Then the raven would come flying, and the wolverine would come slinking, and other animals big and small, and what would be left of me? Just my bones picked clean and scattered all over the taiga, and somewhere, Mother’s tears. I tried to scare myself with these pictures, but there was little fear left in me. Apathy was setting in, the stupor was rolling on.

As I was crossing yet another brook, I slipped on a rock, fell on my face in the water and, pressed down by the rucksack, couldn’t get up however hard Toothache kicked me and prodded me with his stick. Finally he got tired of the exercise and sat down under a tree. Kapkaz sat down, too. I heard Toothache mutter through his coughing:

“Maybe we should feed the punk.”

“Maybe,” Kapkaz grunted indifferently.

Toothache clearly didn’t relish the prospect of carrying that eighty-pound rucksack. Of the two, he was obviously what they call a jackal, Kapkaz’s bootlicker, while Kapkaz was the kingpin, and, if I died, he wouldn’t even think of sharing the backbreaking load. That was why that toothless louse was getting worried.

He pulled the rucksack off my back, dragged me from the stream by the scruff of the neck, pulled out a can of corned beef, ripped the lid open with his knife and stuck it in my hands: “Eat, punk.” I stared dumbly at the mess in the can, then looked back at Toothache: “How?” I couldn’t get it into my head how I was supposed to eat without a knife and fork. Toothache understood none of that, he merely stuck his knife in my face and yelled: “Eat it, you mother-fucker, or I’ll do you!”

I carefully took a piece of beef between two fingers, chewed it without feeling the taste, swallowed, but brought it up at once, and the two bastards laughed raucously. Again I’d amused the hell out of them. A vomiting clown, that was me. Spasms racked my body bathed in hot sweat. I breathed heavily, my chest heaving, and still there was a corner of my mind that couldn’t help but feel amazed at these animals’ sense of humor. A Russian word, nelyudi, came to my mind, the meaning of which I had not properly understood before. Nelyudi. Something like “non-humans.”

I set the can down on the moss, crawled on my knees to the stream, drank some clean, cold water, splashed water on a face that had become a mass of cuts and bruises and one big mosquito bite, crawled back to where I had sat, broke off a twig, speared another piece of gristly beef and began to chew carefully. It may appear unbelievable, but it was precisely at that moment that something stirred in me – an innate, generations-old tenacity, a deep hatred, a desire to survive, to trick these two-legged monsters. I might be no more than these cannibals’ meat supply, but I was eating with a semblance of a fork, like a well-bred youth ought to.  A tiny revolt against my tormentors, but a revolt nevertheless.
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This mutinous spirit kept growing within me all afternoon, making me carry a mule’s load without dropping. I shifted the rucksack on my back so that the whole weight rested on a point below the small of the back.  (That was the way we used to carry rucksacks in the hills in those days; it’s done differently now, I know; the rucksacks are different.) My body remembered the mountain-climber’s trick of resting while in motion, of relaxing the muscles of one leg while the other supported the weight, of breathing evenly and expending exactly the required effort on every movement, not a jot more. All the same, by nightfall I was so done in I could hardly move. It was just my luck that the hoods, though they traveled really light, were not much better off, winded and coughing. Both must have caught prison TB at some stage in their murderous careers. Chances were they’d pass it on to me, but I had other things to worry about right then.

Little by little a certain someone in my brain, whom I had dubbed the Watchman a long time before, observed that, if these two were taiga men, then I was a Chinese mandarin. As woodsmen, the bastards were total zeros.  They barely managed to push their way through the taiga, noisily stumbling all the time, swearing, crunching branches underfoot, scaring off anything alive within hundreds of yards. They were afraid to lose the river and followed all its curves, missing the shortcuts away from the stream, where it was not as marshy and the undergrowth not as dense, with some treeless patches even.

The way they stopped for the night was idiotic, too – in a damp, mosquito-filled spot. Kapkaz simply dropped where his stamina gave out, and that was where we camped. He pulled out the tent, spread it on the ground, flopped down on it, then threw me my ax.

“Cut some firewood, make a fire. Kharch, keep an eye on the punk.”

Fighting the pain and the dead tiredness, I began to do all the things that I so loved doing and that had earned me the fame of an expert fire-minder. I dropped a dead pine for firewood, cut some aspen branches for a couple of forked stakes and a cross-pole, drove the stakes into the pliable soil, dug a shallow hole for the fire itself, put a roll of birch bark underneath, piled lots of dry, thin fir twigs, then built a small tower of firewood over it all. I took my two pots, filled them with water, and hung them from the cross-pole. Then I looked at Toothache.

“Matches.”

He threw me a matchbox. I started the fire with a single match, and mechanically put away the matchbox in my breast pocket. The bandits moved closer to the fire: the mosquitoes weren’t as bad there.  From time to time one of them would catch a louse in his hair and throw it into the fire.  I thought I was going to puke again, but didn’t.

Soon the supper – noodles and the same old corned beef – was ready.  They drank some vodka and began slurping the soup as greedily and noisily as pigs, scalding their mouths. There was some left for me, too, when they finished. Toothache held out the pot to me, but when I reached out to take it, he jerked his hand back and spat in the soup. Again the animals chortled, but I took the pot anyway. The knot that had earlier formed inside me was hardening all the time, and there were even some words shaping deep within: “All right, you vermin, torture me all you want, I’ll survive all the same, at whatever cost, just to spite you scabby jackals, and then we’ll see…” I could not say what we would see, but there was this grim gut feeling that the scum would be sorry they’d ever tangled with me. In fact, it wasn’t poor fear-ridden, lonely me they were up against.  Stretching behind me were generations of warriors whose name I bore, a whole picture gallery, and who were these two? Just typhoid lice crackling in the fire, no more. OK, it was their hour, all I had to do was not get killed, and then we’d see… I’d squash the lice between my fingernails, and they’d be just a tiny smear of liquid slime.  But for now – silence and eyes on the ground. 

They made me pitch the tent, and I thought that without me they wouldn’t have been able to do even that properly. Then, just as on previous nights, Toothache sat me with my back to a tree trunk and bound my hands behind the trunk. Here Kapkaz, full of food and drink, must have decided that Toothache was not the only smart guy who could invent ways of tormenting me; he could think of fancier tricks. He pushed the muzzle of his pistol in my mouth, cocked the piece and hissed: “It’s curtains for you, son of a bitch!” – then pulled the trigger. The hammer clicked dryly, but all the same my body jerked in a paroxysm of fear; the click had seemed deafening to me. Kapkaz whinnied with mirth: “Soiled your pants, son of a bitch!” Toothache the lickspittle literally rolled on the ground, delighted with his boss’s wit. Still shaking with horror, I wrote this down in my little black book, too. I’ll show you, you scum, just you wait.

It must have been the most terrible night in all that time. I was fully conscious, there was no getting used to mosquito bites, nor getting rid of the pests. I remembered reading somewhere that that was the way Siberian peasants punished offenders, particularly faithless wives: they tied a naked person to a tree in the taiga, and by morning he or she would be dead – sucked dry. Or just mad. Even with my clothes on, I was in agony. The pain and itching made me want to smash the back of my head against the tree trunk, but the hardening knot inside me squashed these thoughts. I’d heard one could ease the pain of the bites if one didn’t try to wipe or blow off the mosquitoes. Rubbish, that’s what it was.  The pain did not subside at all even when I sat completely motionless, trying not to breathe. Somehow I managed to pull up my knees and wipe my face against them.  With a bloody mess on my face, the pain merely increased.

It must have been past midnight when dew fell, lots of dew, the mosquitoes almost disappeared, and there came a slight relief. I began shivering almost at once, but fitful oblivion stole upon me all the same. It brought dreams, or mere snatches of a dream, but I clearly saw my beloved Granny, Dad’s mother, as straight-backed and graceful at seventy as if she’d just stepped out of the Institute for Noble Maidens. In my half-dream I thought that, with a glance or word, Granny could put any scum in place, whereas I had been trampled by scum, and had nobody to complain to about loss of face.  But wait, complaining about anything meant precisely this – losing face… I was getting muddled, only somehow that didn’t worry me, because one thing I knew with dead certainty: I would have to clean these scabs from my soul or die, even if the thought of death was terrifying and I hated it.  Dying was so terrible – and so close.

To hell with death.  I had to survive. Sur-vive… sur-vive… survive…
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By and by I slid into a nightmare which, thank God, I could not later recall.  The only thing I remembered about the dream was someone gibbering in French, only he could not finish a sentence and kept repeating “donc… donc…”   Even before I fully woke up, I realized it wasn’t anyone in my dream; it was, in stark reality, the raven of the day before. I looked at him with bleary eyes – could it be that he had come to peck at my entrails? No, not entrails, why entrails; the first thing that ravens peck out is the eyes. A wolverine or wolves or some other beasts must have taken away the raven’s gory pickings, and now the loathsome carrion gobbler was circling again in search of more grisly booty…

I must have slept a few hours; my tormentors luckily stayed in the tent quite a long time, too. The slender sunrays had long pierced the taiga dark when they began to scratch and hawk and spit, then showed their ugly mugs in God’s daylight.

That morning I managed to eat fairly well. Ces deux nigauds –  those two jerks opened more cans than they could gobble up in one sitting, and there was enough left for me. Toothache amused himself by knocking the cans out of my hands.  At first this amused Kapkaz, too, but then he changed his mind.

“Hey, let him feed. He’ll have to carry our gold for us.”

Gold? What gold? The gold that men panned in the hills, as in the song? But who did? Not those two, that was for sure. Even I could see they were no gold miners.  They didn’t have a single scrap of equipment. Their only tools were shivs and a big black pistol, plus a carbine now. They were murderers, robbers, carvers of corpses, and if anyone was panning gold somewhere, these jackals were likely to do just one thing, kill them off and grab the pickings.

All morning, loaded like a donkey, barely able to carry the weight, I looked at the problem from various angles, but couldn’t think of a better explanation. I had thought they were merely dodging pursuit.  In fact, I hadn’t even thought of it, I had just seen the fact: they were escaping into the taiga, running away from places where they were wanted for robbery and murder, perhaps several robberies and murders. But they were moving up the river with a purpose, the river had its source on the Watershed Ridge, and up there on the ridge some underground gang of gold diggers could well be panning for gold. Which the bandits had somehow learned.  Or they could have already been there; that was why they stuck to the river so closely.

Wait a minute – some scraps of conversation came back to me now…  Something about having to step on it, or “those bastards’ll scram from the creek,” and “that’ll be the fucking end.”  I must have heard it when I was in a stupor, and my subconscious must have recorded it like an automaton.  There was also something less distinct there, just a shadow of memory, but somehow it made me confident I’d guessed right. And that meant that what lay ahead was again blood and dead bodies and perhaps that ultimate horror, a carving job.

Deadly fatigue left hardly any strength for emotion, and still a cold, calloused hand gripped my gut. I had long ceased to believe in God, I was a confirmed Voltairean and rationalist, and still my lips started whispering noiselessly: “Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be Thy name, Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done…” right to the end, and then again and after that, many times, “O Lord, have mercy on me, Lord have mercy on me…” But then I stopped, feeling slightly ashamed. I had always been caustic about people who only turned to God in a pinch, and there I was, doing just that.

For the second time that day I remembered Granny, ma bonne maman Julie. As a kid, I could not understand why my granny was also my maman, though I was a bright boy, quite unlike mon cousin le mauvais sujet who never bothered his head about things like that. Granny was strict as a sergeant-major, she disciplined us from earliest childhood so hard that we found it easier to speak French. The neighbors’ kids thrashed us mercilessly for such unspeakable cheek, and then she would pity us in the fullness of her great big heart. The prayers, the sense of duty, and the few other good things that were in me, they had all come from her. Only my sense of dignity had fared so badly with me recently, so badly that I was ready to cry…

Here I felt that my face was indeed all wet with tears, but they were sweet tears, though what sweetness could there be in my position, I couldn’t think.  Sweat was streaming down my face and flanks, my heart was going like an African drum gone crazy, and every muscle and sinew seemed to be sprained.  The gadflies stinging my face and hands were a particular curse. I knew from experience that the only way of fighting them off was to let them alight on you and squash them just as they began to push the sting in, otherwise they would not let you alone until they had sucked their fill of blood.  But fighting gadflies on top of everything else was beyond my strength. I had in fact no strength left at all, my feet were moving of themselves, like a zombie’s, guided by the few neurons that were still functioning, while the rest of my brain was completely numb.  When I felt that my legs would fold any second now, Kapkaz stopped.

The semblance of a path that we had followed ran up against a narrow but deep stream. “Stay here,” Kapkaz growled and went first downstream, then up. While he was scurrying, I leaned against a tree trunk without taking off the rucksack and froze like a Yogi in the death asana, letting rest all my muscles.

“No fucking tree. It’s fucking gone,” Kapkaz said when he returned. Toothache, sprawling exhausted under a pine tree, just swore. The tree they were talking about must have been lying across the stream, and now it had been swept away by a freshet. The showers here must be torrential, for these were mountains of sorts, but what use was my knowledge of hills now…

The breathing space must have lasted about fifteen minutes, and these minutes may have saved me.  My young body recovered surprisingly fast. Just a few moments ago death seemed to be breathing down my neck, and there I was, lugging my rucksack to yet another Calvary. I knew I would carry it as long as I had to, I’d see those bastards crack before I stopped.

We went upstream along the tributary and in about an hour hit a spot where it ran wide and shallow and could be forded. First Kapkaz made me bend over and climbed on my back, and I ferried him across the stream, sometimes stumbling waist-deep. Then it was the turn of the rucksack, and after that of Toothache.  That sod had his knife ready and, swearing and cackling, kept pricking my chest with it; the thin scars still show. I often stumbled on the slippery rocks, and I had this mad impulse to take a fall and smash my tormentor’s head against a boulder. But those were idle dreams; Kapkaz would shoot me dead at once like a fractious dog.

After the crossing I was breathing like a horse at the finishing post and shaking all over: out there in the taiga, water is icy even in July. But I was way above these trifles.  Main thing, my fear was ebbing away: I could see that, as woodsmen, the hoods were like cow dung compared to me, though I’d never been in the real taiga. In their place, I would have knocked together a small raft at the mouth of the tributary, loaded the rucksack and clothes on it, swam across the stream to the other bank in a few easy strokes, and thus saved almost a whole day of stumbling around.  These goons clearly could not swim, they were plain afraid of deep water. Indeed, where could they have learned to swim, in prisons and labor camps?

I stumbled as the thought hit me. They couldn’t swim – and what did that mean? It meant that if I somehow escaped from them, all I had to do was swim across the river – I swim like a cork – and that would be it, they’d never get at me. I would be able to go back to the village and tell all. The people might even believe me, and organize a chase. I bent my head lower, hiding my eyes. God forbid that I should catch Kapkaz’s eye.  His kind lived and survived by their animal instincts, and he might catch a whiff of what went on in my mutinous mind.

With all that, I cracked in the evening – and nearly paid with my life for it. When Toothache pulled my hands behind a tree trunk and began to tie them, I pleaded with them, terrified by the idea of yet another night of mosquito torture.

“Please, please don’t tie me down, the mosquitoes… I beg of you…  I won’t run away, I’ve nowhere to run away to…”  I lost all control of my voice, it shook and then broke out in a piteous wail: “Pray don’t!”

I was sobbing like a hurt child, my breath came out in gasps as in a hysterical fit, which must have made Toothache squirm with exquisite pleasure, for he whinnied and jabbered:

“Ha-a, that’s enough to make me piss! Kapkaz, d’you hear that! ‘Pray don’t!’ Enough to make me piss!”

Indeed, he undid his fly, and a jet of piss hit my face as I thrashed and yelped ysterically, mindlessly:

“How can you! You’re humans, you’re human beings, you aren’t beasts, are you! How can you?!”

Here, Kapkaz leaped at me.

“Who’s beast? Me beast?”

Poor wretch, I’d no time to remember even that in criminal cant the Russian for “beast” is an insulting term, a swearword worse than blackass. It is a wonder he didn’t kill me: the kick of his booted foot caught me on the chin fair and square, the back of my head slammed against the tree trunk, and I went out like a light.

7
I was carried out of the blackness into consciousness on wave after wave of sickness. No, that’s wrong. At first there was no “I” separate from the sickness. All there was to my universe was this roller-coaster of sickness that seemed to zoom away into an eternity of more sickness. There was an urge to throw up but no body to perform the function, or maybe not enough strength in that body, and what was a body anyway… I kept drifting off into blackness for a spell that might last an eternity, then surfacing again in a world that was all sickness.

Some ganglia somewhere must have operated automatically to make certain muscles contract, my head moved slightly and the back of it came in contact with something hard behind. A flash of pain shot through my head, and that was how the awareness came that, apart from sickness but merging with it, there was also pain. Then came further knowledge – that there were different areas of pain: an aching that seemed to be ripping up my head into strips of separate pains, a stinging and itching centered on my face and neck, and a murderous aching in my numb hands somewhere at the back. For a while, my mind groped around these areas, feebly and in a detached manner, just running an inventory of these things without definitely connecting them with the mind itself.

Another age passed, another set of ganglia must have jitterbugged somewhere, and my eyes quivered open. At first all I saw was a chaos of bright, multicolored flashes and orange circles and shifting luminous stars superimposed on dark, dancing shadows. But then the dancing steadied to a jerky motion like in very old movies; dark trees rotating slowly, slowly, a tent lighter than the trees, and feebly glowing coals of a fire long gone out came into a field of vision completely blurred at the edges.

Another shift, and I became aware of my booted legs stretched out before me. I knew those legs belonged to me, but it was an impossible task to work out what it was, this “me,” and what it was doing there sitting under a tree in the woods or rather floating around on waves of pain and sickness. It would be easiest to decide that it was all a nightmare and therefore none of my business, but the slightest shiver sent shocks of pain through my entire being. It was too real for the nightmare theory to hold.

Then: “Concentrate,” Granddad’s voice said in my head, in English – but who was he talking to? Who was this “you” he was talking to? Concentrate – who? “Concentrate, Sergei,” the strict voice said again, and the knowledge of self came flooding in, fast, in one big sweeping wave that wiped out the sickness for a moment. I was Sergei, Serge, Seryoga, Serzhik, I knew all about myself, I knew I’d run away from home to have some nice adventures in the taiga, I remembered all the horrible things that had happened instead of those nice adventures.  But I didn’t know yet where all the pain and sickness came from that were worse than anything I’d had to suffer in my whole life. I knew I had lived through nights of horrible torture by mosquitoes, but now the myriad bites felt as if they were barely coming through a pall of pain.

“Concentrate,” the voice said a third time, and my eyes fixed themselves on the tent a few yards away. Loud, obscene snoring issued from it, and I thought disgustedly, “Those beasts.” And that was when it clicked. That word “beast” set off another big wave, and with it all that had happened the previous night came to me in a rush. I suppose I ought to have felt terrified or elated at near escape from death, but at the time I simply did not have the physical equipment to feel much except everlasting pain and sickness.

Instead, my mind groped, in just as feeble and detached a manner as before, for an explanation why I was alive. In the end I decided that I must have been saved by my thick Basque beret, a relic of my father’s years in Spain – a really chic thing, I wondered why the goons hadn’t taken it away from me – and the hood of my anorak that had got all bundled at the back of my neck.  Without these, the blow would have smashed my head against the tree like a ripe watermelon.

With a great effort, I swallowed. I was drifting again dangerously close to the brink of blackness. Somehow I knew that blackness was an easy way out, and all my instincts and training told me to fight it, though to what end, I could not yet say.

In the end, I was saved by a lucky incident, I guess.  When I pressed close to the tree to move my numb, mosquito-eaten wrists, I felt that the rope was almost loose. I had lain there like a corpse, and Toothache must have done a sloppy job tying my hands, just for form’s sake. Where is this half-dead milksop going to creep away to, he must have thought – if he comes round at all. How right he had been.

I groped for the knot on my left hand with my right, then with an incredible effort managed to pull myself upright: it took an Einsteinian flight of inspiration to realize that a few feet from the ground the trunk would be just an inch or so thinner, and the rope looser.  Soon I got my left hand free, and it felt like being born again, it felt as if Christ had walked barefoot all over my soul, as an alkie next door used to say after his morning hair-of-the-dog. I stood there a long time, scratching at my wrists, then pulled the rope off my right hand, carefully folded it, loop after loop, and pushed it deliberately into a pocket. I spent another several minutes rubbing life into my half-dead hands and scrubbing the bloody mess of mosquitoes off my face. I touched the back of my head, something I instantly deplored.  It felt pulpy and sent another volley of pain that nearly exploded my whole world into extinction. Thoughts moved slowly through my head, as if wading knee-deep in sludge.  Then one idea rose looming bigger than others: what was I doing there standing about like a rotten stump. I must run.

The goons were snoring in the tent as obscenely as ever. My eyes found the ax stuck in a log by the fire. Take it, walk to the back of the tent, and hack down with the ax, through the tarpaulin… “If you miss him the first time, Kapkaz will shoot you,” the Watchman warned me soberly. Yes, I would have to pull out the back pole to see where the heads were, and that would be when he would start shooting. No way. A pity, of course. An absolute, all-engulfing pity that would have made me cry if I had any tears available at the moment.

I pushed myself away from the tree and took several steps.  It was no surprise to find I was reeling like a drunk. Concussion, that was what it was called. Nasty, of course, but the word itself was medical and beautiful. Con-cuss-ion. All right, I would admire it some other time. Now I had to go.  Excuse me, but I have to be off. If I get killed in the process, so let it be. Que sera, sera. That’s the spirit. I knew it was a song, but I would sing it some other time. There was no fear in me; fear was too big a luxury. Doing my best to walk with a firm, noiseless tread, like the last Mohican but one, I moved to where the fire had gone out and picked up the ax. My tomahawk. 

Bending, I felt even dizzier and nearly dropped on my knees, but I straightened out, stood about swaying a few moments, then forced myself to bend once again to pick up the two pots.  I had washed them myself a few hours before and left them there by the forked stake, one stuck inside the other. One had to take care of one’s equipment. After that I contemptuously sucked on a tooth, turned my back on the tent and marched away, like a drunk sauntering on Red Square.

A few steps away, I had to push my way through a stand of young fir-trees so dense that in the end I stuck the ax in my belt behind my back, went down on all fours and crawled, fighting dizziness all the way and stopping several times to drive it away with deep, calculated breaths of night air smelling of mushrooms and freedom.  Strange.  Before, the taiga mostly reeked of rot and death. 

That was how I reached the river bank. On all fours.

The river rolled nice and easy before me, gurgling softly to itself like a flock of turtledoves. After the darkness of the impenetrable undergrowth from which I had crawled, the expanse seemed filled with flowing, dank Impressionist light. The other bank was still lost in darkness, but I was a hundred percent sure it was there, and that safety lay that way.

Feeling that other bank tug at my nerves insistently, I stepped into the river and was already knee-deep when a thought stopped me dead in my tracks.  Matches. I had to take care of the matches. I pulled the matchbox with numb fingers from the breast pocket, nearly dropped it in the water, froze, swore weakly, shook myself into greater awareness of what I was doing, stuck the matchbox under the beret, pulled the beret down on my ears, and waded on. My feet slipped on the rocks, and the stones sometimes turned over and hit my numb shins quite roughly.  The current began to push fiercely at my side, then swept me off my feet. I gave myself up to the rushing water in huge relief and started swimming at an unhurried breast-stroke. I felt so much better in the water.  The pots hanging from my left arm were a nuisance, but I was not fighting the current at all, letting it carry me where it would. I always loved swimming; according to family legend I could swim before I could walk, so water would never let me down. I could swim like that all night, for all I cared. The sting of icy water soothed the pain and the sickness down a notch or two, and that was all that mattered.

Soon enough I was washed up on a pebbly spit, and wasn’t even much winded when I crawled ashore. I turned round, looked back at the bank I had left behind – it was just a barely discernible dark strip – and gave it the middle-finger salute. Then I lowered my wet bum on the cold pebbles and calmly began undoing my boot-laces. I pulled off the boots, shook the water from them, took off the thick woolen socks, wrung them out, then began to undress, slowly, as if I had no other worry in the world except wringing the clothes dry, twisting them into tight plaits, shaking them out then twisting again, all in slow motion. 

All this time I kept repeating monotonously, in an undertone: “Up yours, you vermin, a Christmas tree up yours, you scum, kiss my ass, you swine, we’ll see now who’s gonna piss in whose mouth,” and similar incantations – canailles, scoundrels, bastards, beasts, cads, merde, merde, but all this was so pale and futile and childish and so close to hysterics that after a while I told myself to shut up. But I was still seething inside. Already I felt unspeakably sorry I hadn’t tried to hit them with the ax, after all; I’d have done for at least one of them. The Watchman, though, merely curled his lips contemptuously. I was indeed being silly. Easy to be a hero – on this side of the river.

A light breeze was blowing along the river, there were almost no mosquitoes on the spit, and I wished I could go on sitting there, hugging my knees and trying to get warm. But gray light was spreading already, the night was fading, and it was time to move on. Dawn was always the best time to go hunting.

I stood up and looked around. Not far, at the edge of the spit, a small stream was splashing where it fell into the river.  I took it as a sort of pointer from God Himself. I went away from the river along the bank of that stream, but mostly in the channel itself, sometimes trudging along knee-deep in the water. I walked like that for about half a mile, maybe less. Away from the river the forest was quite different, I noticed.  There were plenty of birch-trees and aspens and larches here; there must have been a fire a long time ago in this area. How clever of me, to spot a burnt-out stretch of woods long overgrown again, how intelligent, I was so bright it made me want to weep again…

Here I noticed a huge dead fir-tree lying on the ground. It must have come down a long, long time ago, that poor dead tree. The huge snakelike roots and the thick broken branches were still holding the trunk above ground, so that I could move in under the tree not even bending much. I decided it was another pointer from God, murmured a polite “Thanks” and proceeded to make my first camp right there under this tree trunk, close to the roots. Here I must have switched to autopilot, because when I next surfaced from a sea of sickness, I saw I had cut plenty of browse, peeled off plenty of bark, covered the foot-thick bed of browse with the bark, and had my bed ready. 

For several long moments I stood there fighting the desire that seemed to fill my whole being, east to west and north to south – to drop down on the bed at once, to switch myself off.  That was not the way things were done, though; I realized that with the utmost clarity. I took a few steps and, with sluggish movements that took hours to complete, lopped off a lot of dead branches from the uprooted tree, hauled them where I wanted them and made a fire on either side of the bed.

I was feeling just as sick as before, my skin was split and sore all over my face and body, my bruised bones ached, the dizziness hit harder whenever I as much as moved my head, and still I lay between those two fires in a state of quiet bliss. At last I was quite sure I had escaped. Escaped a fate that was worse than death – or so I thought now. I had no strength in me to feel mad joy or triumph, or maybe it had nothing to do with strength: whenever I thought of my captivity and especially my captors, I was flooded with an acid mixture of shame, humiliation, hatred, horror, and other ingredients that were hard to sort out. My thoughts hastily scurried away from this subject, but a few moments later I caught them right where they’d been.

Still, my last sensation before being sucked down a dark-filled funnel was, amazingly, a Tolstoyan puzzlement: why can people be so monstrously, clinically evil when it was much better, much more enjoyable and easier to be good and nice? What was so attractive about being stinking, murderous swine?  
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I switched off instantly, but was later roused from sleep several times by nightmares or by throbbing pain, and each time I drowsily tended my fires, mistrustfully gazing askance at the quietly rustling dark shadows around. Some animal might come charging from the dark, and my only defense against it would be my little ax and the pitiful light and heat of the fires.  I supposed I ought to feel scared, but for some reason I couldn’t quite make myself believe in those fearsome animals.  For me, the entire beastliness of the world was now focused in those two beasts beyond the river, and they couldn’t get at me here.

At dawn, I was knocked completely out by early morning sleep, the sweetest of them all, and in my sleep I felt I was drifting somewhere; the waves were ever so gentle, very much like those that had once rocked me on the Caspian as I floated on my back. I hated to come awake and for a while kept sliding along the border, up and down, up and down.  Only when I thrashed awkwardly in my sleep and hit the swelling at the back of the head did I really wake up. Or it could have been the bell-like “Donc! Donc!” that was again ringing from heaven. Grimacing with pain, I lifted myself on an elbow and looked around.  The raven was perched quite close on a birch-tree branch, looking sullen and morose as if he’d just sprung from Edgar Alan Poe’s head. I grunted sourly, “Qu’as tu donc?”  Then, in Russian, “What is it? What the hell are you donc’ing about?” But he quoth – nothing. Not much of a conversationalist, that was for sure. Conversation wasn’t his line. Pecking my eyes out, that would be more like it. Not on your life, birdie. Not now. Like the round bread Kolobok in the Russian fairy-tale says, I’ve run away from Grandfather, I’ve run away from Grandmother, I’ve run away from Mom and Dad, more idiot me, I’ve run away from a couple of fiends straight out of hell, and I’ll get away from you, you stupid greedy bird, before you can say donc.

I felt the back of my head. The lump was just as big and painful as before.  There was this medical word, hematoma. A bruise, like.  If it was outside the skull, it was all right, more or less.  It would ache awhile and then go away.  If it was in the brain, that was as bad as things could get.  The hematoma might spread, and I might snuff it right here under this tree.  The thought left me weak and cold, but I tried to get a grip on myself.  I had lucked out so far – why not again?  I might even become a musical genius.  Like Mozart.  The flunkies of the Archbishop of Salzburg once kicked him down some stairs, for his nasty temper; he had a hematoma of the brain, and hey presto, we had us a musical genius.  I’d read a theory to that effect somewhere.  Man, what do I want with theories now.  Musical genius be damned – all I wanted was to live, like a mouse or a worm even, and get out of this place in one piece.  Time enough for music, later.

Well, we’d soon see how things would work out.  For the present, I ought to do what I can; dip my beret in the cold water of the stream, put it on and walk about like that.  Actually, I shouldn’t be walking about at all, in the first place.  Concussion was concussion. I ached all over, and my body had grown quite stiff while I slept. I was hungry; it must be nearing noon. The pangs of hunger were not too bad, though; it was just the young organism needing food to operate. I’d have to do something about it. My head ached – so what? Your head aches, your ass feels easier, that’s the Russian peasant’s staple rejoinder.

I got up on my knees, crawled from under the nice fir-tree that had given me shelter, and straightened up. I found my legs could support me, more or less. I stood there a while, swaying slightly. The trees and the underbrush crowded around me, a thick but apparently peaceful wall.  Only a nutcracker kept rattling treacherously nearby, in a voice like our Math teacher’s. “I’ll kill you, you silly sod,” I growled weakly and then, scared by my own fury, added in a softer tone: “Go on, yell, you goofball, you’ll yell yourself all the way into the soup.”

I took a step, wanting to go pee, but then returned, picked up my ax and decided to have it handy at all times, wherever I might be going. Who the devil knew who or what was hiding behind these ominous-looking bushes, attracted by this shrill shrew. OK, I’d take care of it in a while, never fear.

It was about a month till the beginning of the mushroom season, but either it was a good year for mushrooms, or the weather had been just right; anyway, young mushrooms were everywhere.  Never moving away more than thirty yards camp, I filled a whole pot with sturdy, beautiful red-caps, all in the space of half an hour.  In some places they covered the ground like a russet carpet; all I had to do was pick the young and chunky ones. Great big thanks to Granddad who had trained me in this art, though one had learned these things willy-nilly when there was nothing to eat in the house except mushrooms. I had even learned the trick of sniffing out truffles, like a pig. It’s not exactly sniffing out, there’s a trick involved, but I’m not telling.  We had also caught birds – starlings, blackbirds, even sparrows. Turtledoves and pigeons, when we were lucky. Those were the lean years, sure enough. No wonder; there was a war on.

I went to the brook and washed and cleaned the mushrooms. Half of them would go into the soup, the other half I stuck on spits, to be grilled. There by the brook I also picked a huge bunch of wild garlic; there was so much of it there you could cut it with a scythe. Its heavy scent set off a flood of sweet childhood memories – how I would take a slice of bread and a pinch of salt in a matchbox and go off into the mountains for a whole day to pick wild garlic; nothing could be tastier than bread and wild garlic.  I would keep climbing until I reached a flat patch all covered with poppies like a flower-bed and dropped down with my face right among the poppies, and I would be, say, nine or ten years old, and it would all be just sheer heaven.  No evil anywhere near, no evil at all, except perhaps big Avar boys who might come looking for trouble, but I would run away from them and complain to Shamsiyat.  She was an Avar herself, she lived in our household, she was fifteen already, she would give them a tongue lashing they would not forget in a hurry…

All right, all right. Let’s wipe away the tears and do the job in hand. Besides wild garlic, I dug up some burdock roots. That was wholesome food, too, you could put them in the soup or stick them on spits to spice the mushrooms. I also picked some young nettles.  They stung like blazes, but the soup would be thicker when I’d washed them and chopped them up with my ax.

I returned to camp, stuck a couple of forked sticks in the ground by the sides of the fire and hung both my pots from the cross-pole, one for soup, the other for tea. There were plenty of red bilberry leaves in the clearing, though the berries themselves were not red at all yet; greener than green, in fact.  So I would have mushroom soup for my first course, grilled mushrooms to follow, and bilberry tea for afters. A complete lunch. This would keep me going for some time. Not long, I guessed. – You’ll keep going as long as it takes, the Watchman spoke up crossly. I did not bother to ask how long it would take. There was time enough for thinking about all that. 

Waiting for the soup to cool was hardest. To take my mind off it, I began to grill my shish kebab of mushrooms and burdock roots over the coals. Nearly all my brief life I had worked on my character.  True, at first it had been Grandmother and Grandfather, then I had taken over the job myself. I waited, in a highly disciplined manner, until the soup was cool enough to be drunk with relish. Then I went at the mushrooms, boiled ones and grilled. Carefully chewing the delicious pulp, with mouthfuls of odorous wild garlic in between, and washing it all down with mellow bilberry tea, I ate my fill and a bit over; there was plenty left for later. I was chewing on the last bits when sleep relentlessly overcame me.  As I was dropping off, one of my last thoughts was, What would I do if a bear came at me right now? I’d just blink at him sleepily, that’s what, and he would maul me at his leisure.

I woke up in the same position in which I had slid off into sleep, lying on my back, and the first thing I saw on waking was the thick bole of the fir-tree directly overhead, from which I had peeled off all the bark. That was a good thing, because it helped me glide quickly over the brief moment of disorientation: the memory of peeling off the bark locked my mind directly onto all that had come before. All the same, for a few seconds stark terror washed over me, a cold, gut-wrenching shower, but I quickly strangled the fear with words. Look, you miserable jellyfish, I told myself, isn’t this exactly what you wanted, what you came here for, across all those thousands of miles? There’s the taiga, here’s yourself, alone in it, so go on, make like a hero, what the hell else do you want. Sure, you’ve lost most of your kit, but this could easily have happened while shooting some rapids, or running away from a bear, or whatever. You still have your famous willpower and your woodsman’s skills and your wits, so arise and shine, and nuts to your nerves.  They are just a bunch of extra-thin strings of whitish matter that will have to behave as they are told. 

It wasn’t just the equipment, of course.  I had to look the truth straight in the eye. My body ached all over as if it had been put through a meat-grinder, or as if a couple of hoods had given me the boot for a few days, pretty well non-stop; not to mention the mosquito cure. I briefly wondered if the bloody insects had done some irreparable damage to my eardrums.  I knew I couldn’t hear as well as before, and there was continual noise in my ears – but that could be the result of that kayo kick on the chin that I had received, or any of the other kicks and blows to my head. Pity if the damage was permanent.  I had absolute pitch before. Pity. Pity. There was so much to be pitied.  One day I’d have a pity fest.  Not now, though.

Now I’d concentrate on the bright side of things.  There ought to be a bright side. I stretched luxuriously on my wonderful bed, only to discover that some areas of my body ached less than others. That was encouraging. I ran my hands over my belly and sides. No ruptured liver, spleen, or gut. If I had anything like that, I’d have long shriveled up. The insides might be injured somewhat, they might be bruised badly, but they were still functional. No broken bones, or almost none. Wasn’t it another of my Granddad’s favorite sayings, If the bones are there, the flesh will grow over? Let’s take that as our guiding principle for now.

Sure, there were things that were worse than the mangled body – a big, gaping, gory wound in my self-esteem and related areas. Well, we must impose a curfew on all that. A strict taboo. Off limits. I would simply not permit any incursions into that area until I was in better shape. Instead of exploring it like a bad tooth with my tongue, I would concentrate on the sunny side: I’d given those stinking cannibals the slip, I’d won this last round, and I WAS BLOODY WELL FREE! About as free as that silly bird Nevermore keeping an eye on me, hoping all the time for the unspeakable. Up yours, Mr. Nevermore. I made another rude sign and crept from my lair.

It was well past noon. Where the fir-tree had crashed, there was an island of sunlight, it was even a bit hot there, but the moment you took a few steps away from the sunny spot, you were enveloped in dankness and semi-darkness. The taiga was a pretty gloomy affair, that was for sure. It got on your nerves, if you were not inured to it, only it wasn’t quite the right time to get the jitters.

I felt hungry again and had an unhurried snack; after that I had to prepare the camp for another, more comfortable night. Keeping up two fires was troublesome and unnecessary, for my clothes had long dried out. I could put up a screen or heat reflector on the windward side, like Indians did in books and taiga men in real life. I gathered plenty of broken-off boughs – no shortage of those, thank God – and carried them to my bed under the tree-trunk, then used them to build a slightly sloping screen, sticking one end of each bough in the soft earth and pushing the top end against the tree-trunk.  To round the thing off, I covered the screen with several layers of fir-tree browse, feather end down. It didn’t look like rain, but if it came, I did not need to fear it now.  Neither rain nor wind.  More browse went to improve my bed, and it now felt pleasantly springy.

I lay there a few minutes, trying to cope with the various aches and dizziness stirred up by all that activity. Once started, I could no longer stop, though.  Lots of things had to be done, so I would do them, and who cared about the pain and the queasiness. I wasn’t made of sugar and spice, was I.

First thing, I had to arm myself properly. The little ax was fine, nothing could be finer, but suppose the King of the Taiga, His Stinking Majesty the Bear came sniffing around? I would need a rogatina, a bear-spear, however primitive. There was, of course, the big question of what I would achieve with my spear in a real fight, not in my imagination.  Well, my ancestors had gone hunting the bear with an ax and a rogatina, and I wasn’t all that puny or stupid compared to them – I hoped. I’d manage somehow. Anyway, I wasn’t going to go down on my knees before the beast.  I’d had enough of this on-my-knees business…

I set off in search of a suitable pole. It took me a long time to find a straight branch or sapling with a shoot sticking out at an angle from it. The shoot is to keep the spear from going all the way into the animal’s body. I had read all about it, and Granddad had explained things to me, but now, when a bear could be lurking behind any tree, it was not so easy to imagine sticking the spear in a vulnerable spot and then keeping him down at the distance of three feet or so, keeping him down until he pegged it, and what was he supposed to do all that time? Stand at attention, or take a well-earned rest? He’d fight fang and claw, that was for sure, and his paws might well be longer than the spear.  He’d rip me into ribbons and chew the pieces. Gruesome. OK, let’s cut out these fancies. Maybe he’d chew me some and then spit me out.

I’d gone a fair distance from camp when I was scared out of my wits by a couple of hazel grouse.  They rocketed from under my feet and alighted almost at once on a branch of a birch-tree some ten or twelve paces away, looking back at me curiously with their beady eyes. I swung my arm to throw my ax at them but stopped myself in the nick of time.  It would be the easiest thing to lose my precious weapon in this abominable thicket, and without the ax I’d be just a bare-assed babe in the woods. Bending, I groped for a rock, but could find nothing but a carpet of moss on the ground. My hand closed round a stick, but it was crooked and rotten, a poor sort of boomerang. I threw it all the same; it knocked against the tree-trunk and broke as the hazel grouse took off and disappeared.  Only the flutter of their wings stayed with me for a second or two, and a kind of heartburn at letting such beautiful game slip away.

All right, no use fretting. Better draw a lesson: I needed not only a bear-spear but also a knobkerrie, a throwing stick with a heavy knob at one end.  As used by the Hottentots. Down south where I come from, this is called a mutovka, which actually means “churn-staff,” only it isn’t, not among hunters. It is, in fact, a short, pinewood stick with a few branches sticking out but lopped off short.  If you throw it right, it revolves as it hurtles through the air. Farmers use this weapon to knock down quail in buckwheat fields. At harvest time, they bag the quail by the sackful. The quail simply adore buckwheat.  I’d had a shotgun since I was thirteen, but I still liked hunting quail with a mutovka: there was a special delight in whacking a fat quail down with a deft, smooth throw. O God, why the blazes couldn’t I have stayed home… I might be getting ready for quail hunting right now.  It would be open season in a few weeks, and I could now be wandering about in the woods, limbering up. Truly did my Dad used to say: fools are neither plowed nor sown, they grow of themselves.

I returned to camp with material for a bear-spear and a knobkerrie and spent the rest of the day and all evening tooling the sticks with my ax. I had to go to the stream to find a lump of sandstone, to hone the ax properly. I had always liked to make things out of wood; passing my hand over the smooth texture of well-planed wood gave me a kind of sensuous pleasure. True, this time my tool was rather awkward, but what if I had none? Doing it with my teeth wouldn’t be much fun. I whittled the tip of the spear to a three-faceted head, like the Russian bayonet or the Scythian arrowhead. Granddad once said that modern science hadn’t invented a better shape. When sharpening the tip any further became pointless, I held the sting of the spear over hot coals, to harden it. Wood, too, can be tempered, not just steel or revolutionary psychos. Main thing is not to overdo it.

Several times, when nausea became too bad, I had to lie down, but each time I went back to my work as eagerly as a small boy, forgetful of time, especially when I imagined how I would skewer one of those goons with my spear. Stick it into the liver and then turn it, for good measure, curtains for the vermin… Or I could jab with it from the side, from behind some bushes, under the ear, right into the jugular, to see blood spurt like a geyser… Or I could stun them with a blow of my knobkerrie from behind, and then run the spear right through the body and into the ground, like they do with vampires… But all those fancies were forbidden territory. Taboo. That way lay madness.

What should I be thinking of, then? Food, what else. Mushrooms were OK, I loved mushrooms, but if you chewed them from morning till night, you might chew yourself sick. There were hazel grouse and black grouse here, also capercaillie hens, that was for sure. You couldn’t bring down a capercaillie cock, that elephant among birds, with a throwing stick, but a hen was a possibility. All that was fine, but I might spend all day roaming the taiga, mutovka in hand, and come back empty-handed. At home, as I prepared for the quail season, I would wander about the wooded slopes of Mount Beshtau and practice hitting things with a mutovka, even hitting things mid flight. I’d throw an empty can with my left hand and then bring it down with a throwing stick.  The results were usually fine, but it was one thing knocking down cans in the forest back home, especially in the clearings, and quite a different one, hitting a living target in the excitement of the hunt in these wild thickets, where you couldn’t even swing your arm properly for the bushes and branches. 

Yeah…  Look at me daydreaming.  I can barely move my feet one in front of the other, my head keeps spinning spirals, and here I am, planning hunting exploits. No, have to think of something less strenuous and more certain. Like fish.

There were fish in the stream, that was for sure; I had seen the black backs in the transparent water among the rocks on its bottom. But how was I to get at them? I had a safety pin, which could do duty as a hook.  I could get some thread from the rope which Toothache had used to tie my hands with, and I could spin that into a length of line.  Gadflies would provide plentiful bait. But none of this was reliable.  A single mishap, and I would lose all my tackle.

Here I remembered how we kids used to catch barbel and gudgeon and other fish in a fast stream called the Yutsa near Pyatigorsk, and I felt my face split into a smile, hurting my swollen lips. We boys would spend whole days in and near the little river, swimming and splashing until our lips were blue and our bodies shivering all over.  We would forget everything, especially when fishing. Granny would get worried that we might have drowned, Granddad just hated it when anything worried his precious spouse unduly, so he would drive us home, switch in hand.  It hurt like blazes, that long thin switch on your bare bottom. For some reason I usually got more than my fair share of the switch; my no-good cousin somehow managed to escape just in time, while I had to sit down to dinner very gingerly indeed. But my lovely Granny would pity me the more.

Here I noticed I had long been sniffing like a kid, and could see little for the tears. My nerves must be fairly shot, if moisture started oozing so easy. Well, crying brings relief, doesn’t it.  With a wry grin I fancied what Granny would have said, patting my head: “You’ll sleep all the better.” Oh, it was nice to be loved like that.  You grew up in a downy nest of love, only it didn’t last, you were in trouble in no time.  You surfaced in the turbulent sea of life, as they said in books, and there would be this piece of dung in a prison jacket floating around, giving you the boot in the kisser. That was all the love you got here.

There must be some moral somewhere in it, I thought.  Being what Jerome K. Jerome called “an ink-stained youth,” I loved drawing a moral from everything, always copying wise thoughts from books and even compiling Rules for Living of my own.  Like the silly young jerk that I was, I had left out one simple rule: Keep your left up and do not lead with your chin, to be kicked by any passing son of a bitch.

It wasn’t much fun, falling asleep on that note.
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I had a dream, and in that dream I kept chasing some shaggy creature jabbing at him with my rogatina. Like yesterday, I slept with my eyes half-open, waking up every half hour or so. I would throw some dry branches on the fire and slide back into my dream, into yet another part of the same film. I just couldn’t finish off the shaggy one.  My blows might be too feeble or the rogatina too blunt, but the enemy merely made faces at me, escaped unhurt, and even muttered, grinning: “Allons donc!”  Meaning “Aw come on!” or something like that. Only half-dreaming already, I had the vague idea that the sound must be my pal Nevermore cawing. I sleepily peered from my browse shanty, but the raven was nowhere to be seen. I felt a bit sad, even if his cry was ever so sinister, and he could easily betray my whereabouts. Should I try to tame him, if he returned? Maybe the reason he kept close to me was not as depraved as I had thought? Maybe he felt lonely, sad and hungry, too? But what could I give him? He wouldn’t peck at the mushrooms out of politeness even.

Never mind. With a bit of luck, we’d have a feast today, with enough left over for Mr. Raven. I’d read how ravens could spot likely sources of food with perfect ease soaring high up in heaven. An trick unexplained by science. They feed on carrion, of course, and that is disgusting, but jedem das Seine. Or, in the original Latin, suum cuique. I liked showing off my Latin, especially to tease our more dimwitted teachers in class. A cocky punk that I was. An intellectual ruffian.

My bruises, cuts and contusions were beginning to heal, the lump at the back of the head was a bit smaller, if just as painful as before. My black eyes must have been as big as saucers. Ribs gave me even worse hell; there must be fractures or cracks there. Clenching my teeth, I tried a few push-ups, then knee-bends, and then the habit of several years took over: I limbered up methodically, one group of muscles after another, until I was sweating slightly, more from pain than exertion. I hurt practically all over. A couple of months at a hospital would be so nice… But that was for tenderfoots. We taiga men could stand much worse than that. I just had to get into shape. What other chance did I have? None at all. Either I kept myself in fine trim or I might as well lie down feet pointing east.  Close up shop.

Having drunk lots of bilberry tea with some more of those grilled mushrooms, I set off on my fishing expedition. Upstream from the camp, a sort of long island divided the brook into two channels that looked more like tunnels.  The crowns of trees locked together over them, very beautiful indeed, only I didn’t care much for beauty right then. I chose the narrower and shallower channel of the two and piled up rocks, thick branches, stumps and masses of turf on the bank at both ends of it. Single-handedly, it would be much more difficult to do than with a bunch of other kids, but it was worth trying. I nearly bust a gut maneuvering a particularly hefty boulder in position, but it was worth it, it would fill almost half the channel. 

Finally I had two mighty piles of all kinds of stuff readу and sat down to take a rest and wait for the dizziness to pass.  I’d need all my strength; the next twenty minutes or so would be hectic.

OK, let’s roll. Pushing as fast as I could all the stuff I’d prepared into the water, I first built a dam at the lower end of the channel.  The rushing water ripped bits out of my dam, so I had to cut out a big chunk of turf in a great hurry and push it in to stop the gap. Breathing heavily, I then dashed to the upper end of the channel and feverishly started building the second dam. This one had to be even more solid, as all the water must be diverted into the broader channel.

At last there was nothing but thin, feeble jets seeping through the obstruction, and I scurried back to the lower dam. There, plenty of fish were already leaping over the top, and I started swinging my knobkerrie like a tennis racket, forehand and backhand.  In my hyper excitement I missed many, but still some stunned fish got knocked onto the bank.

The real hunt began when most of the water had seeped away, leaving just a chain of water-filled holes by the higher bank. I cautiously approached each of these holes, spied out the larger fish in them and hit them with my spear. Some fish hid themselves in the caves right under the bank, so I fiercely jabbed the butt end of my spear there, the fish leaped out from their hiding places and tried to escape virtually over dry land – and sometimes succeeded, as I missed quite a few in my excitement. This sort of thing would never be allowed in the pictures, I thought. Everybody hit their target every time in films.

The stream began to wash away and break through the upper dam.  It was no use trying to spear any more fish in the holes, so I scurried all over the bank gathering what fish I had stunned or skewered.  Some of them, even those that had been run through, thrashed about on the moss doing their best to leap back in the water, but I was having none of that. I hit some of the more active jumpers on the head, then gathered all of them, to the smallest fish, in one pile and sat down to get my breath back and enjoy the sight of the catch.

Never in my life had I caught half so much – and there was no one to boast to. It was disappointing to recognize only perch, pike and burbot in the pile, and also grayling from pictures in books.  The rest seemed to be local Siberian fish.  Could be kumzha or something. I’d never seen anything like it. But these were all trifles. What’s in a name, right? The main thing was that my dream of long, long ago had come true, the dream from my early childhood, when we lived in real Daghestani mountains, not at the foot of the theatrical, health-resort type of hill like Mashuk or Beshtau. In those days I would go fishing alone. A lonely dreamer, I had no friends then.  I guess I’ve remained a lonely dreamer to this day, but that’s neither here nor there. One of those dreams was to catch lots and lots of fish and take it home to my grandparents. So here I was, I’d caught lots and lots of fish, but there was no home to take them to, and this place and the way I’d got here were pretty hard to believe. Like in some silly, sloppy novel by Victor Marie Hugo.

Let’s stop whining, though. I’d eat my fill now, to make up for all the misery of the past several days, and that was that counted.

Next task, clean the fish. That wouldn’t be easy without a knife, but I hacked a long narrow splinter off a larch, which is as hard as ironwood, sharpened it as best I could, and used that. I was going to smoke the larger fish, so there was no need to scrape off the scales, and that was good news. Then I passed a long thin twig through the gills of all the fish, one by one, and carried the lot to my camp. The moment I walked away from the stream, the raven appeared from nowhere and, crowing excitedly, alighted on the bank. I had left a neat pile of fish offal for him, but all the same I felt slightly sick. Damn carrion-gobbler.

The rest of the day was fishy in the better sense of the word. I started by making a pot of delicious fish soup of heads and tails, and in the other pot I stewed the smaller fry with mushrooms and roots of herbs. True, I didn’t have a pinch of salt, but salt is called white death, isn’t it? Sugar, too. Consider the Tuareg.  They don’t use salt at all, and yet they scamper all over the Sahara like goats. Besides, this salt-free diet wouldn’t be for long; once back home, I’d gorge myself on pickles. I adore pickles.

I stuffed myself into a python-like state – could do little but sprawl about and digest. Conscience began pricking before long, though.  I had to smoke the rest of the fish, otherwise they might quickly go off in this weather. All my exertions would go to pot.

I had to build an open-air smoking-oven, a familiar enough task. Granddad and I had made them more than once, when we wandered too far from home in search of things to eat, sometimes camping out for days on end. I ran four stakes into the ground at the corners of a rectangle, dug a hole in the middle and a shallow groove leading to it, for an air duct, then made a fire in the hole. When the fire burned out, leaving lots of hot cedar coals glowing, I stretched strips of bark around the frame, fixing the bark to the stakes with a self-made, three-strand rope of thoroughly thrashed nettle stalks.  The result was a sort of bottomless sack standing upright. Inside the sack I hung the fish on sticks run through their gills or upper bodies, then pushed some alder twigs and chips through the groove onto the coals.  Alder was best for smoking, that I knew well. Now all I had to do was see to it that the alder chips should smoke, not burn.

I flopped on my back, loosened my aching, beat-up muscles, and stared at the darkening sky. Only a small patch of it could be seen from where I lay for the crowns of giant trees all around, and it seemed all the more precious for that. Like the bit of sky prisoners can see through a jail cell window almost completely covered with a steel shutter. People returning from labor camps used to talk of such things. In that patch of sky, the blues were turning a darker hue, with pinpricks of tiny, feeble stars coming through.  They didn’t give off any light but made me feel cozier and warmer all the same – warmer in my soul, if the soul was more than just a word. I was practically sure I had one – it hurt so much. I had thought everyone else had one, too, but it appeared that some so-called humans had a public latrine hole for a soul…

I was again straying into forbidden territory, and at once it made me feel hot and sweaty.  The area was still out of bounds.  Let my wounds start to heal a little first, or I’d go on bleeding inside; the sores might even start to fester, and I couldn’t have that. My spirit must be bright and strong if I wanted to climb out of this taiga theater of the absurd in my right mind. A sense of humor and proportion, that was the main thing. 

Pull your mind away from the edge.  Look at those stars. They are so far you could go bonkers just trying to figure out the distance.  Characters in sci-fi novels keep thinking of ways to reach them, and come up with a lot of drivel. Take Aelita. It’s an amusing yarn but, looking at it closer, just a pile of unscientific crap.  Besides, they only travel to Mars in Aelita, and Mars is as good as round the corner. Suppose you take something like the Andromeda nebula. That is really mind-boggling, countless light-years away. A thousand years will pass, the Earth will still be over here, the nebula over there, and the twain will never meet, never build a link. On this scale, this starry-eyed “I” is a totally indiscernible, microscopic speck of mold on an almost equally indiscernible dot, the Earth. What are all our passions, emotions and hurts? So you’ve been hurt. Big deal. It’s like one flea biting another flea’s leg, see?

Here I flipped. I am not a flea, a flea is not me. If you really want to know, “I” equals precisely what I am capable of doing, and all these cosmic attitudes is plain hooey. A couple of murderous thugs keep kicking me between the legs, and what am I supposed to do? Smile in cosmic equanimity, like a tipsy Buddha? No, you scum, if that’s what you think, you can kiss a drunken ape’s fanny. I’ve got something in store for you, and it’s quite, quite different. Worse than you’d see in a bad dream even.

I felt I was boiling inside again. That was bad, I’d strayed again way into a zone interdite. By imperceptible stages I simmered down, though. Worn to a frazzle, I had no strength left for emotional fireworks. 

I was beginning to slide off into sleep, but the Watchman was already on duty for the night shift and roused me in a highly methodical manner. Every now and then I started, looked a bit crazily around and fed the fire a few dry branches, reinforcing my puny defenses against mosquitoes, animals, and chimeras. The reflector-screen worked a treat, it warmed my side as thoroughly as did the fire on the other side. This thing must have been first built by the same genius who invented the wheel. He must have been awarded the Hero of Primitive Communism Star, made of someone’s noseless skull...  Or they may have broken in his own skull.  Too smart for his own good, they may have decided.  Modesty was the best policy.

I heaped more chips on the pile in the smoking-oven, which was working just fine. In the early hours, when the lower halves of the fishes had been smoked thoroughly enough, I turned them heads down, passing a spit through their bodies near the tail end and then hanging them up again. As I squatted there, I somehow contrived to fall asleep between doing the separate fishes, but each time proceeded with the task exactly where I’d left off.

Towards morning the Watchman must have gone off duty a bit early, and I slept for a solid couple of hours. On waking, I sat up like a scalded cat, as if I was late for an exam or something.  Everything was quiet, though. The alder chips were still smoking, and the air was filled with the delightful aroma of freshly smoked fish.

“Breakfast is ready, sir,” I muttered, lifting my bleary-eyed face to the caressing touch of an inquisitive sunray. 
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The breakfast I ate was of the à gogo type, like drinks in some Paris bars about which Granddad used to tell me on the quiet when I began to enter manhood. I stuffed myself to the gills.  The fish had been smoked to a fairy-tale tenderness and seasoned with wild garlic and bear-like appetite. Feeling heavier than mercury, I rolled back onto my bed of browse, folded my arms under my head and finally, gazing at the patch of distant bluish sky across which small-sized clouds scurried from time to time, I let go of the reins and permitted myself some thinking sans frontières. It was the morning that was wiser than the evening, as per Russian idiom. I had slept on it, and it was time to make up my mind what I was going to do. So I raised the barrier and stopped slapping down my memories – and soon wished I hadn’t. What followed was just godawful. A real fit. Delayed reaction, that’s what it’s called. Actually, I’d already thought it would catch up with me some time soon. Well, it did now.

Scenes from my all-too recent past flooded my mind, sending it into a crescendo of agony. With my belly full to bursting, it was easier to stand, but still I had a full-blown fit, fidgeting, shaking, and sweating. My heart thumped, I had trouble breathing, and sickness came in waves. I whined and groaned as memory brought to the surface some particularly nauseating images – the way those thugs used my head for a football on that little beach where they later killed the forester and hacked his body to bits; or the way Toothache kept jabbing at me with his sharpened stick, yelling at me as if I were a draught animal. Everything went black before my eyes as I remembered him spitting at me and his other animal tricks, like pissing in my face. At this last memory I bit my hand, nearly drawing blood. That was bloody silly – as if I didn’t have enough pain in any part of my body I cared to think of, throbbing every time I moved.

In the end I clamped down. I just yelled at myself, Stop it! Just stop chewing this masochistic snot! Stop smearing masochistic tears all over your silly face, you nitwit. Pull ourselves together, d’you hear? Face the job – construct a rational strategy and tactics for getting out of this pile of muck. Moral torment was for later, much later, on a soft sofa, my head between someone’s soft, fragrant breasts -- perhaps. You’ve heard the gong strike, so into the ring for you, and bare your teeth!  Like the guy said, Hold on when there is nothing in you Except the Will which says: “Hold on!” OK, but – hold on how?

Sure it would be wisest to do what I’d dreamed of doing when still a captive: go downriver (for this, I might build a small raft, to make the trip faster and safer), find some people, go to the police, and tell all, just the way it happened. Best plan ever.

Two things landed me in a torture chamber of indecision where I swayed on two steel hooks biting under my ribs. 

Firstly, I was mortally afraid of all things Soviet and official.  Even talking to someone as inoffensive as postal workers made me shrink inside, for at any moment I expected to be insulted or yelled at without provocation. You see, my grandparents were byvshiye, that is, “former people,” people of the ancien régime, the few who had not emigrated and whom the CheKa secret police had yet failed to get to. Granddad got some forged papers, they dropped everything and vanished from the city in the nick of time, hiding in the boondocks and living like honest to goodness Soviet peasants. Granddad was a wizard at handling bees, Granny taught kids and painted portraits and landscapes “just like in a photograph,” as our dear neighbors said. So we lived quite comfortably, meaning that we did not actually starve even in the worst years, when famine or war struck.

I rarely saw my father and mother, but in those years having a full complement of parents was a rarity.  Absentee parents were normal, though it often felt so sad I wanted to howl. I came to know them properly only at the age of ten, after the war, in Germany, where I traveled with Father’s aide-de-damp expressly sent to bring Mother, sister, and me over.

By that time, though, the grandparents’ education of me was complete; it had become the stuff under my skin. They passed on to me not only good manners in good company, natural French, decent English and a sort of universal fastidiousness, but also a persistent, ineradicable fear and contempt for the bunch of murderous clods that were the Authority all over the place. Of course, I went in for mimicry in my own small way, too, and with time I learned to express myself, in public but later more and more also in private, in peasant-like four-letter monosyllables that became ubiquitous as the non-swearing classes gradually died out.  When facing the officialdom of the workers-and-peasants’ state, though, I was a trembling zero. Just like all the other workers and peasants, I guess.

What would they do to me? I had no passport, so no one would believe my tale or bother to check it. They would simply lock me up with some hoods, no different from those from whom I had just escaped, and they would rape me, so young and handsome, with glee, making a “jill” out of me, a tool for their sodomite pleasures.  OK, Maxim Gorky never wrote about these things, but there were enough stories floating around outside good literature, in all-too real life. I cringed and went all cold at this thought. That would leave me exactly one way out – the noose. 

What else could happen? Elementary: some jackbooted moron might decide I was a runaway political prisoner or, worse still, a spy. That would be his fondest dream – catching a spy or someone who could be made out as a spy. What a hero he’d be, just like in fine Soviet films about disgusting Western saboteurs parachuting from planes, slinking about in woods, and talking in atrocious accents: “Khellou, Bop.” No kidding. My Komsomol friends absorbed this pus with burning eyes.  The cons had my papers, and without a paper you’re a bug, that was axiomatic Russian wisdom, as true as Euclid. I could clearly see the asinine mug of some district-level Maigret in his Siberian corner of the woods listening to me babble about an innocent wish to “go on a ramble through the taiga,” and I felt cold shivers running down my spine. He’d throw me in the slammer on the spot, and lose the keys.

Then there was this other reason, a second and probably more painful hook in my side. For the first time in my life it was I – not my grandparents, not all their executed relations, but I personally – who had been crushed liked that. Both inside and out. I’d been ground to dust, rolled in the muck, I’d been pissed on – and now what? Do I run away to lodge a complaint? 

I could not recall the last time when I had bawled and run to complain to grownups.  In the kindergarten, perhaps, only I never went to a kindergarten.  Looking back, I could see how I’d grown up both a gentle, loving kid and a savage little brute; now the one, now the other.  In the mountain village where we found refuge, I had been a stranger, an alien, and had to fight a great deal from day one.  The kids there had not the least idea of fair play, they fought hysterically, biting and scratching and ever ready to crack your skull with a rock or slash at you with a knife.  

When I was just a small kid, Granddad taught me russky boi, the Russian Combat style, also the tricks he’d learned from the Japanese ages ago, in the Russo-Japanese war of 1904. These were useful things to know, but somehow I learned very early that art was not at all the main thing in a fight.  A savage fighting spirit was.  If your enemy sees that you will never cry uncle, that you are ready to fight to the death, he’s sure to get cold feet. He’ll even want to make friends with you.  

I was also lucky, having inherited a curious ability – for free, with the genes – to keep my head in a fight. Amid all the screaming, blood and dust, there was always a cold, almost indifferent point inside me that issued the commands: high kick, low kick, elbow, butt, duck, knee, to the groin, roll, hit his throat. No words, though; something flashing like lightning in the head just at the right moment or a millisecond earlier.

Afterwards there were street fights in Germany against Hitlerjugend bastards, only there it was mostly gang fighting, and for some reason we had Lithuanians on our side. DPs, I guess.  Then we returned to Russia, and here I just asked to be beaten up, prattling in all sorts of languages, writing “apolitical” poetry and reciting it at parties, playing the piano, always a star student, girls swooning over me in droves, nose always in the air, patronizing smile on my lips – who could stand the temptation?

Beating me up turned out to be not all that easy, though.  A fairly costly operation. as Sergei-haters quickly discovered.  I never wilted before any opponent, even if at times my face was washed in red up to the ears.  Sure, I am no hero, and would often toss sleepless and sweating on the night before some all-out battle. The tempation to run away and hide myself was strong, but when the moment of truth came, like in bull-fighting, a wave of cold fury would come flooding me, I’d go berserk and fight any foe regardless of size and numbers.  Granddad said that was the blood of Khevsuri, the wildest Georgian tribe, boiling up in me.  Well, he ought to know whose blood flowed in my veins. He was the expert on my ancestry.

Khevsuri or not, my blood was certainly boiling right now, sometimes so bad that I audibly moaned and my limbs jerked, scorched as I was by red-hot shame and hatred. Again and again pictures from the past few days flashed before my inner eye. I tried to squash them, but the agony would not let up, as my imagination went off at tangents. It must have been not unlike the effect of snakebite. If I wanted to squeeze that poison out of my system, I must punish those animals for everything they’d done to me. Measure for measure, squared.

Deep down, even before I had released the brakes and begun to work on a decision, I must have known that all the wavering and inner arguing was so much doodling. All had been decided at gut level.  I could only run away if I had broken down within, but I had peered inside and seen – what? A spirit as unbroken as ever, if a bit shopworn. All the time I had known with diamond-hard certainty that in the end I would go chasing after those bastards. With what aim? To hit out with my rogatina from behind a bush, as in my recent fancies? That was nonsense, obviously. I’d be unable to do that, period. Physiologically incapable, if you wish. But it was just as impossible to just wash my hands and run away. No way.

Again I remembered Grandmother.  When we studied Anna Karenina, Granny had explained everything to me about this “vengeance is mine; I will repay” bit. Our daft Lit teacher had babbled something moronic about the novel’s epigraph – how could she explain things when she hadn’t read the Bible? Hadn’t seen one, I’d bet? No fault of hers, surely. How could she read or, God forbid, explain the Bible to her pupils? She might have ended up logging in Siberia. Granny, though, had showed me the passage on vengeance in St. Paul’s epistle to the Romans: “Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath” – God’s wrath, I presume.

Now, that didn’t suit me at all. It was my head that had got smeared with shit – and the episode was supposed to be sorted out by someone called God with whom, as a matter of fact, I was personally unacquainted. And please, when was that going to be? When pigs started to fly? In the meantime, what was I supposed to do, shut up and go about with all that muck on my head and in my heart and a weak-minded grin on my face? Not on your life. Just – count me out. 

Jabbing at a liver with my rogatina was just not on, except in self-defense, perhaps, though you’d have to be a few varieties of idiot to try to fight a pistol and a carbine with a rogatina. But a spear attack from behind a bush was not at all the only thing that could be done. Filch the sack with their victuals, and the goons would simply starve in the taiga; I’d help them along as best I could. As taiga men, they were about as good as snot was good for making bullets. There were lots of other tricks I could think of, like rolling a hefty stone off a hill at them. Things like that. All I had to do was follow them like a vengeful shadow, look out for my chance – and jump at it when it came. 

If I let it slip, if I funked it, I would never be able to look my father or grandfather in the eye. All my ancestors, for seven generations and more, were warriors, their names shrouded in legend.  Legends were not made up about chicken hearts. I wasn’t going to be the first if I could help it, even if I should soil my pants in the process.

Only – God give me strength, and God give me luck, for I would sorely need both.

The hoods certainly had a big advantage over me: they could kill me as soon as look at me, with the same ease as they would squash a worm underfoot or cut off a chicken’s head. Ease, hell – they would do it with relish, with panache, with gusto, murder being the high point of their lives. Kill, and you’re a kingpin, respected by the mob and feared by the rest. Me, I was not sure at all I could kill a human being, or a quasi-human one, even on pain of death, even in self-defense, even if it was a case of kill or be killed. I just did not know.

But it looked like I would have to find out.
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While my soul and body were recovering by the brook from the past nightmare, the thugs must have gained a couple of marches on me.  That did not bother me any, though. I knew their habits.  They got up late, then moved slowly, in absurd zigzags, and set up camp early to start drinking vodka, marching some six hours a day, seven at most. Besides, they would now have to carry all their stuff themselves, no longer having a Sherpa. The Sherpa was here, with a big bacillus of vengeance in his soul. Traveling light, I could walk ten to twelve hours a day.  At rough shooting season back home, I could scour the steppe from four in the morning till ten at night.  True, I’d be half-dead towards the end, barely able to move my feet as I trudged home. I’d  have to take it easier here, for it looked like a long, long hunt. There was this other thing going for me: I would not have to waste time searching for a ford across side streams; surely I could swim across all of them.  All this was spirit-lifting, and I was raring to go.  The first thing to do now was find out what lay ahead.

I looked around. Not far off, the crown of a tree uprooted by a storm leaned against the trunk of an age-old Siberian cedar that towered over the surrounding crowd of trees in the manner of a Lemuel Gulliver among Lilliputians. Exactly what I needed. I climbed along the inclined trunk as high as I could, then swung over to the cedar, nearly slipping and clutching at a branch for dear life, and finally worked my way up to the very top that was slowly swaying from side to side in the wind.  A bit scary this was, as if the whole world was swaying. I loved climbing trees, having no fear of heights to speak of, but the footing here was too shaky, and I was still quite weak. Could have a dizzy spell, for all I knew.

The view from the tree top was as good as from a Ferris wheel or even a low-flying plane.  Heart-stopping.  It was as if you could see the whole world, and the world was nothing but solid, hilly taiga without any woodless patches. Tou could see the river shimmering silvery only in the near distance.  Further away it ran hidden by the trees, but the belt of dark fir-tree taiga clearly outlined its course. Away from the river, the taiga was mostly light-green larch.

Drinking in the view, I mused that the phrase “god-forsaken” had a literal meaning here. It was as if God had painted this country as a study preparing to make the Caucasus or the Himalayas and then proceeded to do those sublime masterpieces, putting away the study in a corner and forgetting all about it, for some future researcher like myself to find it and appreciate it as an invaluable masterpiece in its own right.

I had little time for idle fancies, though, much as I liked to indulge in them. So many things to be reasoned out. To the east there rose a ridge which did not look too high from where I was perched. This ridge deflected the river southwards, far to my right.  Hitting the side of the ridge that faced away from me, the river apparently swerved out and then came back in a long loop.  If I didn’t dawdle or lose my way, I could take a shortcut across the loop and knock a considerable mileage off the trek. All I had to do was keep my nose straight east, and sooner or later I would hit the river again. If I went at a good clip, I could even outrun the goons, as they would have to trudge along the loop’s outer side. Still, I’d have to start at once, or I might lose them in the taiga for good. Not a bad thing in itself, of course, only I had other plans.

I slowly climbed down from the cedar, stopping often to rest, then climbed over to the uprooted tree and neatly slid to the ground. That was where I began to hurry. I wrapped my store of smoked fish in a crude sack of birch bark, putting in nettles between the fishes to keep them from spoiling, and tied up the pouch so that I could carry it over my shoulder.  Though my belly was full to bursting point, I cleaned up all that was left in the pots and washed them. In the past two days I’d grown fond of the place, I’d had some pretty good luck here. I was a bit reluctant to leave it, but nothing could stop me now.  I was in the grip of some implacable force that was prepared to drive me on and on as far as was needed. I felt wound up like a model plane before take-off, and I knew I could fly far and wide. On top of it, there was this familiar excitement, as in the locker room before a fight.

I shouldered my pack, stuck the ax in the belt at the back, grabbed my cudgel in the right hand, my rogatina in the left, and sang out, under my breath, the spirit-lifting beginning of the Marseillaise – Allons, enfants de la Patriiii-e, Le jour de gloire e-est arrivé – as I set off. A bird cried out somewhere in mild surprise tinged with suspicion, but I ignored the silly thing.

Here in the lighter taiga there were more trails than in the fir-tree thickets closer to the river, and it was easy to choose those that led uphill and east. They were all animal trails.  It looked as if human beings had never walked these paths, although they must have done. Human dwelling was not all that far away, not a thousand miles, anyway, so hunters must come here. Or could it be that they went into the taiga only in autumn and winter, for hunting and trapping?  It looked like that, anyway.  People mostly moved in boats around here. A horse was no good, with all the ravines and marshes and the ground strewn with rotting trunks, and who would wish to break their legs pushing their way through the taiga on foot?  This river, though, was full of rapids, and no good man would want to ruin his boat on them when there were so many pleasanter streams.

So there it was, not a single human footprint, only elk and bear tracks. When first I saw a bear’s track, I froze with fear: both my feet, heel to toe, could not fill it.  In those days I was no good at spooring in the taiga, so could not say whether the tracks were fresh or not very.  My heart in my mouth, I just stared at them like Robinson Crusoe at Friday’s footprint. The imprint of the claws was visible; that should mean that the tracks were not very old. I could not be sure, though. Claw marks told you a lot, say, about a fox’s tracks in the snow, but these claws were of a size that could be visible for months, I guessed.

I did not have much time to read the tracks – had to look out for sharp branches that threatened to put out my eyes at every step. I mostly moved in a crouch: the animals that followed these trails were, of course, quite big, but not as tall as me, and the paths were for the greater part not unlike low tunnels. Still, moving here was much easier than pushing your way through impenetrable thickets by the riverside, where you were sometimes suspended on the branches, unable to move either forward or back, as I said earlier.

Keeping my nose eastward proved a more difficult task than I’d imagined. Moss grew on the northern side of tree trunks, that was generally accepted wisdom, but it was no help here, as the tree trunks were evenly covered with moss on all sides, and that’s God’s truth. I tried to get my bearings by looking out for the sun, but it was mostly a pale, diffuse memory rarely glimpsed through the thatch of branches. I knew how to navigate by the stars, except – just my luck – it was daytime.  So when the noise of the river first became distant, and then vanished altogether, I felt a bit like a lonely orphan and even began vibrating slightly, which merely earned me a rebuke from the Watchman: no panicking now, you can always return to the river, just go down one of these streams, plenty of them here. To this the Anti-watchman grumbled: oh sure, but think of all the time that’ll take; the whole interception plan may flop. That was true, too. In the end I decided to trust my instincts, go uphill without deviating too much either to the left or to the right, and hope for the best.

That was as good a plan as any, only the hillside was gouged across with deep ravines, you might even call them narrow gorges, overgrown to the brim, filled with layers of dead trees and branches, and marshy at the bottom.  Here, the going became particularly hard.  But I soon got a sort of second wind in such places. They reminded me of Caucasus gorges, and that was the devil I knew. Even climbing up a nearly vertical slope, even sliding or rolling down, I knew it wasn’t the end of the world for me. Never say die was the spirit.

Hunting, now. Thinking out my campaign plan in the morning, I’d had visions of myself trudging through the taiga, flushing out game as I went, throwing my knobkerrie and hitting something at least once out of ten times. Empty dreams. The game was there – hazel grouse, black grouse, even capercaillie, and once I spotted a hare hopping through an aspen thicket – but in the taiga you might as well leave your knobkerrie at home. I would throw my stick powerfully and accurately, but as it flew through the air, revolving, it inevitably hit some branches and veered off target. As often as not it smashed against a sturdy bough and dropped to the ground. This drove me mad, especially as the game were mostly cheating hens trying to lure me away from their brood or nest as they fluttered brazenly right under my nose, flying low and dragging their wings as if wounded or sick. 

So, if I didn’t want to remain an ichthyophagist, a fish-eater and nothing but, I would have to get me a bow and arrows. Actually, that was the way I’d originally planned to forage for myself in the taiga: taking a shotgun on this trip was out of the question. Preparing for this lark, I’d got hold of a particularly strong twine for the string, and it was still there, at the bottom of a secret pocket that the goons had failed to discover. Come to think of it… If I had a bow and arrows, I could go hunting biped animals, too, not just plump hazel grouse. Shooting from a distance was quite different from jabbing with a rogatina at close quarters. I just might do it, with all my driveling humanism – or was it plain cowardice, who the hell could say…

This humanism bit had me really worried then, mainly because I was just a greenhorn, I guess, and had a great deal to learn. Not from books but by rubbing against the scratchy surface of reality. I knew well enough the half of it – what inhumanity was.  A planet-wide massacre had ended not ten years before, it sometimes seemed that the stench of corpses was still coming from under mounds of rubble, millions had died, a great many of them absolutely innocent, nothing to do with the war. I was six when Nazi planes flew in to bomb the Minvody railway station where we happened to be. I lucked out, but someone else, who could be just my age, didn’t.  What was left of him was a huge crater and a tiny sandal with a foot in it that fell near another crater where Mother ands I were crouching. It could have been me, a totally innocent me, I could have been swatted out of existence like a gnat. That was what inhumanity was. What those two bastards had done to me, and had intended to do with me, was inhuman, too. So far, so crystal clear. 

But the rest was confusion. Suppose I wanted to punish those subhumans who were up to their eyebrows in blood; suppose I was to mete out the ultimate punishment to them. Would that make me inhuman, too? Would it be more human to run for the police and let Uncle Policeman stand a chance of catching a bullet instead of me? Was that humanity? Or what was it? Justice? Law? No, I didn’t want that sort of humanity and justice, not even if they pinned a medal on me for it. I was the victim, and if there was no one around to protect me, I would do it my own way. The old-fashioned way. I just had no time to run for the police.   The goons would vanish without trace while I ran around, and everybody would say – I’d be the first to say – that I had run away out of sheer funk. 

I was so caught up in this shallow metaphysics that I nearly flopped on my backside as a small owl flapped from under my feet and alighted on a branch right in front of me. I froze, and the owl froze too, it just turned its head 180 degrees and was now staring at me with its huge eyes taking up half its face. Those eyes were supposed to be blind in daytime, but they looked so shrewd – as if they could see through me, and it was all absolutely absurd, especially the way its body faced forward while its head was turned to look straight back. So we played this game of who will outstare whom for a minute or so, and all the while I couldn’t make up my mind what to do about it. It would be the easiest thing to knock it down, only why should I, I had enough to eat. On the other hand, catching all those fish could have been just a fluke never to be repeated, and I might have to go without food for days. Then I remembered that owls mostly subsisted on mice, and decided I would not eat owl flesh no matter what; so I told it, Go on, fly on your business, silly owl.

It took off and flew away so quietly on soft, noiseless wings that I wondered if I hadn’t been standing there asleep, seeing curious dreams. 

I pushed on, mumbling under my breath “The Owl and the Pussy-cat went to sea In a beautiful pea-green boat,” humming where I couldn’t remember the words or making them up.  I had been walking for a few minutes before I noticed that I was smiling, a shamefaced, lopsided smile. That funny owl had reminded me of a quirk that cramped my hunting style not a little – the tendency to fall into a reverie for uncertain periods of time. I would be carried away by a stream of consciousness or daydreaming triggered by some emotional twist, and many a hare or bird had escaped certain death as their flight had caught me unawares. “That fox ducked out from under your rear,” Dad would grumble in mock disgust.

But there was also another kind of reverie, as when a scent, a sight, a sound, the touch of a breeze, a radiance reflected off a surface short-circuited some invisible wire linking me to the world, and I would drop into a different dimension, into a trance that took me out of myself – I wish I could say where. At times like these it was as if I was a human tree or a human rock or human puff of air; I knew what was happening, and was going to happen, around me with absolute, clairvoyant certainty, and would shoulder my gun even before I flushed any game. The whole thing would of course be written off as yet another lucky shot and remained my secret, never revealed to anyone.  Probably because I did not believe in telepathy or the fashionable fifth dimension or any of that rot, but could not properly explain to myself these moments of dropping out.

Right now I knew I had to be on the qui-vive every second if I wanted to survive amid dangers lurking round every corner, even if there were no corners around here. I needed that secret capacity of mine more than at any other time, and the owl episode had in a way hinted that it might return. If I could fall into one kind of reverie, the other kind was surely not far off. A couple of days ago, as I staggered under the weight of the pack, there had been just one subject that could figure in any reverie – death, the imminent snipping off of a thin thread. And now I was getting bits of myself back.

I was even learning to smile again.
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It was well past noon when I climbed onto the flat top of the ridge. This place looked even more like real, Caucasus-type mountains.  Massive rocks covered with lichen jutted out of the earth, and one of them, higher than the others, looked a bit like a medieval helmet. I clambered to its top. The Helmet rose high above the trees around it, and the view from it was even more cheering than the one I had gazed at from the top of the cedar in the morning.  It was easier to breathe here, too – a light breeze was blowing, sweeping the mosquitoes away. That in itself was pure bliss. Muttering a few suitable lines of poetry – “I’ve climbed atop a rocky hill And sit here, joyous and serene…” – I sat down on a sun-warmed stone, then, salivating profusely, stuffed a goodish chunk of delicious smoked fish in my mouth.

I could see now that the route I’d mapped out in my mind was essentially correct. Right from where I was sitting a steepish descent began, and down there at the foot of the mountain you could clearly see where the dark taiga of the river valley swung to the right and the loop began along which the enemy must now be marching. The river swept so far south that they could not have outrun me, but that was just a guess. Kapkaz could have decided to make haste, fearing that the gold-diggers might slip away. Or the vodka could have run out and the goons now had little else to do except get a move on. Not counting other possibilities.

A dark dot was going round and round in the sky above the narrow river valley, under a fluffy white cloud, almost level with the spot where I was. This could very well be Nevermore, only who could say for sure.  Lots of other creatures -- an eagle or a kite --could also be soaring in the sky on such a fine day. It must be nice, to be an eagle.  Eagle, hell; I’d be glad to be a chipmunk. A living chipmunk, I mean.  Much better than being chow for worms or for biped cadaver-eaters, damn their stinking guts.

All right, all right, no use roiling before your time.  Better watch the soaring dot.  If it’s the raven, he may prove useful.  Hard to make out much without binoculars. I gritted my teeth. Among all the stuff the thugs had taken away from me were my father’s binoculars, a priceless item, Zeiss eight-power.  For that alone I could use some medieval torture to punish those thieves. How could I show my face at home without the binoculars, which Father had taken off some German officer and kept all through the war? Dad wouldn’t even say anything to me, he’d simply turn away silently. The best I could do then would be to go and hang myself in the bathroom.

The dark dot was still circling over one and the same spot. Rather low, at that.  It did look like my raven. If that was so, and if he was hovering ovcer those bastards and not some other prey, our paths might indeed cross by nightfall.

I finished off the fish, wiped my fingers on a tuft of grass, leaned back on the warm stone and lay there, watching the round white clouds, slightly shaggy at the sides, drift one after another somewhere southwest. Sheer poetry of the highest quality. “Celestial clouds, wanderers eternal…” Silly fleecy things, yet how wonderful it was to see them. I wished I could stay there for all time. A string somewhere deep inside me began twanging in a minor key. The sun was blazing most impudently, defrosting a hard, frozen lump within.  My body felt as if it was being gently rocked, as if a passing cloud might any moment carry me away into the blue.  I became conscious of a curious wish creeping crabwise along the periphery of my mind – how nice it would be to have a girl at my side, preferably a lively, sporting type.  But that was sheer hallucination. I’d be lucky if I wriggled my way out of this jam as I was, without extra burdens round my neck. Forget it.

All the same, it was wonderful there. Even the smell was the same as in my native land, or the place I’d come to regard as my native land. It smelled of thyme. I groped in the cracks – indeed, there was thyme growing there. I plucked a handful and buried my nose in it, breathing in the heady scent. Thyme was good for something; coughs, I think.  Woods and rills are good for all ills – I remembered reading this legend on a poster at a chemist’s. I must brew some thyme tea in the evening. Must also pluck some plantain, to put on my collection of wounds, cuts, scratches, jagged tears, and the like. 

Ah, how quiet and peaceful this place was. I simply hated to think of the horrors I’d lived through, but not thinking of them was a sheer impossibility. And would be so for a long time to come.

I was again sliding sideways, into the abstract.  For folks who are not-me and not my closest relatives, all this may be a bore, but ignoring it would be dishonest and even unrealistic. I’d like to tell my tale exactly the way it was, see? Now, all sorts of external things happened to me on that trip, but I was also going through a real éducation sentimentale. And that was quite important. Not to be omitted.

The chain of thought was roughly this.  I had not come to this part of Siberia in search of the mystery of being or a key to that mystery or anything like that, like other people used to travel (still do, in fact) in droves to the Orient to discover what was there under their noses all the time. I had simply taken off, like an eel in some modest Russian river or lake at a certain phase in its life cycle starts crawling and swimming across all those thousands of miles toward the Sargasso Sea. Only I had no idea where my Sargasso Sea lay, so I blundered out into the big world at random, with my eyes wide open in delight and anticipation of the fine things that would come my way.

Well, the first thing the wide world did, it hauled off and punched me smartly on the nose, leaving me stunned and blinded and face to face with a host of impossible riddles. How could humans be so evil? That was mostly rhetoric, of course, and one would have to be a complete jerk – or a Leo Tolstoy – to worry one’s head over this sort of gobbledygook. Who was I to make out like a Tolstoy? Sure, Leo admitted being sex-crazy in his youth, and so was I, but that was clearly neither here nor there.

The really important, practical question was, How could I fight evil and still keep my seraphic wings clean? And could the fear of soiling myself in evil be just egoistic squeamishness concealing ordinary, common-or-garden funk? I had asked myself this question a hundred times, and still it reared its head again and again like a cobra with an inflated hood. I really worried my head over these moral issues in those days. I had to have them neatly filed away, only they would not stay filed and tidy.

One thing was certain: I couldn’t work out any answers to these riddles by simply sitting on my rear end and weighing a zillion pros and cons. I had guessed as much early on – all answers came at the end of the fight. On s’engage, et puis on voit. I could expect little good from the engagement, would have to wallow in muck and filth up to here, but I was a big boy already, and it was kind of indecent to be still floating around like an innocent flower in an ice-hole.

And another thing. I did not know about mankind, but if there was a universal consciousness (which there wasn’t), it would surely approve of my murderous intent toward the murderers. “Thou shalt not kill” was not bad, but “Thou shalt kill the killers” somehow sounded more convincing to me right then.

Why, I might have indeed touched on something worthwhile here.  In any case, the sequence of words seemed elegant, and that was inspiring.

Thus inspired, I stretched, groaned with pain most piteously, and began gathering my stuff. The trumpets of war were calling me, to coin a phrase. I got up, ran my greedy eye over the infinite depth and width for the last time and slid off the rock to the ground.

The descent proved more difficult than it had seemed from above, but that’s the way it always is. In some places the incline was so steep that I had to cling to a tree trunk for a while, calculate the distance and the moves, then reach the next tree down in several desperate leaps and clutch at it till blood nearly oozed from under the fingernails, to keep from rolling on. One acrobatic feat after another. Once I tried to stop my descent by grabbing at a rotten stump of a tree, and it broke in my hands. I plumped on my backside and slithered that way for several yards before my feet hit another trunk lower down. I came out of this with several highly unpleasant bruises and scratches on my bottom, but the rest of the anatomy was more or less unscathed.  That was lucky, for I could have hit a sharp stone and slashed open some vital organ. Lily, my honey, it would then be a useless me that returned to you – if ever I did. My life was nothing but a long series of “ifs” now.

After that I hit a scree, and things grew even tougher, because screes are really dangerous things. You learned this quick enough in mountain climbing. This one was an old and well-settled scree, overgrown with moss, scrub, and stunted, scraggly trees, but even here you could break a leg with perfect ease: your foot might slip into a crack between rocks, and if you chose to take a fall at that moment, your worries would be over.  If it wasn’t a fracture, it would be a dislocation, but the result would be much the same.  You might yell your head off, and no one would come except the funeral crew, my pal Nevermore in the lead. That’s exactly what he would say: Excuse me, brother, but that’s taiga law, and could I be so bold as to peck out you nice little right eye… Right… Now the left one… Oops! 

Thank God nothing terrible happened. The slope became gentler, and I began making good time as I hit a fairly well-beaten trail.  All the same, a couple of hours passed before I heard the noise of the river. It grew louder and louder, and when I reached the bank, it was more like the roaring of a hundred animal throats. The current slammed here against a high bank.  At one place a tall cliff towered over the river, and I lost no time in climbing it. I soon stood at the edge of the cliff some three hundred feet over the water surface. The view from this point was not as stunning as from the Helmet, but quite worth seeing.  Here the river made a taiga-fringed, coquettish loop, running white where it tumbled off a ledge or bashed its way among dark-gray rocks in the channel. From these an electrifying mist rose up which made me want to breathe deeply and maybe even hum some tune in a major key.

In places like these I can drop into a mystical trance for hours on end, but that would have to wait. Right now I had to make like a wily scout. There were several trees growing on the cliff, but their branches were too high to reach from the ground. I cut down a sapling of suitable length, dragged it to a wide-spreading pine-tree, leaned it against the lowest bough and climbed onto it. After that the climb was easy, and soon I was near the very top. I didn’t want to climb too high: for all I knew, the enemy might spot me. An accurate carbine shot, and I’d drop from the tree like an opossum, splashing my brains all over the rocks.

I took my time studying the view, but nothing caught my eye. The sun was inclining toward the horizon and would soon drop behind the ridge which I had scaled that day. The shadows were visibly lengthening, the river breathed colder and colder as evening approached, the mosquitoes were out in cosmic strength, and still I kept watch, shifting from foot to foot on the thin branch which had begun to cut into my feet despite the thick soles of my climbing boots.

If it hadn’t been for the raven, I’d hardly have spotted them. As I was preparing to climb down, Nevermore took off from a tree on the opposite bank about three quarters of a mile upstream. He circled a few times, then disappeared again – must have perched closer to the enemy camp, looking out for some leavings. He might catch a bullet for his pains, the old trooper. Kapkaz might get tired of his crowing and knock him off, just for kicks. Easy. Didn’t I know what their sense of humor was like. 

I stared that way until my eyes began to water. In the end I thought I could distinguish wisps of smoke rising above tree tops. The jerks had knocked about quite a lot in the taiga, and still they hadn’t learned to pick only dry branches for the fire. True, they could have put on green or rotten branches to drive away the mosquitoes, for which my separate thanks went to the mosquitoes. And the raven, of course. A  beauty among birds, my Nevermore.

I nimbly climbed off the tree and down to the foot of the cliff. There were heaps of boulders here, and in one place the cliff hung over the ground to form a nice little cave, which I was delighted to discover. Some animal had left its hairs on the cave walls, but I couldn’t care less. The dwelling was mine for the night, and I was ready to challenge any other claimant to a duel. The day’s strain had fagged me out completely, my hands and knees shook uncontrollably, and the thought of building a lean-to made me want to whimper. 

I barely had enough strength left to go and cut some browse for my bed and gather some dry branches for the fire, and I noticed that I was moving slower and slower, like a clockwork toy winding down. Sometimes I simply froze and waited for the deathlike weariness to pass. Still, I managed to get some water from the stream and to start a fire.  Tonight I could build a fire sky high, as the cliff rose like a wall between me and the river. Then I dropped down on my bed. I drank some thyme tea, nodding off between sips, but even in this near comatose state someone in my brain’s cellar kept repeating, I’ve done it, I’ve caught up with the slimy scum, and now we’ll see, yes, now we’ll see. I refused to bother my scrambled wits with thinking out exactly what we would see, content to push all that into the subconscious. Somehow I was sure my subconscious would come up with something smart, come morning.

I guess that night I came closer to somnambulism than at any other time in my life, for I have no distinct memory of rising from sleep to feed the fire, but by morning all my firewood was gone.
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Of course I was totally bushed, but it looked like I was beginning to thaw out, physically, leaving the recent trauma behind me. Anyway, towards morning my dreams were invaded by certain shapely forms.  At first they were a bit vague around the edges, just a semi-naked crowd in a round-dance, but then dear Lily floated into view, her perfectly formed bum looming white under stunted, abstract-looking bushes. Trouble was, we didn’t seem to be getting anywhere, which even in my dream I found surprising and downright incredible, for in real life things had been very, very different. Lily was a couple years my senior, in her second year at a teacher training college, and about ten years older in experience.  So we were doing very well indeed and better. It wasn’t for nothing that I had studied the Kinsey report at the Lenin Library in winter, although my precious Lily’s cute peasant mind had discovered most of the possibilities without help from any manuals. Or else she must have had a good mentor or mentors. Who could say? Not even King Solomon could.

We were madly in love and all that, my testicles turned blue at the mere memory of her, but generally Lily was a very practical young lady.  What she needed, she’d said more than once, was a man’s man, a good solid wall to protect her, and what was I, anyway? Just a hot-house plant, a rhymester living a well-sheltered life with Mom and Dad, and awfully wet behind the ears. Of course I was eager to prove to her I wasn’t like that at all, that I was a real daredevil and conquistador at heart. Well, now I’d found out what I really was, wallowing in this steaming taiga manure up to my neck. 

I could easily imagine what Lily was up to while I was mucking around here. The kid was afflicted with hot pants at the best of times.  I’d come back, and there she’d be, carrying on with another guy or two, and I’d have to bash their teeth in, and teach Lily a lesson, too, with a good stinging switch on her plump backside. That would be making like a savage, of course, but I was an absolute caveman in this sense -- jealousy made me run amok. I could hear her screaming and sobbing already. It would all end in the usual fashion, perhaps, diamonds in the sky and all that, even sweeter than usual, fury being such an aphrodisiac.  Sperm would hit a wall a yard and a half away. The red welts would be a distraction, of course, but she’d soon forget them.  

I could see it all so vividly – and all the time I knew that those were idle, silly early morning dreams, and nothing of the sort would ever happen. I’d just feel terribly hurt and furious, the agony would be bad for a while, I’d sulk a few days, then I’d just wipe the spit off my face and there it would end. It wouldn’t be the first time, either. Might even squeeze a bad, heart-rending poem from the experience.

I lolled about a while longer in morning languor, shaking slightly with the dawn cold and sifting through the details of the dream and all sorts of imaginings. However, churning under all that were chilly thoughts about what there was to be done that day. In the end I resolutely shifted, with a grinding of gears, out of the reverie into the crude surrounding reality and its pressing cares. Sweet Lily was really sweet, of course, sheer poetry “between the darling legs of his young spouse” and all that early Pushkin stuff, but first I’d have to get out of this muck.

The plan hatched as naturally as a chick: I would have to cross the frontline over to enemy territory and do some scouting. I did not have a detailed blueprint – die erste Kolonne marschiert, die zweite Kolonne marschiert.  It was simply time to steal up on the enemy and see what would come of it. I might muster enough fighting spirit to stick my rogatina in someone’s liver from behind a bush, after all. Or the kidneys. Or the spleen. If I had the guts. I might have an attack of drooling humanism instead. Who the devil invented humanism, Erasmus of Rotterdam? Silly nit.

I quickly revived the fire that had almost gone out, warmed up yesterday’s tea, breakfasted on the same old smoked fish, packed and walked to the river bank below the river bend. That way I escaped observation from the enemy camp, although I was quite sure that those lice were still sunk in drunken stupor and never climbed any trees for a look-see, anyway. Also the morning mist still blanketed the whole place, floating above the river in thick jagged strips.  I’d crept onto the warpath a bit early in the day, but that was what the laws of the genre dictated. You always attacked at dawn.

I took off all my clothes, packed them and all the rest of my stuff in my anorak and tied the pack to the rogatina’s crotch with the sleeves. I stood on the devilish cold pebbles for a while, screwing up courage. After all, this was the beginning of hostilities, and I had to psych myself up. Not much difficulty about that, though.  The moment I recalled some of the recent scenes, I was ready to sprint after those swine, catch up with them and sink my teeth in their stinking throats. Then, as ever, came doubts. Would I have the guts to do it in real life? Doubts were a nuisance, but I was learning to handle them.

Finally I stepped into the river, knee-deep, then deeper and deeper. The water’s eager embrace was like burning ice. I choked, then breathed out convulsively. My masculine appurtenances ached and nearly dropped off, but in a way I enjoyed the whole thing.   From a very early age Granddad had done his best to harden me up, and I learned to delight in swimming in freezing water, as every burning vein began to sing and tremble with the joy of being, making me feel as fine as a demigod on furlough. Really, it was hard to understand how death could find you one day if you could easily slip into this semi-divine state… Christ, what semi-divine rubbish was I thinking. I might get a bullet between my eyes right this moment, and would never get to understand anything about death or immortality. Least of all about life.

Holding the spear with the pack tied to it above water with one hand was rather hard.  The current was rolling like crazy.  A couple of times it swept me painfully against scratchy underwater rocks, but I didn’t have to swim all that long.  Beyond the bend, the countercurrent had deposited plenty of sand in a long spit by the opposite bank, and I swam directly for it.

After the dip, yesterday’s deadly fatigue and today’s limpness vanished completely.  My body was so light it could float up any moment like a carnival balloon, only that was the wrong time to savor the sensation.  With quick, tense glances at the near thicket, I hurriedly went through a brief limbering-up routine, rubbed my body so hard that the bruises began to ache anew, put on my clothes as fast as I could, took up my pack and weapons and dived into the undergrowth.

Here I began quartering the forest, moving away from the river.  I didn’t have to search long for the footprints. Easy enough to find – they were clearly visible in the wet soil of the low bank. The goons had some luck, there was an animal trail passing along the river, quite near it and pretty easy to follow. That was why they had outrun me by about one kilometer the day before. I glided slowly and noiselessly, knees bent, feet stepping carefully, and grew more and more cautious as I approached the place where I supposed they had their camp. Still, my heart was going thump-thump-thump like an engine in low gear.

From time to time I would go down on my knees trying to make out what was there in front, and in one of these moments a shot rang out somewhere quite close ahead. I fell flat on my face, nearly wetting myself, while my heart went pit-a-pat.  Of course my first idea was they were shooting at me – who else was there to shoot at – but how could they see me? Then I heard indistinct voices babbling somewhere ahead. Leaving the trail, I crawled on my belly into an impenetrable stand of young fir-trees where anyone might pass me by at arm’s length and notice nothing. The mosquitoes here were stinging something cruel, worse than in any nightmare, the last day of Pompeii, but I hung on, straining to hear something – anything.

No one seemed to be moving in my direction. I lay there about a quarter of an hour, then started crawling ahead through the fir-tree thicket.  The bear-spear was a damn nuisance, getting caught in dead branches and bushes, but I couldn’t throw it away, could I. The voices were now decidedly nearer, though still an indistinct mumbling. Then my heart nearly stopped as Kapkaz growled quite clearly, as if he were ten paces away:

“Stop shitting about, cut off his fucking wings, throw away the innards.  We’ll roast him later. Move, we got to start rolling.” Toothache muttered something inarticulate about his foot, and Kapkaz roared even louder: “Fuck your foot, sonuvabitch – move, I tell you!”

No friendship among thieves; I’d guessed as much before. Toothache was nothing but Kapkaz’s jackal or his food supply: if pressed by hunger, Kapkaz would slaughter Toothache for grub without a hiccup. Like I said, they were animals – even if not every animal would be prepared to feed on his companion.

The voices went bub-bub-bub awhile longer, then faded away. I waited a few minutes, steeling myself for the next move, then started crawling again toward their camp. The fire was still smoking, spreading the stench of urine. The riddle of the shot became immediately clear: capercaillie wings and entrails lay scattered by the fire. It looked like the capercaillie had either alighted on a tree, unsuspecting, or had spent the night here, feeding and sleeping, and Kapkaz knocked him down on waking. Birds were pretty tame and curious in these wilds, so there was nothing spectacular about a shot like that. Fools had all the luck.

Moving cautiously, ears and eyes straining for any sign of danger, I picked up both wings – wing-quills would come in handy for fletching arrows – and the empty cans. One of them still had plenty of beans in it.  I neatly scraped them out with a chip and chewed them. The raven crowed indignantly, but I paid no attention.  He’d gorge himself on capercaillie entrails, yet, while I’d had nothing but fish for quite some time, so the beans tasted as good as marmalade. I also picked up an empty vodka bottle.  Broken into pieces, it would be as good as a knife for tooling wood. Better.

Squatting there, I looked the place over very carefully. A wad of blood-stained cotton-wool, apparently dug out of Toothache’s jacket lining, was lying where the tent had been pitched. Walking in those heavy gumboots, the imbecile had obviously rubbed his foot sore. God was merciful, and he might well have injured his Achilles’ tendon. That would mean curtains for Toothache. In any case, they would have to move slower than usual now, though Kapkaz seemed to be in a big hurry already. He could be afraid I would lead a chase after them, or their food might soon give out, or he might be worried about the gold-diggers leaving their secret valley soon. All kinds of things were possible. Who the deuce knew what color poo sloshed about in his head.

OK. What next? I could easily follow their tracks, keeping out of sight. Frankly, though, I still felt shaken by that carbine shot, and having to stand that kind of tension all day would be too tough. Besides, Kapkaz could do that well-known animal trick – loop back on his trail and lie in ambush facing his own tracks. That would be the end of my chase: I’d either be shot or captured again. No, thanks all the same.

Besides, I didn’t need to follow on their heels. I could move along the other bank at roughly their speed and spy out where they camped by the smoke of their fire.  The raven, too, might help. There he was, perching in a pine-tree, crowing and waiting for me to make myself scarce, to give him a chance at the capercaillie innards. OK, get on with it, you carrion-lover. I have enough worries of my own.

I wandered back towards the river, largely content with myself.  Only the guy in the dark corner kept spewing acid: OK, you are going to spy on them, and then what? Follow them like a guard of honor? In that case it’s simpler to turn back and relax. Make like a quasi-Christian or Buddhist. Wash your pants clean and forget.

But the chap in the light corner answered with tense dignity: Shut up, uncle. Do you remember what Stalin, that genius of all times and peoples, said on the eve of their revolution? “We need three things,” he said. “First, weapons; second, weapons; and third, weapons.”  He was fairly dense, that genius of all times, but in practical matters you sometimes have to be dense, hammaering away at something until you ram it home.

Right now I had to focus on just this one point: weapons. I’d get myself better weapons, and then we’d see who was cock of the walk hereabouts.
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For the second time that day I swam across the river to “my” side, and then all day long I moved on a course parallel with the enemy at about the same speed as they did, as near as I could reckon.

As you steal through the taiga slowly and noiselessly, with frequent stops, you come across forest dwellers more often than otherwise. I flushed several hazel grouse and black grouse, each time trying to knock them down with my knobkerrie, with the same sad result as before. I now saw clearly how stupid it was to try to use a steppe weapon in the taiga, but still started violently whenever a bird rocketed from under my feet, and threw my stick without stopping to think, missing each time, then snarling in fury.  Getting madder and madder. It got to a point when I wouldn’t have been able to hit anything in an open field even, let alone in this goddamn thicket. A classic case of the jitters.

It wasn’t just the clumsy misses that were driving me crazy. The morning had been stressful enough, too: thinking I was being shot at had been no joke. On top of it all, an inner quarrel was still tearing me apart, the same old row between the dark corner and the light.

After my morning visit to the other bank it was clear that my former dreams of lunging with my spear at one of those bastards’ liver or neck were no empty daydreams. Creeping up on the enemy close enough for a sudden thrust from behind a bush or a tree trunk had proved a real possibility. After I’d disposed of heavily armed Kapkaz, I could make short work of his jackal, no question about that. If he put up a fight, I’d stick his own shiv up some handy orifice in his body. In my imagination, the sequence came to life in every vivid detail. I’d let Kapkaz pass me by, step from behind a tree, a lightning strike with the ax – and his skull would split in two, the brains scattering all over the landscape. I was sure that Toothache would drop to his knees at once; trash like that cracked as easy as slugs underfoot.

The picture was so vivid that it left me bathed in sweat. All the same, I knew damn well I’d be unable to do anything like that. Outrunning them, calculating where they’d be likely to pass, hiding myself by the trail, leaping out from the ambush, swinging the ax – all these were possible. Actually hitting, an impossibility. Especially not from behind. It wasn’t because I was such a noble knight – they hadn’t acted particularly nobly toward me, had they. I would simply be unable to do that, period. It wasn’t just the Thou-shalt-not-kill taboo hammered into my brain from early childhood; it was something deeper. I couldn’t kill just as I’d be unable to eat human flesh, even on pain of death perhaps. It was just not in my nature to kill, the way I saw it. But then, why these persistent images of killing from an ambush? Was it simply a kid nursing his hurt, standing in a corner and letting his imagination run riot? Would he soon wipe off the tears and nose and start playing and laughing again?

Questions, questions, so many questions. And one of them particularly inexorable: was all this guessing – would I, wouldn’t I, why wouldn’t I – just the icing on the rotten cake of cowardice? After all, there was always danger, however quick I might be. I really feared Kapkaz’s raw animal instincts – for a very good reason. I feared them, and that was it, so it was no use shyly closing my eyes to the fact. It had to be accepted as a variable in the equation, that’s all.

One thing was clear: driving myself into this affair against inner resistance would be unspeakably stupid. Better to wait for a wave of berserk-like elation. Like Lermontov said, it wasn’t a Russian brand of courage, rushing forward with closed eyes waving your saber. No good waving things around until you’re quite ripe.

After all, I had a few sharp instincts of my own. I could nearly always feel it in my bones when I’d lose a fight or have a nasty fall on a mountain. Except, of course, when I felt nothing at-bloody-all and still lost or fell. Now, though, all my instincts were snarling at me not to be a jerk, and to behave sensibly.

This inner argument might have led to a more intelligent conclusion, except something happened – something that made me drop to my knees for the second time that day and my heart nearly break in two. Lost in thought and absolutely unprepared for anything like that, I was making my way through a dense aspen growth when there was suddenly a sort of explosion ahead. Some animal – an extra large bear I thought, but it could be just the shock that made it seem big – crashed through the undergrowth, scampering away from me. The noises soon died down or rather broke off, as if the animal had frozen abruptly or leapt up on a tree branch. I froze in mid-step, too, and stood a long time like that, my body suddenly bathed in sweat reeking of animal fear. It was a treacherous smell, signaling to the predator – if it was a predator – that I was scared witless and thus easy prey, but what could I do about it?

Well, I couldn’t stand there frozen like that all day, fear or no fear. Clutching my spear convulsively in my right hand and my ax in the left, I slowly crept forward. I took just a few steps, though, when my heart again leaped into my gullet and I stopped dead in my tracks: lying across the trail was a hare with his head bitten clean off. I stood there a few moments, breathing heavily and looking anxiously around, as if the brute that had done that grisly deed might any second leap from behind the bushes and snip off my own head. I then took a couple of cautious steps, bent down and touched the hare. It was still warm – killed a few minutes ago. I was certain now it was a wolverine getting up to his tricks, as neither a lynx, still less a bear, would have abandoned their prey without a fight. More likely I myself would have some part of me bitten off, like this poor headless creature.

For a few minutes I stood there shifting from foot to foot and fearfully looking around. It was a bit nauseating – yuk – to pick up somebody else’s game that was little better than carrion. But I’d thoroughly learned my lesson: if you wish to pamper your squeamishness, stay at home and write imitation Silver Age poetry.  The taiga is no place for you.  Here, the main thing is survival.  Everything else comes a distant second. 

I sharpened a short stick at both ends, tied a string to its middle, pushed the sharp ends of the stick through the hare’s hind legs above the joint, hung the hare from a tree, and neatly skinned and gutted him. The raven and his pals would have another feast today, if he was keeping an eye on me as well as the enemy. NB: I myself might serve as his supper, if the wolverine decided to sort things out with me. So I’d have to take special precautions tonight, sleeping with my eyes fully open, and in the daytime I’d have to carry my spear with its sting pointing straight up.  If that brute jumped on my back off a tree – they had this curious habit – he would impale himself on the rogatina, and then it would be my luck against his, as per taiga law. 

Above all, to hell with all this meditation, this myriad mental torments. That was a luxury I just could not afford. The main thing now was to arm myself, like Uncle Joe had said. For this, some suitable material for a bow and arrows had to be found.

I’d loved archery ever since we were kids playing Indians, and was pretty good at it, thanks to my Granddad. A long, long time ago, in another life, he had taken part in an expedition through Mongolia. There he had learned the skill during their long boring wanderings.  He could knock an apple off a person’s head at twenty paces as good as any Wilhelm Tell. Never off my head, of course, although being in love with Schiller at the time, I begged him to do it. Granddad explained to me, quite reasonably, that if Granny spied us thus engaged, she would bite his own head off, and I too would be sorry to be alive. Granddad had also taught me to make decent bows. Not childish sticks with pieces of string attached but real weapons with considerable killing power. I smiled shyly recalling how my bosom would swell with pride when I had managed to bag a pigeon or a turtledove. I’d lure them by scattering some sunflower seeds or just their husks by my blind and shoot them nearly point-blank. That was my contribution to our modest fare; I was a provider just like a big ‘un, quite different from the other ninnies with their silly arrows made of reeds.

For about a couple of hours I walked with my head down, looking for material for a bow. After several unsuccessful tries I dug up just what was needed: an almost straight resinous larch root, not very thick and not too thin, not very long and not too short, exactly right for my height. The knowledge that larch root was best for a bow had also come from Granddad. He’d said that Siberian aborigines used nothing but larch root. I had to get me enough material for arrows, too. By late afternoon I had a decent bunch of straight birch-tree sticks about two and a half feet long.

I sensed the hour coming when the goons would get tired and stop for the night. It would then be time for me to climb a tree and try to search out their camp. By then, however, I had climbed down into one of those transverse gorges from which one couldn’t see much, tree or no tree. I marched on and on, for the next ascent proved to be very long and steep.  Murderous, in fact. I kept climbing and climbing and still the crest of the rise seemed as far away as ever. That was depressing, for the day had been humid and sultry, it was harder to breathe than usual, my forehead ached so badly it seemed to squeak with pain, and thunder kept rumbling over distant hilltops. That was the last thing I wanted, to be caught in a thunderstorm without a shelter and spend the night squatting miserably under a fir-tree. So when I had at last reached the crest, I said to hell with those Hominid lice, I had no time for climbing any trees now. I could always spy their lair out whenever I chose.

I found, fairly soon, two upturned trees, one having fallen on top of the other at an acute angle. I threw my pack under the top tree and started feverishly cutting stakes and peeling bark.  Thank God, the bark easily came off the dead trees in huge bands, and there was no shortage of suitable poles around. Taking an extra precaution, I thatched my shelter on both sides of the top tree – wind and rain might come from any direction.  I also piled more thick, heavy boughs on top of the thatch than usual, for I had a feeling that it was not going to be an ordinary rain or shower but something much more serious. I feared lest my lean-to should be blown away like the houses of the two lazy piglets, what were their silly names, Nif-Nif and Nouf-Nouf? I made a soft, thick bed of larch browse, laid in a week’s supply of dry firewood, and only then did I permitted myself to unwind.

I had very little water, just a half-liter bottle, but presently there’d be more water than I could use, I felt. I set my pots outside the shelter – they’d fill soon enough.

And that was exactly what happened.
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I had my supper while it was still more or less quiet, the calm only broken a few times by brief whirlwinds, coming each time from an unexpected direction, and by rare, large rain drops slapping against the thatch. Stretched out blissfully on the soft browse, I was beginning to drop off when the thunderstorm hit, a tempest worse than in Shakespeare. First it grew dark, as if the sun had been eclipsed.  The wind no longer whispered, it howled in a frenzy, making the trees toss and sway.  Thunder rumbled ever closer and louder, and soon a real downpour smashed into the forest, raising a roar like a waterfall. 

Delighted as a pup, I looked out through the narrow manhole – my window, door and chimney – which I had left next to the lower trunk that formed a wall of my shanty. Any kind of storm, especially a thunderstorm, so excited me I wanted to yell. It did not matter if I was outdoors being slashed by the rain or in a secure refuge, but a shelter made things much more enjoyable, of course. I remembered my cousin and myself getting in this kind of rumpus as we were returning home from a distant field late at night. The rain was like a vertical river, leaving not a single dry thread on us. Lightning flared without a break, and our bare feet kept slipping in the mud. I pulled off my soaking T-shirt and shorts and began waving them round and round, yelling the “Marseillaise” at the top of my lungs, but I couldn’t drown out the thunder, and anyway who could say what those crazy pranks expressed.

Even now I could recall the stinging pain of the heavy, cold spurts of rain lashing my naked body. And another thing I remembered: a young woman had been killed by lightning that night in our street.

But now I was lying in a dry, warm, if a bit smoky shelter, bellowing some ungrammatical half-sentences when a gale-force gust of wind hit the forest bringing down trees with a terrific crunch and thud, or when branching zigzags of lightning flared close, momentarily blinding me, and thunderbolts crashed deafeningly, setting off rumbling echoes like a celestial basso profundo blind drunk.  Tossed by the wind, tree branches cracked in the joints and sometimes snapped like bones on a rack.  A pine-tree nearby had its top knocked off, and the remaining boughs swayed in terror and supplication, reaching out to the sky like Vishnu’s many arms. Only there was no mercy in the sky, just blind and blinding fury.

I stroked the dry, rough ceiling of my shelter, the huge trunk with its bark peeled off.  It was very reassuring.  The trunk could probably withstand a direct artillery hit and would definitely protect me if an uprooted tree dropped on my refuge. There was, of course, no defense against lightning, but lightning hits tree tops.  Enough tall, wet trees stood around, the shelter lay lower than any of them, and the earth under it was dry – that was reassuring.

I thought maliciously of how my enemies might be faring. Hardly having the grit to climb this little ridge, they must have stopped down there in the valley, where the torrents of muddy water were now tumbling down the hill. I knew my tent: to be waterproof, it had to be stretched tight, without a wrinkle, as smooth as an egg.  Otherwise it leaked like a sieve. Those mugs didn’t know any of this and must now be floating like wet rats, with water pouring on them from above and seeping from below. If there was any justice in the world, a solid massive tree should crash on them squeezing their guts out, or lightning should fry them to a crisp. But I suspected that there was no higher justice in this lad’s universe, and I would have to see justice done all on my own. As soon as I had my bow and arrows. No succor from higher forces expected or asked for. 

On the whole, I was content with my shelter and even with myself. From time to time, though, a sort of anguish crept over me, very likely from over-excitement, especially when a pitiful groaning broke through the furious noise of rain and wind: it could be branches or whole trees rubbing against each other and screeching fit to break your heart. In weather like this, if you are alone, you are damn lonely, and that’s a fact.  Quite a thought in itself: alone, one is lonely.

I thought what a clod I was to have run away from home that was so full of sweetness and love. A sudden yearning for someone warm and soft by my side nearly made me howl. I remembered having read somewhere about a simple medical fact: the temperature of two human bodies against each other was higher than that of the separate bodies. Trouble was, of course, that bodies came outfitted with heads, and heads with brains, often chicken brains, and snake tongues.  Sure, I could imagine Lily lying here next to me, and what a lively scene it would be – only what was the use. Im-bloody-possible.  Sheer Surrealism.  Besides, there would be the soundtrack… OK, let her prattle, I knew I could stand it, I didn’t love her for her brains, did I.  Right now the soundtrack would seem like music of the spheres to me. And then, it didn’t have to be Lily. There must be an ideal female walking the earth somewhere. Someone who could be a good friend on a hike like this, and yet provided with all the female appurtenances.  What a hope…

I did not then suspect, of course, that those daydreams and childish musings were the portents of the boring drama of a whole life. Luckily the drama would regularly slide into comedy, which made it bearable if not exquisitely pleasant. Right then I had no inkling of any of that, nor did I have any forebodings.  The impossible seemed probable, and thank God for that.

Intermittent rain kept pouring all of the next day. It grew colder, the sky hung low, in real autumnal fashion, and thunderclouds of a perfectly terrifying aspect kept drifting fast above. At times the white belly of a cloud, or banks of thick fog, scraped across the ridge. I was sure my quarry would not shift from camp, just getting wetter and wetter in the leaky tent. Russian does not have a precise equivalent for “quarry,” so I mentally used the French la proie, “prey.” Imperceptibly I had gone through a victim-turned-hunter change in my own eyes. The goons were now my quarry, ma proie. Hell’s predators they might be, but I felt it in my bones they would not escape me. If chasing animals made me a bit predator-like too, so be it. I’d get my quarry, or the taiga would get me.

I stayed in the shelter without budging all day long, working on my bow and arrows. I smashed the bottle into sharp-edged fragments and spent hour after hour lovingly whittling at the larch root with a splinter of glass, trimming what is known as the bow’s upper and lower limbs. The grip and the arrow rest also took a lot of time and effort. I had made dozens of bows, but this was the most powerful one of them all.  Not exactly the English longbow, but Robin Hood might be proud to own it all the same. When I fixed the string, you could see that the bow had been built by the book: the distance between the grip and the string was exactly the width of the fist with fully extended thumb, or the archer’s fistmele. To keep out moisture, I should have covered the bow with glued-on birch-bark, like the locals – Granddad still called them  “natives” – did, but there’d be time enough for that. A bow wasn’t built in a single day. I tried to pull the string up to my ear, but could only manage it at a second or third try, by yanking at it with all my strength. Never mind, I’d get used to it, and build more muscle. After all, I was still pretty weak from all I’d been through. I drew my hand caressingly over the bow, took the string off, neatly folded it and put it in my pocket.

I had a snack and then got on with my handiwork, humming mournful melodies. The rest of the day was spent whittling away at the arrows, fletching them, making arrowheads out of tinplate provided by the empty cans, and honing them on sandstone. My back and neck felt dead, my hands and arms ached with the strain, but by nightfall I had nearly a dozen well-balanced, well-calibrated arrows. Now all I had to do was practice, get the feel of the bow, fiddle with it some more, if need be. I’d then be ready to go hunting, both ordinary game and the biped animals. Just let them show their mugs on the bank; I would shoot them down from my side of the river in near safety.

Would shoot, could shoot… We’d see what we’d see. I still didn’t know whether I’d be able to bring myself to shoot at a human being – or, putting it more accurately, at an anthropoid – even if it was at some distance, not point-blank. I still had doubts about that. But the moment I remembered Toothache’s dirty, ugly prick spurting urine at my face, all doubts evaporated, and I was ready to cross the river this minute, steal toward their fire at night and shoot my three-foot long arrows in their brutish, bloody mugs…

I gritted my teeth, and that was not good. Teeth are not for gritting, they’re for chewing food.  I felt I was shaking.  That was hysterics, and that was not good either. Nerves of steel, that was the ticket. Only where was I to get them?

When right down in the dumps, I tend to climb on the conductor’s platform, grab a baton and start conducting, or rather waving my hands about, just for show. Mozart, Handel, sometimes Mendelssohn. Sometimes. When in the mood, I could play good jazz for hours on end, too. Now, though, the moment I took up the baton, Shostakovich rumbled out. The Seventh, naturally. Each passage more terrible than the last. Then there was some other piece, can’t remember which.

As ever, music worked its magic, and I gradually calmed down. Lulled myself to sleep, you might say.
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The morning after the rainy day was heavenly, quiet and sunny.  The skies were bottomless and blue, with rare shy little clouds, leftovers from yesterday. Probably the only thing that reminded you of the recent celestial mayhem was moisture that saturated the moss and the soil and covered every single leaf and conifer needle.  You couldn’t take a few steps from the lean-to without a veritable shower drenching you to the skin. The slightest wind made a rushing noise as a million dislodged drops cascaded to the ground. Dense, almost visible vapor rose from the earth, filling the air with the stupefying scent of the sap of roots, grass and flowers, of rotting wood, pine needles, and of soil itself. All this made me feel as on the first day of vacation. 

The sun, washed clean and glittering like a polished coin, had just climbed out from behind the hills.  It was beginning to drive the gloom and cold from the taiga vault where I was locked in. I wished I could loll about a bit more, but the dragon of duty had already raised its head, and I set about preparing breakfast. One of the pots had stood outside all of the previous day and night and was now full of rain water.

I bent over the pot to take a look at my reflection. Hmm. Pathetic, said Eeyore. That’s what it is. Pathetic. Two black eyes took up half the face, blossoming in rich browns and pus-yellows.  The rest consisted of bruises of smaller caliber and a rich collection of cuts and tears. My left ear was a typical cauliflower, like a middle-aged boxer’s. My mouth looked particularly interesting. My lips, naturally full, which Lily – and, to be honest, not only Lily – loved to kiss, were now swollen in a distinctly African fashion, only unevenly so, in lumps slashed by bleeding cuts.

I felt rage flooding me again and my hands beginning to shake, but that was silly. I must simply write it down in my little black book, which was getting pretty full.  When the time came, I must not forget to work hard on their cretinous mugs with my knobkerrie, for them to feel a taste of their own medicine. That, too, would be futile, though. They’d feel it like animals feel things, not a jot more. Rub them out like lice, and that’s all the edification they need.

Tea made with rain water and thyme tasted quite curious, but I thought, Why not? Taiga exotics. The brew was wet, and that was good enough for me.

I had some more smoked fish for breakfast. I had to finish it, or it might spoil. A touch of salt would be nice, but I did not know how to find salt in the taiga. Animals did, though, so I might still learn. I decided to stew the wolverine’s hare with mushrooms and fern roots. This would last me two or three days, and then I’d get something. I now felt sure I would.
Cooking breakfast took me about an hour and a half, then I hurried to spy out the enemy’s camp. I put the pot with the hare meat on the coals for it to stew some more, undressed to my swimming trunks not to get my clothes wet unnecessarily, climbed my favorite tree, the Siberian cedar – which is actually a sort of pine – all the way to the top, and looked for signs of life on the other bank.

This time I didn’t need any help from the raven.  A column of dark smoke was rising precisely where I’d thought it would be, in the ravine downstream. My desperate spurt the day before yesterday had put me quite a long way in the lead. The scum must be wet and cold to the bone, so they had made a huge smoky fire and would now spend a long time warming themselves and drying their stuff.  Then they’d need about an hour to climb the ridge. I had a couple of hours’ start on them. Maybe more. 

Climbing up and down the tree, I got wet from head to foot.  It felt as if I’d  taken a cold shower, so I worked out a bit to warm up. The black and blue bruises were still there on my body, they had even spread a bit, with brown and yellow hues added, but the pain from the beatings wasn’t as bad as before. I remembered, apropos of nothing, that Yogis saw pain as a useful thing and even slept on nails, to get accustomed to it. I was a super-Yogi in this sense. I ached all over, especially the ribs, where the pain was as bad as ever. But that was OK, it would only make me madder.  I was philosophizing too much on whether I must or mustn’t skewer the goons with my spear. Making out like a prissy Hamlet. Sincerely yours, Hamlet S. Roy, Esq. Time to squeeze this mushy stuff out of my system. From now on, that’s my motto: Keep the taiga tidy – slaughter the vermin.

I couldn’t wait to test my beautiful new bow. Just as yesterday, it took me some time and effort to fix the string. Like Penelope’s silly suitors, I thought. I pinched the string – the bow rang like a lyre. I found a small clearing and started practicing. The first arrow, a blunt one without an arrowhead, broke in half when I shot it at a tree trunk some twenty paces away. The bow was pretty powerful indeed. Quite a decent weapon. It was good that Granddad had taught me the Mediterranean three-fingered loose; I’d never get anywhere with the thumb-and-finger grip. Grandfather himself shot Mongolian-style, pulling at the string with a ring made by thumb and index finger, but for that you had to have Grandfather’s thumb and fingers.

It was a pity to waste my arrows.  The arrowhead made of tinplate would not stand a single shot at a tree. So I found a freshly fallen larch with a great deal of soil clinging to its roots and started shooting at that mass of earth. The arrows hit in a tight pattern, with nearly half the shaft disappearing in the close-packed earth. Despite precautions, a couple of arrows were ruined as they hit a root, but I was so worked up, I could not stop, especially when I drew a circle in the soil the size of a human face.  Drawing the bow, I saw the mugs of my tormentors in that circle, and rammed arrow after arrow into the muddy mess with a particularly satisfying smacking sound. Left eye. Right eye. And one for your stinking, rotten mouth, you ape’s dung.

I noticed that I was making beastly faces as I shot, and quickly put my kisser  in order.  Beastly faces were unseemly. I wasn’t a cinematic bad guy but a hero with a noble profile, like Hawk-eye’s. Ought to wear a suitable expression. 

About half an hour later I just had to stop: the string had given me a painful bruise where it hit the inside of my left forearm. I’d have to wrap a strip of birch-bark round the forearm, and think of some protection for the fingers, too, or I’d soon have them skinned.

Slowly cooling off after the excitement of shooting, I threw the bow and arrows in the shelter and again climbed the cedar. No column of smoke rising where I’d seen one before, but now I could see the raven circling over the spot. “Hail to thee, blithe spirit! Bird thou never wert…” I mumbled.  The line wasn’t about ravens, but let it pass. As I looked on, a companion of his came winging from a distance.  Must be the first one’s spouse. They banked, slowly going down, then disappeared among the trees, presumably to pick at some leftovers.

I had to start rolling, but was tempted to stay where I was for a few minutes longer. Trudging through the taiga, I rarely could see beyond a circle of several yards, while from here the view was spirit-lifting indeed. The whole of the taiga stretched before my eyes, reaching the line where the earth began to curve and drop beyond the horizon. The sky was clear and friendly after the thunderstorm.  Even the river, usually somewhat leaden to the eye, today looked light and jolly. It was hard to believe that under the canopy of those picturesque trees there moved humans with souls typhus lice would be ashamed of. I wished I could put all that out of my mind, but might as well wish for the moon.

Back on earth, I peeled several long strips of birch-bark off a tree, took the string off and carefully wrapped the strips round the bow. Moving under trees that kept shedding a myriad drops was like walking in rain, and I wanted to protect my new bow and especially the string.  If the string got wet, the bow would only be good for picking your nose with. There’d be time enough for shooting – in dry weather.

The moment I hit the trail, I was drenched, not so much by the drops shooting off the trees as by moisture accumulated on the undergrowth.  Whenever I so much as brushed against a bush or young fir-tree, I brought a jugful of water down on myself. There was one good thing about it: the birds’ feathers had got thoroughly wet, too, they were unwilling to take wing and only flew up when you nearly stepped on them. So I at last managed to bring down a hazel grouse with my knobkerrie, and mid-flight at that. This nearly made me jump with excitement and glee. After all, that was the first game I bagged in the taiga.  In fact, the first hazel grouse I had ever bagged: no hazel grouse in the south. I stood there a few minutes, looking at the small body lying in my hand – smoky-brownish with white specks, lengthwise marks on its breast and dappled transverse ones on its craw. A beauty.

Almost immediately after that I flushed a black hen.  Dragging her wing and generally acting as if she were horribly wounded, the hen did her best to lure me away from her brood.  I threw my stick more to scare than to hit the hen, and she flew away hale and hearty. A driveling humanist – but I seem to have said that before.

That day I also flushed a woodcock, an old acquaintance of mine.  Back home I shot plenty of them in spring and autumn, as they passed through the Caucasus, migrating. I was terribly glad to see it, but didn’t even think of using my mutovka.  That devil had a habit of taking instant cover behind a tree trunk, so that as often as not you’d empty your whole cartridge-belt and not touch a feather.  No chance at all, hitting it with a throwing stick. Nice seeing it all the same, though.

I was pleasantly distracted and cheered by these encounters and memories, but then something happened that brought me back with a jolt into the harsh, unpalatable reality where there was no joy in hunting, hiking, or anything else. 

I was sitting on a fallen tree in a small clearing, rapturously chewing on a piece of tender hare meat, when I suddenly saw some rounded dirty-white object half-covered by moss at the foot of a tree. I went up to it, pushed at it with my rogatina, and gave a start as a human skull grinned toothlessly at me. Not far from it, there was a second one, and scattered all over the little clearing were other human bones and rotten rags that had once been clothes.

I stood there awhile, pensively looking at the remains, then went over the wet moss inch by inch, fingering it slowly and patiently. My finds were meager: a pot rusted through and through; a can, also completely rusted, with steel and flint rattling in it, and some dust – formerly, tinder; several buttons; a rusty metal rod with a rotten wooden handle easily recognizable as a thug’s pika, a home-made stiletto honed to the sharpness of an awl. Then I had a bit of incredible luck: slightly apart from the other finds, my hand pulled out of the moss a knife, practically intact, with an acrylic plastic handle.  The blade must have been made of good steel -- barely touched by rust.

Judging by their mob-type weapons, these must have been convicts escaping from some labor camp beyond the Watershed Ridge. They had run as long as they could, and then just snuffed it from hunger. Or they could have met a particularly angry or hungry bear, who knows. They could even have been knocked out by common-or-garden encephalitis – but then, why both of them at once and in one spot?

I stood there awhile, fingering my pitiful but so precious finds: the knife, the pika, the steel and flint. Any good Christian would give these hoods’ remains a decent burial, only I wasn’t a Christian, and I hated like poison all thugs, dead or alive. So I turned on my heel and went my way.

But I didn’t get too far. I returned, angrily dug a small grave with my ax and knife, threw the bones in it, and covered them with earth. Criminals or not, they had little use for any kind of ritual.

If anyone needed this, it was me.
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For two more days I plodded on, keeping parallel with the enemy, and on the third day I lost them. But all in good time.

The terrain began to change noticeably, ascents becoming longer and descents, shorter and steeper. The Watershed Ridge loomed quite close already, a stone’s throw away, it seemed, only I knew I had a long, long way to go yet. Distances in the hills are quite different from the plains, and you misjudge them all the time. The taiga thinned out a bit.  Down by the river it was still the same old wall-like thicket, but on the ridges there were more stony patches with rare trees only. These were good for bivouacking in the lee of convenient rock ledges.

I was now doing better at hunting, too. I practiced archery quite a lot, mostly shooting at rotten trees, to save my precious arrows from breaking. The weapon quickly became a part of me, as if I had hunted with it all my life. Early in the morning of the second day I had a bit of tremendous luck, shooting a capercaillie by the riverside. I had never hunted capercaillie before, I’d only read about this trick of creeping upon them as they gathered by the river to swallow small pebbles they need for shredding conifer needles and things in their muscle-bound stomachs.  I trembled all over as I saw one of these huge, pre-historic-seeming creatures a dozen steps away.  For some reason these incredibly shy birds become a bit stupid as they peck at the pebbles, and they let you come quite close. The arrow went right through the monster, but still I chased him around quite a bit all over the bank in a state of near hysteria, before I had the bright idea to stop and finish him off with a second arrow. 

I dragged my priceless prey into the bushes, and kept shaking a long while there. I would have cut a fine figure running around like a headless chicken if the goons had appeared on the other bank. Most likely they were still snoring at this early hour, but who the devil knew what might come about and what might not. I ought to be more careful, damn it. More prudent. Ready for anything at any moment. I remembered the favorite proverb of a game-keeper with whom I’d once hunted: a monk carried a prick inside his pants – just in case.

Capercaillie meat proved tough and stringy, and left you picking your teeth all day.  These were mere trifles, though, as my appetite was getting completely out of hand: mountains are mountains. It felt as if I could have eaten that giant at a sitting, like a taiga Gargantua or Pantagruel. I could never remember which of them was the greater glutton.

That night I saw, for the first time on this trip, a moon that was not hidden either by clouds or a solid canopy of forest. Huge and shaggy, it kept climbing higher and higher over the ridges but seemed to grow smaller as it did so, though its light grew ever brighter.  The taiga became eerily quiet in its slightly artificial light. Crouching under a rocky overhang, warmed by the fire, I couldn’t take my eyes off it, and for some reason it was at that moment that a terrible wave of homesickness swamped me, the first since I’d left home. I don’t know what brought it on, the full moon or the full stomach.  The moon, more likely.  It was the same old moon as in the steppe and the mountains back home, and it had the same power to trouble one’s soul.

I was sitting there by the fire, eyes raised to the great shiny disk, and suddenly it dawned on me, no, the idea pierced me right through to my liver that my childish heroics, this running away into the taiga, did not concern myself only but other people as well. Should I vanish without trace somewhere under a bush in this back-of-beyond, like those two wretches whose bones I had only recently covered with earth, the event would touch not only me – actually, it wouldn’t touch me at all, because nothing could touch me any more – the people whose hair would indeed turn gray would be my mother and father, and grief would burn their souls to the end of their days like brimstone.

As I reached this point, I cringed with shame for my witlessness and egoism, and also with helplessness, for what could I do? Fate and my own idiocy had kept pushing me until they had brought me into this hideout under a rock on a desolate mountain ridge, and tomorrow would bring more of the same. For I couldn’t jump out of my skin and do something that someone else, like me yet not-me, would do. That was my way of asserting myself, but it wasn’t anything to be proud of.  What pride could there be in wounding so badly people who were dearest to me, for whom I thought I’d go through fire and water – and now it turned out that it was they who’d be going through fire and water, while I was being just a thrice bloody ass.

All this was too much, too unbearable for my immature mind saturated with literature. They were good books, yet merely books, whereas here I was up against raw life, and it gave me so much pain that I could start howling at the moon. I’d certainly have done so, if it had been any use.

To escape the agony, I began fixing the dead convict’s pika to my bear spear. First I cleaned and honed the metal spike to its original sharpness and glitter, then chiseled a groove in the business end of the rogatina, slid the metal rod in it and tied it there securely with strands of the same old rope that my hands used to be bound with. I tested the new spearhead, doing my best to shake it loose, but it was rock solid.

The rogatina now looked slightly more like the real thing, and I felt a bit surer for that.  If I should meet a bear at close quarters, we’d see what kind of a rogatchik I’d make – that seemed to be the name for hunters who used to go up against a bear with nothing but a rogatina and a knife stuck in the top of their high boot. Czar Alexy Mikhailovich was said to enjoy the sport, once upon a time. Father, himself a superior hunter, once told me the story that sounded better than any fairy tale to me.

It was obviously no use avoiding all thought of Father and Mother that night. Out of the dark came their faces ravaged with grief – Father’s looking ashen and Mother’s drenched in quiet, unending tears. I groaned and hit myself on the jaw with my fist. My head began to spin, but there was no relief. It was clear as day that, if I was a good son, the first thing I must do in the morning would be to build a little raft, paddle downriver, and reach some inhabited area. I didn’t even need to go to the police.  To hell with those two animals, they’d croak here in the taiga anyway – from hunger, illness, or exposure, a bear might rip them apart, a falling tree might squash them.  If not any of these, then men would get them.  They’d done so much evil that it had to catch up with them some time.  I should wash my hands of this whole affair. I had neither money nor papers, so what? I could always fish for pity, I could say I’d fallen behind my hiking companions or a team of prospectors and thus lost my way in the taiga.  These things happened all the time.  It must be a regular occurrence hereabouts, a sob story heard every year, in fact.

Actually, I needn’t explain anything to anyone, just hitchhike my way from the village to the railroad and from then on, travel by hopping freight cars. I’d have to roll across nearly the whole of the country, some ten time zones, but what of it. Wouldn’t be the first time I traveled that way.  After a few weeks rock-climbing, a bunch of us had always gone downhill to the Black Sea and spent every kopeck we had, so we were regularly obliged to return home riding on brake platforms. I wasn’t afraid of hunger, either. Two years before I had put myself through an Indian initiation rite, going up into the mountains for a couple of weeks in absolute solitude, suffering from hunger, cold, and pain. And I had pulled through, on about a barrel of water from the streams up there. Only one queer thing happened to me there: I started talking aloud, out of sheer loneliness. Not much chance of being lonely on a railroad, though. Two weeks must be enough to get back home, unless I was caught by the police. So what if I was – police must also be human, now and then. Although right then I tended to view any biped as a very low, dangerous animal indeed.

I made those plans and painted those mental pictures, and all the time I knew, somewhere in an out-of-the-way corner of my mind, as certainly as I could know anything, that I would not do any of this, just as I would not be able to, say, climb to the top of a cedar tree and throw myself down, arms spread out. 

I had a huge fear of death, a sweating, diarrhea-prone fear – that must have been just my youth, a lot has changed since those times – but the fear of admitting I could be that sort of coward was apparently stronger. If I ran away from the taiga for the best of motives – pity for Mom and Dad, things like that – without completing what had to be done, I’d never be able to wash out that stain on my face invisible to anyone except myself. If I told all this to my Granddad, he would come up with some aphorism about discretion being the best part of valor or some such, but I knew how he himself would have acted. We’d been to the steam-bath together, and I once counted twenty-two scars on his aged but still strong, lean body. Those ornaments did not come from living prudently, I’d bet.

From Granddad, memory shifted to other relatives.  Very few of them I’d seen alive – I mostly knew about them from what others told me, from photographs and Granny’s portraits.  There were so many of them, whole albums, and theirs were different, beautiful faces.  Many were in an invisible black box, even more had disappeared in the labor camps, so no one knew whether they were alive or dead.  They could hardly have survived.  Toothache and his ilk would tear people with such faces like wolves rip up the flesh of red deer.  I felt a naked nerve start twitching.  All right, the scum would pay for them, too.

And right next to all this, there was the soul-dissolving pity for Mother and Father, and no way to lock the feeling safely away. Just to stifle its voice I made a fiery promise to someone up there that from that moment on I would be as watchful as a snake, as a whole nest of snakes. I said it, and I believed it, ignoring as best I could a voice at the back of my mind chuckling maliciously: You think you and your promises amount to much?

Here, you are either lucky or you aren’t, and that’s all there is to taiga law.
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On the third day I came up against a tributary, a real mountain torrent leaping between steep banks. I’d had some experience of mountain rivers, so I thought I could wade across this one. Risky, though. I could be knocked down and dragged along by the current, my arm or leg might be caught between rocks and crack, my head might be whacked against a boulder.  Any of these things and more might happen. No, better move upstream in search of shallows. There had to be something like that up there, for a powerful growl was coming from the hillside above, which sometimes drowned out the clamor of the stream nearby. A well-trodden trail ran along the bank. Many others, not just me, must have hit this obstacle and tried to go round it. Animals were cautious people. Like me.

I wandered along the trail, humming something self-made and silly to myself. I felt more in my element among these steep hills, like a native in these parts. This helped me relax and forget yesterday’s anguish. No time for anguish as you climb a mountain; barely time enough to breathe.

It turned out that the growl was coming not from shoals but from a whole waterfall, miniature and homey but very beautiful all the same, with a pocket rainbow above it. The water in the deep pool under the waterfall shimmered emerald in the sun, though I’m not a big expert on emeralds.  Had hardly seen any, in fact, but the word somehow seemed suitable. I stood there leaning on my spear and smiling blissfully. After the gloom of the taiga the place seemed amazing – scenic and soothing. I wished I had an easel or just a camera, to capture the scene and treasure it.

When one sees a miracle like this, human outrages seem particularly indecent, and for the thousandth time I wondered why all humans could not have kind and graceful souls. I wondered where animals like those two goons came from – and there were countless scum like them despoiling the scenery… I gave a shudder, as if smelling a piece of carrion nearby. All right, it was their choice – being human beings and brutes.  God, though He did not exist, chose me as an instrument for punishing them, and so be it.

As these thoughts drifted through my head, my eyes kept searching the large pool below the waterfall, in which water seemed to be either still or going round and round very slowly, it was hard to say which. My heart suddenly gave a wild leap and danced crazily, my knees shook, and blood hammered at my temples: nearly between my feet the dark backs of two huge fish stood immovably among large boulders.  Mamma mia, if these weren’t taimen! This must be their feeding place, where they lay in wait for stunned fish and other creatures dropping with the stream from the upper ledge.

Slowly, not faster than the minute hand of a clock, I moved back behind some bushes, threw off all my stuff except for the knobkerrie stuck in my belt and the rogatina in my hand, and crept back to the pool even slower than before. There I froze. The taimen still lay, nearly motionless, in the shallows, the water not even covering their dorsal fins. At the same slow-motion tempo I raised the spear with both hands, not too high, then plunged it viciously, with all my strength, in the back of the taimen closest to me, in the vulnerable spot right behind the head, and threw the weight of my whole body behind the shaft.

I have only a very vague memory of what happened after.  It all comes in separate frames and quite likely in the wrong sequence. There came a mad splashing, a mighty wrench, the rogatina nearly got torn from my hands but I had already jumped knee-deep in the water, pushing the taimen against the bottom as hard as I could. He thrashed so violently that I swayed like a reed in the wind, still bending low, I managed to grab with my left hand the tip of the spear that had gone right through his body. The taimen hit my legs and anything he could reach with his tail, quite painfully, and still I dragged him ashore and stunned him with my cudgel, clobbering him on the head once and twice and three times. Awfully afraid I might still lose him, I pulled him further away from the pool – and there the fight ended. 

I sat down on a rock to get my breath back. I was bathed in sweat, my hands were shaking like an alcoholic’s, my heart was still running in top gear, the ribs went in and out like bellows, very painfully, but who cared? I just couldn’t take my eyes off the taimen.  That predator was one of God’s more outstanding masterpieces, a real beauty – a powerful body, reddish fins, rows of ornamental spots along the sides, only words are no use, they’re mere gray ashes next to the wonder-fish himself. He was more than three feet long, closer to four, and weighed about twenty pounds, I’d swear. If it were more, he’d never have let himself be caught; he’d have knocked me off my feet like a small kid.

I had never caught anything like it in my whole life, and there was no one there to nudge in the ribs – see what a Great Fisherman I am! Because of this, half my joy seeped into the sand, as it were. I wished to hell that Lily could be with me. Actually anything female might do, for I suddenly felt a terrible excitement down there. This was a bit of a shock, but for some reason it reminded me of a saying of Granddad’s: there’s times when a mare’s as good as une chansonnière.

When I calmed down a bit, I gutted the taimen, leaving the entrails in a neat pile for the raven to feast on. I was in fact sucking up to him, hoping that he would go on faithfully serving me, helping me chase my quarry. I still had no salt, so I decided to smoke the fish. It was good I had a knife now, otherwise I’d have wasted hours, working on him with a wooden splinter. Finally I pulled my multipurpose rope through the taimen’s gills and wandered on along the stream, full of triumph to the brim, but also troubled by all sorts of not too cheery thoughts.

Dear God, I thought, how I wish I could roam these wonderful mountains fighting my own fatigue, hunger, taimen, bears even, instead of being driven by a black volcano inside that made me chase those semi-humans.  And it wasn’t yet clear what I’d dare do when I caught up with them. Thinking about that was then a separate circle of hell to me.

My thoughts simply stuck in a groove at this point. Would I become a criminal if I killed them in the end? Not in my own eyes, that was for sure. Look at it this way: the moment they committed murder – and I knew of only one murder for certain, they might have an unknown number of killings on their conscience (God, what a word to use about them) – as soon as they committed murder, they thereby committed suicide, striking themselves off the roster of those who could justifiably be called human beings.  So rubbing them out like cockroaches was merely doing them a service, taking their suicide to the actual end. They said themselves that the taiga was their law.  A clear invitation to deal with them according to their own code: two eyes for an eye. 

Another avenue of thought was also possible. I was fighting a little civil war here, and where there was war, there was shooting and even killing, and if I had to be tormented by pangs of conscience later, so be it, I’d be tormented by them, that was my lot. What was it Talleyrand said: Pangs of conscience are for those who have conscience. Something like that. I hurt, so I have a conscience. That means I’m no scum.  Besides, I was putting my own skin on the line. “You’d think folks could say thank you,” I muttered aloud, and bit my tongue.  Too often I’d caught myself talking aloud recently.  Could I be quietly going bonkers in this splendid isolation?  Like Tom Ayrton in L’Île mystérieuse.  The idea was so silly it could be true.

The spur through which the stream cascaded turned out to be fairly steep, and I got worn to a frazzle climbing it.  Then I had to walk for another half-mile or more before hitting a spot where the torrent widened out and was shallow enough to cross by leaping from boulder to boulder. The descent was – as descents usually are – harder than the climb up, so that my knees began to ache with the strain, and my feet kept slipping on the moss-covered rocks. I was terribly afraid I might stumble and take a spill, so I walked slower and slower, leaning heavily on my rogatina. The big river came in sight only toward evening, when the clouds, scorched by the pale-crimson sun, broke out in fantastic colors not to be seen around any picture gallery.

Too much to be done to stand there enjoying the scenery, though. I had to make camp fast and smoke the catch.  I looked around for a big uprooted tree or some overhanging rocks, but couldn’t see any.  Typical S. Roy kind of luck.  It didn’t look like rain, though, so I decided to improvise a shelter, piling up lots of dead wood, brought there by the stream, over a cleft between two boulders. That would have to do for the night.

Having built my smoking range, I hacked the taimen’s head in half and boiled it in two pots, adding wild garlic and mushrooms. This gave me plenty of fish soup, or Russian ookha, of incredible richness. While the ookha was coming to the boil, I whittled a semblance of a spoon out of a bit of fir wood, very primitive but functional and capacious. For the first time in what seemed like an etermity I had some real ookha. I slurped it with gusto, peasant-style, wheezing and groaning. Granny would have certainly sent me to stand in the corner for such unspeakable table manners. Germans have a fine verb for this kind of sound, schlürfen, very suitable. I guess my Schlürfen could be heard on the other side of the river, but I didn’t give a damn. I was in no mood to bother with silly precautions while feasting.

That night, the moon was again simply magnificent, but it didn’t have the same depressing effect on me as before.  Rather, it soothed me. I must have been tired right out of my senses, or I might be so full up that no emotion could touch me.  Then again, the Watchman must have quietly put up some barriers to keep out those destructive emotional storms – for who could stand that sort of torment every night?  Anyway, I only peered sleepily at the old disturber of the peace and was no more perturbed by it than the taimen in the smoking range.

It was all very well, only I’d forgotten the Russian jingle – u Boga vsego mnogo.  Very loosely translated, it means: God’s bag of tricks is bottomless. Around midnight, as I was dropping off, a screech-owl let loose with its cry and, like some superstitious peasant, I felt cold shivers run down my spine. Peasants do not like screech-owls, they fear and hate them, for a screech-owl is a sure harbinger of death. When a screech-owl starts screeching, you may as well give up.

During the war one such owl chose a poplar in front of our neighbor’s home for its nocturnal perch. The woman came to Granddad weeping and begging him to kill the damn bird. Granddad gently chided the neighbor for being so silly, but still agreed to waste a precious cartridge. We went out at night, I looked out the villain up there on a bough, Grandfather shouldered his shotgun, the ancient piece made a sound like a howitzer, and the screech-owl dropped to the ground, what was left of it.

Only it was no use at all. The woman soon received the dreaded letter from the military, the pokhoronka or “burial paper” about her son, and she wailed for three days and three nights.  She’d wail, fall silent – while we listened for the sound to resume – and after a while she’d start keening again. Since then, I hadn’t been able to hear the screeching without a black cold toad turning in my belly.

Why don’t you shut up, you fluffy nitwit. What am I, a samurai, to be thinking of death every minute of my life…
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That day must have fagged me out worse than any other. In the morning, my whole body felt wooden.  The fatigue was not unlike what you feel at a decent height in the hills after a few days’ climbing. I remembered the way we would play the fool in our tents as we woke up on a climb, doing “Yoga” gymnastics, like twitching your rectum forty times standing on all fours, forehead to forehead with a pal.  Or making up dirty limericks about each other as we lolled in our sleeping bags. At one time I had this iron rule: Never open your eyes in the morning until you’ve made up a limerick, the dirtier the merrier. Right now I couldn’t compose anything even if they tied me to the muzzle of a cannon, like a Sepoy in a picture in the eight-volume History by Lavisse et Rambaud, and promised not to shoot if I produced something jovial. All right, you bastards, I’ll make you pay for this, too.

With tears in my eyes, I worked out for about forty minutes, and not in any Yoga fashion, either. The stiffness passed, the exhaustion didn’t, the pain increased, but there was nothing for it. I then gorged myself on ookha left over from the night before and indulged my boa syndrome, lolling on the soft browse and enjoying the view of the chemically blue sky over the spiky line of forest, not unlike a particularly arty picture in a glossy magazine. A solid half hour passed before I could even think of climbing a tree without feeling cramps.

In the end I did climb a tree, and the highest tree in the neighborhood it was, too, out-topping all the others, only I saw absolutely nothing useful from its top. The view was stunning, of course, the sort you cannot get used to in months, it went straight to your bone marrow. But I could see no rising smoke nor ravens in the sky nor any turmoil raised by smaller birds among the trees. Empty. Just me and the taiga way down below, all the rest playing possum under the canopy.

As I was climbing down the tree, I clearly sensed Hamlet again raise his curly head riddled with schizophrenia. One inner voice kept whispering, You’ve done all you could, now those bastards have vanished, so where are you going to look for them, and anyway no one’s hired you to chase them all over the taiga or punish them; you’ll be a criminal in the eyes of the law whatever your mind so skilled in self-justification may be telling you. The other inner voice’s reply was unprintable, and it was clear without the shadow of a doubt that this more peasant-like voice was dead right.

All those Hamletian soliloquies from the proscenium were mere ripples on the water, an effluvium of drivel and a momentary weakness of the knees. Apparently an intellectual, especially a callow one, simply cannot live without this sort of thing.  Thank God, lurking under that layer were instincts inherited from uncounted generations of fighters. Enemies were enemies, and I was not tracking them to amuse myself with kitchen psychoanalysis, but to feed them to the ravens and other interested parties.

I tumbled down on my bed again, to rest some more and to sort out my sensations, for I felt something new was hatching here. It was not hard to discover: there was No Fear. It was odd, astounding, and not quite comprehensible, but there it was. However hard I looked into my very depth, it was without a blemish. Instead of fear, there was a powerful growth best described as nerve, and a roiling pool of excitement.

Circus people in Russia call this complicated sensation courage, read it the French way. The way I felt now, I could step into a lion’s cage at the drop of a hat. Lions know with absolute precision when their master has courage and when he or she has not.  When it’s there, they behave properly; when it isn’t, they tear you to pieces. Right now, I could tear anyone to pieces myself, pistols and carbines be damned.

I did not know when that had happened, but it was as obvious as a donkey’s erection. It could have come during the single combat with the taimen, or things might have been accumulating little by little to coalesce all of a sudden. A sign could have come from the earth itself – who the hell knew what went on in the subliminal. A pal of mine had described that state with little elegance but dead accuracy: a fuck-it-Jack spirit.  He would: he was at a naval school already, and such spirit was de rigueur there.

Now the main thing was not to spill this miraculous feeling, and second, not to make a bloody fool of myself out of the new arrogance.  I might decide I was God Almighty in stocking feet, and then – oops!  There I’d go.

No wonder I hummed, rather hoarsely, as I packed and set off on my chase.

***

Upstream, the river was tumbling rather than flowing, a mass of foam and spray. It was much narrower than before and promised to become an impassable mountain torrent right beyond the nearest bend. I had to walk a long time along the bank till I found a deep quiet stretch, which I crossed without much ado, swimming and pushing before me a couple of chunks of wood tied together like a raft, with all my belongings on them. Despite all the courage coursing through my veins, I felt damned uneasy there.  Who the hell knew where the goons were?  They could be waiting for me in the underbrush on the river bank, and my mind shied away from what they would do to me if they caught me. It was easy to say I would not surrender, but suppose I did?

Nothing terrible happened, though, only in my hurry I stumbled and hit my knee against a boulder. I hissed with pain and rubbed the bruise hard, shivering slightly.  It was a bad omen, stumbling at the start.  I wished I could return.  Ah, to hell with it.  Maybe I was a German at heart.  Didn’t they say Hals- und Beinbruch. There was Beinbruch for you.

I put on my clothes, hefted my pack and limped along the bank until I struck a small stream. Here I turned inland and splashed along the little channel, carefully studying the moist soil. About a hundred paces upstream, I came on a trail crossing the brook, with clear fresh imprints of rubber boots on the path and a chain of round holes beside them, as if someone leaned heavily on a stick as he walked. Sticking the spear in my belt at the back, I started off along the trail, my bow in the left hand and an arrow in the right, slowing down every few minutes to cock an ear and peer ahead.

In this manner I slithered forward for about a couple of hours, at the end of which I began to feel a bit desperate. Couldn’t the enemy have gone a whole day’s march ahead of me while I was messing about with that accursed taimen half the day yesterday and half the morning today?

As if triggered by my desperation, a shot cracked dryly somewhere far ahead, and after a little while, another one. Looked like they had another bit of luck, hunting; or it could be a bit of bad luck, too.  One shot meant something bagged, two shots, two misses, that was an adage even the greenest among greenhorn hunters knew. In any case, it meant I could move faster, without all those tedious precautions. So I stepped on it – and nearly ran into Toothache. Thank God the TB-ridden bastard had a fit of coughing, just in time.

I took a couple of deep breaths, clenched my teeth and began tracking him, quietly but fast, carried along on a wave of pure lion tamer’s courage. Soon I could already hear his steps, the crackling of twigs underfoot, and then I could make out his back swaying among the bushes. He was staggering along, limping badly and leaning heavily on a stick.  Must have injured his Achilles’ tendon, after all. I could see it now: while this one stumbled along, Kapkaz was ranging the taiga ahead, trying to shoot something. Their supplies must have run out, and they were hoping to live by hunting.

Several times I drew the string and took aim, point-blank, then lowered the bow again. Finally, I pulled the rogatina from my belt, noiselessly stepped close to Toothache’s back and, yelling at the top of my lungs, “Move, you son of a bitch!” stuck the spear between his legs, just as he had used to do to me not so long ago.

Toothache gave an inhuman grunt and tumbled down on his side. He yawned several times, gave a funny rattle in his throat, a twitch ran through his whole body, and then he lay there motionless, his gap teeth bared and eyes bulging.

I was stunned. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Toothache, aka Kharch, aka I don’t know what else, a tough hood, a goon who took delight in slashing people’s throats and dismembering them, had dropped dead of a heart attack, or apoplexy, or something, like a… like a booby. In his own lingo, he got scared shitless and he croaked.

I must have gone off my rocker slightly with all the excitement, for out of the blue I remembered wondering once whether these lice had souls.  If the soul was said to “depart,” then there must be some bubble going up or some such thing now.  But there was absolutely nothing.  Only that pig’s last grunt and then the increasing stench as the sphincters of his anus and bladder loosened. 

I swore aloud. I was stupidly bothering my head about nothing. Here was the first man I had killed. OK, not killed exactly, but certainly caused the death of. I was feeling sick in my stomach, and some civilian nerve kept trembling inside. But, quite frankly, I was even sorrier that he had got off so lightly, the bloody murderer.  You might even say he had died decently.  That was why he was grinning as he lay there.  A cheerful cadaver. Honest, feeding him to the mosquitoes would have been much more satisfying in the eyes of universal conscience.

I shook in every limb as a wave of hatred made me see red for a second. I remembered once swearing to myself that one day I would piss in Toothache’s mouth just like he had done to me, but right now even the thought of doing anything like that made me feel sicker. I was looking at the corpse as I would, say, at a dead wolverine that had lain in the sun several days. I even kicked him like a rotten carcass, spitting out his own saying, “The taiga is the law, you louse.”

All this was vomit-making, my mind just veered away from it all, and that was what must have made me come to my senses. No time for dithering, I told myself. Kapkaz might return with his kill. Well, maybe he wouldn’t start worrying any time soon, and he could hardly be expected to be running back and forth. Most likely he would sit on a hillock swearing in his native language waiting for his Kharch. He’d have to wait a long time, I thought grimly. But – anything was possible. He might return, if only to beat the living daylights out of his jackal for making him wait.

I had to get the rucksack off Toothache’s back.  For this, I would have to touch him with my hands, and that was unspeakably sickening. I didn’t believe in God, the devil, the resurrection of Lazarus or anyone else, and anyway dead men didn’t bite, but touching him was revolting and, let’s be honest, a bit scary.

Teeth clenched to stifle down vomit uncontainably coming up my gullet, my whole face screwed up in disgust like a bad clown’s, I turned the corpse over on its face, while a thought flitted through my brain: “I hate death,” followed by something that was not a thought even but just a sense of relief: Thank God it isn’t me. 

These sentiments could wait, though. Swearing fluently and non-stop, I pulled off the rucksack – my rucksack – which had grown much lighter; took off the belt with a knife in it, my knife, or more rightly, Granddad’s priceless, artilleryman’s bebut of Zlatoust steel; ransacked the pockets for their contents, which also mostly belonged to me – a pocket knife with many blades and tools, a small whetstone, a bottle of repellent, six boxes of matches wrapped in bits of newspaper and packed in condoms, a present from Lily; other odds and ends, and Toothache’s shiv, the one with which he had finished off the forester. I loaded all my stuff in the rucksack, picked up my weapons and headed back along the trail I’d already trodden that day. A minute later, though, I froze dead in my tracks. I dropped the rucksack, turned and ran back to where the corpse lay.

I stood a moment over the body, again fighting down fear and disgust, then, with more muttered oaths, grabbed him under the armpits and dragged the incredibly heavy cadaver toward the river which was, thank God, not too far off, about twenty paces. I pushed the carrion off a low bluff, and the current, which at this spot was taking running leaps at the bank, snatched at it, turned it over several times and carried it swiftly away as I growled yet another epitaph to speed it on, again one of his own sayings: “That’s how it is, louse. No corpse, no case.” Let Kapkaz look for his jackal all he wants. Toothache was no longer around, and that was it. He might have run away, stumbled into the river, got carried away by a bear, attacked by a pack of wolves. The taiga was the law – anything was possible.

And I hadn’t given away my presence on the scene. The time was not ripe yet.
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After that I ran a long time, breath rattling in my throat, heart ready to burst, until I got back to the place where I’d made the crossing in the morning and where I’d left my crude little raft. Without it, reaching the other shore with my present load would be an idle dream. I threw off the rucksack and stood on my knees awhile, recovering. Several times I had to spit out viscid saliva – some mouth glands felt painfully raw. I knew that pain, it had used to come when I’d run flat out in the eight hundred meter.  A stupid event, fit for horses: you have to go all out like in a sprint, while in fact it’s more like long distance, and a couple of times I’d dropped to my knees on the finish line…

I angrily shook my head. Just what I needed right now, to start reminiscing about my sporting exploits. I loaded all my stuff on my raft, towed it a little upstream and started swimming. Somewhere in the middle of the river it suddenly hit me that Toothache’s body might at any moment bob up next to me or even under me, and I beat my feet faster, fiercely swearing at myself all the while. What did I want with irrational fears when there were enough real ones around.  Suppose the body did bob up, so what, I’d slam my heel in his mug and we’d float on, one downstream, one across. Nothing of the sort happened, though, and I swam over to my side of the river without misadventure.

Here I caught my breath at last, rested a bit, chewed a chunk of freshly smoked taimen, then started creeeping without much haste along the river bank, hoping to reach by nightfall the spot from which citizen Toothache the Hood, only this morning so alive and terrifying, had started his terminal voyage back.

As I walked, I kept marveling at myself, at the way those few days (how many? nine? ten?) had tanned the skin of my soul. Not a single worm of pity for the deceased goon twitched inside me. If anything, I was merely relieved I hadn’t had to kill him in the more direct and bloody sense. Any way you looked at it, Toothache had simply croaked. If he hadn’t, I’d have bashed him within an inch of his life and then executed him in the Siberian fashion – ripped off his clothes and tied him to a tree in one of the marshier spots, to be sucked dry by the mosquitoes. That would have been the real taiga law punishment. I wouldn’t even have taken off all of his clothes – that way he’d suffer longer.

I knew that a dreamy youth like me, so proud of his family and diligently brought up on carefully distilled Russian culture with a European slant, should be disgusted by these barbaric thoughts.  But I could find no such genteel squeamishness in my heart, merely fierce joy.  When in Rome, it seemed, you have to do as the Romans do: kill the bastards.  Instinct prompted that humanism was one thing and humanist drivel, quite another…

It was all rot, what Granny’s Christ once came up with, about loving your enemies.  Enemies, hell – you sometimes couldn’t make yourself truly love your friends or girlfriends: the heart had its own reasons.  I must have picked on the wrong sort of enemies, or they had picked on me.  Unlovable ones. Suppose I went to them and said, “I love you, enemies.”  And they’d say, “We love you too.  Grilled rather than boiled.”

Sure, it must be possible to love people, I sighed.  Ought to make a list of suitable people some day. A pretty short list it would be, I was afraid.

***

This looked like the very place, with a distinctive low bluff on the opposite bank from which I’d pushed the corpse into the river. There were no rocks on my bank, but I found a spot for building a lair for the night almost next to the trail under a half-rotten fallen giant whose crown had crushed several smaller trees. 

With a sigh of total exhaustion I lowered myself on the moss under the trunk. The first thing I did, I examined what was there in the rucksack. What I found was just a couple of cans, clearly all that remained of the goons’ food supply.  They must have long put away the vodka, the last thing I’d want, anyway. Then there was the tent, but no sleeping bag.  It, and the clothes – in short, what was lightest – must have gone into Kapkaz’s sack. However, all my equipment was there: a rope, a small bag packed with medicines, a repairs kit, a small skein of thin copper wire for making snares, candles, and, to my ineffable joy, all my fishing tackle: hooks, floats, plummets, lines, spoon baits, everything in place. I’d now be able to pull through in any situation.  Might as well winter here. Then, more cause for joy: a packet of salt, almost untouched, packed in an oilskin bag Mother had made. I could find neither money, nor my passport, nor compass, nor binoculars.  All these must have been appropriated by Kapkaz.

I cleared a space for my much loved, newly recovered tent and put it up, but realized at once I’d be unable to sleep in it, completely permeated as it was with the stench of those animals. I did not exude the fragrance of delicate perfume myself, mostly the smell of smoked fish and campfire, but I at least had regularly swum in the river and washed my clothes.  And that carrion smelled of what they were, carrion. They must have last washed in the labor camp before release. I turned the tent inside out – I’d wash it later, first air it a bit – and used it as a reflecting surface instead of the thatch I had used to build out of bark and stakes.  As always, I pressed it down with heavy broken branches of trees. I had no idea then how wisely I was acting.

That day, as on most days, I felt totally worn out.  My limbs shook, and still I made myself climb a tree as soon as I’d finished the main preparations for the night. As in nearly all other spots, I was surrounded here by tall, bare trunks rising above the dense undergrowth, the branches of the trees beginning to sprout about thirty feet above ground. This didn’t bother me anymore, for I now had the rope. I tied one of its ends to my ax and threw it over the lowest branch of a tall pine-tree.  Then, paying out the other end, I lowered the ax to the ground, untied it, lashed both ends of the rope round the trunk, tied it with a bowline knot, and started climbing, holding on to the double rope and walking up the trunk. I sat awhile on the lowest branch, getting my breath back, then began climbing again.

No sooner had I clambered higher than the surrounding trees than I had to slip behind the tree trunk pretty fast and freeze there.  On the other bank, right on the low bluff from which I had pushed off the late unlamented Toothache, stood Kapkaz, now carefully studying the ground, now peering around. Traces must have been left on the ground where I’d dragged Toothache’s heavy body, and he had followed them to that particular spot on the bank. Go on, look all you want, you won’t find much, I whispered.  My friends the ravens must be feasting on your jackal up right now on some spit or in the shallows. It’s your luck I’d left the bow and arrows on the ground. I’d send an arrow through your bloody belly, you scum.

Keeping well behind the tree-trunk, I swiftly climbed down, slipped down the rope to the ground, badly burning my palms on the rope in my hurry, picked up my weapons, crawled to the edge of the bank and looked from behind a tree, as cautiously as a jungle snake, but – no trace of Kapkaz. Well, this might be for the best. At a distance of fifty to sixty yards, a miss would be as likely as a hit. No need to show my hand before the moment was just right.

I returned to my lair and went on with the usual round of chores, making a bed, a smoking range, and a couple of fires, one for tea, the other for the smoking range. While my aching hands were doing all the customary things, I thought exultantly about having won half the battle, and laid plans to finish off the enemy. Kapkaz was alone now; without a tent, he’d be spending his nights by a fire. It would now be the easiest thing to creep up on him at night and hit him with an arrow out of the darkness. Or I could smash his head in with my ax as he slept, and that would be the end of my war. I needn’t hack him to death even, I could stun him with my knobkerrie and then execute him the Siberian way; let the bloody cannibal suffer like I had suffered.

Things weren’t that simple, as it turned out. The wolf gives chase, but the wolf is chased in turn, like Granddad used to say. I hunted my enemy, but there were others that wanted a taste of my flesh, too.

I was preparing my supply of taimen for smoking it some more, making deep slashes in its flesh and rubbing salt in the cuts, when I heard, quite close, a sort of wheezing or sniffing noise. I dropped what I was doing, straightened up slowly and froze, my eyes glued to the spot where those strange and scary sounds were coming from. 

I didn’t need to look all that hard.  The hunchbacked dark hulk on the trail not a dozen paces from the fire was all too clearly a good-sized bear. Neck stretched out, he was greedily sniffing at the air filled with the exciting smell of smoked taimen.

At that moment, all of my earlier courage vanished with a whoosh. I was struck with horror, I almost fainted, I nearly soiled my pants, if the truth be told. Before that, I had only seen bears in the zoo, the circus, and the pictures, and here was a huge real-life brute creeping up on my bivouac, and who the hell knew what was on his mind.

Luckily, my horror did not kill my fighting instincts. I grabbed a burning branch from the fire, took a step toward the black hulk and bellowed menacingly, “Scram, you big sonuvabitch!” followed by a string of words which I hadn’t known I knew. I brandished the branch in the air in fiery circles, then threw it with all my might at the bear, aiming straight at his silly mug. The beast dashed off the trail amid a veritable racket of broken branches, and I backed into my den, my legs like hose stuffed with cotton-wool.

Shaking all over, I squatted a long time staring hard at the darkness around me and cursing my own stupidity.  What a jerk, rushing at the bear with nothing but a burning branch, forgetting all about my ax, my spear, forgetting everything. Well, one could forget one’s own name in a fix like that.  I forced myself to go on doing the necessary chores, but for hours afterward I nearly jumped out of my skin at every little rustle or suspicion of movement, clutching my bear spear and staring at the hostile shadows till my eyes hurt. I decided not to take off the belt with the curved bebut even as I lay down to sleep; I could only hope I’d manage to stick it in the bear’s heart before he broke my back or scalped me.

When the capacity for connected thought returned to me, I thanked the wise instinct that had prompted me to camp only in well-sheltered spots. Here, I was covered on one side by the roots of the fallen tree sticking high in the air; on the other side, by piles of broken branches; behind my back was the reflecting surface weighted down with heavy boughs, and in front, the fire. One could hope to sit out the night in this fortress, except – suppose some crazy bear decided to attack me, fire or no fire? Or suppose he took it into his head to smash through my shelter from behind? It would take him exactly a couple of sneezes.

Shaking in my fortress like a scared hare in a bush seemed to be my lot, all right. If the bear had tasted human flesh – say, Toothache’s – he would not let me alone now, not out of the goodness of his heart. That was what all the hunters I’d known said: a bear became a man-eater from tasting human flesh just once. The only way to cure the addiction was a bullet between his eyes.

One consolation was that Kapkaz fared no better, only he was lazier and stupider.  He’d hardly waste time looking for a decent shelter; he’d camp in any old place. The carbine would be no use to him as he slept. How I wished I had that carbine…

Carbine or not, my plans to scurry around nocturnal taiga trying to track down Kapkaz were now knocked into a cocked hat. It was different in the daytime, but at night my chances against a bear were less than slim.  All I’d be able to do would be to put up the last unnecessary, futile fight, and even that wasn’t certain, seeing how that brute had scared the shit out of me. In the daytime I might stand a chance wielding my rogatina, but at night he’d knock off my head before I could say teddy bear. He’d rip my belly in two with a single slash of his claws. And it wasn’t just bears. There might be a lynx lurking up a tree, ready to leap on my back. Somehow I feared lynxes even more than bears. Slinky, nasty brutes. No, it was safer by the fire…

I didn’t feel really safe even by my fire. The bear had shaken me up so badly that I felt jittery until early morning. Every few minutes I’d grab my spear, jump up and peer in the dark. Indeed, that whole day had been a nightmare. First Toothache, then Kapkaz nearly spotting me in the tree, and, to cap it all – the bear.   No hope of falling asleep properly.  My head was no head at all but a steamship boiler, and more coal had been thrown into the furnace than the boiler could stand.  It could blow up any moment now. Visions kept rising before my mind’s eye: the bear leaping about, Toothache lying on his side, teeth bared, or Kapkaz peering around not a stone’s throw away, and each picture sent shivers down my spine.

The bear thing was more or less clear.  There, my main care was to keep my underwear clean.  The Toothache episode was more complicated.  There was so much to think through here, more than you could hope to ever think through. Bear or no bear.

For the first time in my life the realization of the uselessness of death hit me. Toothache was no more, and I could no longer do anything to him, I could not tell him anything or prove anything to him. I couldn’t demonstrate to him, say, what an animal and an inhuman he was.

But looming behind it was the general uselessness of the life of scum like Toothache and his sort.  You couldn’t prove anything to him whether he was alive or dead, for he was only alive in a loose, conventional sense. He simply did not have the instruments with which to feel sorry, to repent, or ask forgiveness. He might unconvincingly pretend that he was sorry, repented, or asked forgiveness, but that would only be a trick, a ruse, a military stratagem with which to trap you, to lull you into complacency, and then to murder you, torture you, piss in your face, do all those things for which he lived and which gave him a high. And what could you do to him? Beat him up like a dog? But that would be a hysterical outburst, and then you yourself would feel ashamed, disgusted, and, dear God, even sorry for the animal. 

I remembered a saying of my father’s: “A dog understands the stick.” He was wrong, of course, as far as dogs were concerned. A toy terrier we had did not only repent when she misbehaved, she had a way of showing she was sorry: she’d lower her head to the floor and cover her eyes with her tiny paw when scolded. This invariably made folks dissolve in tears of affection. But it wasn’t dogs that Dad had in mind, and only now was I beginning to understand what he did mean. An animal, whether human or otherwise, has to be kept within bounds – with a stick, a whip, anything useful.  The main thing is just to keep him within bounds and not go soft on him. I knew now what happened otherwise. Your heart goes out to them, with all your inculcated Christian love and civilized courtesy, and they just grab you where it hurts and twist and rip in bestial glee…

I was awfully green then, of course, just a homegrown Candide, to think that the evil of the world was concentrated in the likes of Toothache, and that once you dropped them in the river or locked them up in prison, things would be shipshape all round. How many would I later meet, of both sexes, and even marry some of the weaker sex (what a joke), that seemed absolutely civilized bipeds, but scratch them, and you found a real animal or hood underneath.  Only their method of spreading manure on your head would be more sophisticated, in the gray area between man and beast.

Or you take your own sweet self.  Chekhov said you had to squeeze the slave out of your soul, drop by drop.  That was easy. Now, just try and squeeze the animal out of yourself, bucket by bucket.  The brute will give you a squeeze to end all squeezing.

Rien n’est parfait, soupira le renard. No perfection in this world, sighed the Fox. Perfection my ass. All you can hope for is reaching the finish post with as much decency as you can hold onto, and not too much filth around your neck…
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Four more days passed in this parallel ascent, Kapkaz climbing on his side of the river and I on mine.  Soon I noticed that after the set-to with the bear I’d developed an unpleasant nervous tic: creeping through the taiga, I’d sharply look over my shoulder every few minutes to make sure that the Taiga’s Big Boss wasn’t sneaking up on me. I’d read or heard somewhere that that was the sort of thing that happened to fighter pilots after dog fights in the sky: they would keep looking back to see if there was an enemy plane on their tail. Well, if that was the way it was, so that was the way we’d play it. A nervous tic was better than a bear’s fangs up your backside. 
It was rubbish, what they said about getting used to danger.  If you were a psycho – or a normal guy, not a block of wood with eyes – your nerves went from bad to worse.  Unless you managed to get a grip on yourself, of course.  It may have been pure chance, but all the officers I had known after the war were psychos.  You rub them the wrong way, they go white in the face and grab for the pistol.

I wondered how things were with Kapkaz.  Had he started looking over his shoulder after his jackal vanished? But he was always on guard, that animal. I should worry. A predatory predator he might be, yet he wouldn’t get away from me, no way.  OK, he was armed to the teeth, and all I had was my toy weapons, a knife and the ax. I had this advantage that he had no idea about my whereabouts or intentions.  Maybe he had, but he couldn’t spot me, and I was on his tail. To get some food, he had to shoot a couple of times a day, sometimes more.  The sound of shots helped me work out exactly where he was on any given day.  In the morning and at night I could now see not only the smoke of his fire but even the gleam of the fire itself.

The terrain changed even more. Here, one false crest rose after another.  You’d climb for hours, and the crest would seem to be just a few hundred paces away, but when you climbed it, you would see that it was merely the edge of a plateau or rise, with another crest – you could bet it would not be the last – looming in the distance.  The taiga thinned out even more than before.  The silver fir in the higher reaches was mostly twisted and bent, and only close to the river and in the deep gullies leading to it the same rank, impassable, deadwood-filled taiga caught you in its clutches.

Kapkaz also seemed to avoid these spots and camped in the more sparsely overgrown patches, where breezes sometimes blew in and kept the clouds of mosquitoes down a bit.  That was why I could see his fire at times.  As for me, after the bear visitation I chose camp sites more carefully than ever before, preferably in a cave.  Only once did I build a flimsy shelter under a couple of huge fir-trees whose trunks nearly merged together. I always made a fire behind some cover in a small hole in the ground, feeding it with only the driest, smokeless twigs and generally behaving like a Red Skin on the warpath.  My skin was more or less white, but my path was surely one of civil war – which had already left two corpses in its wake.

I practiced a good deal with bow and arrows and bagged a capercaillie hen and a hare. In a curiously fertile aspen grove there seemed to be crowds of these hares, and one of them ran straight into my path, the idiot.  I was sitting on soft moss under a tree leaning against the bole, resting and meaning no harm to anyone, when this little belyak, or white hare, came hobbling down the path, his squinting eyes bulging. He looked a bit tired and was in no hurry at all.  He didn’t see, for I sat motionless, merging into the tree trunk, and the sun was at my back. He came hop-hop-hopping closer and closer.  It was good that my hand lay on the grip of a throwing knife stuck in the belt. I carefully drew the weapon, took it by the blade. The hare was already about ten paces away, I thought he was going to hop right over my legs, the dumb critter. I whistled softly, the hare froze, I swung my arm automatically, without plotting my movements, and the hare flopped on his back and jerked his feet in the air fast, the poor, poor thing.

Then I wandered into a spot where the taiga had been burnt out in a fire a long time ago and the ground was now completely overgrown with red bilberry beginning to ripen.  I had not had anything sweet for what seemed like years, so I forgot absolutely everything and grazed there in a kind of trance, looking for the riper berries, until I heard a familiar wheezing and sniffing in a corner of the clearing.  The bear seemed to be as hungry for something sweet as I was, the whole world well lost, so I backed out of that paradise very quietly indeed, then spent a goodish time trying to stop the shaking of my knees.  I couldn’t say whether it was my recent visitor or a neighbor of his.  Fact is, bears have well-defined territories, and only when a big taiga fire comes along do all the boundaries break down and the bears start roving.  It is then best to get out of the wanderer’s way, for if he caught up with you, he’d break your back, gobble you up, and merely spit out the buttons. That was what my grandfather said, and all Granddad didn’t know about hunting could be put in two words, both unnecessary.

Meanwhile the river kept getting ever narrower, turning at last into an impassable mountain torrent, especially after yet another tree-shattering thunderstorm.  The night of the storm, as I lay on soft browse in my dry, well-washed and well-aired tent, rain drumming fiercely on its taught fabric, I exulted imagining Kapkaz sitting under a fir-tree in the cold rain, his teeth chattering, the stinking, dirty dog.  If not me, then the taiga would finish him off, I thought.  That was the real law of the taiga, not the one these bastards had invented – and the “bear the public prosecutor” was neither here nor there.

One way or another, things were moving toward a climax.  The river would soon be no river but an ordinary mountain stream knee-high to a sparrow.  Inevitably I would then come face to face with my enemy somewhere in these woods.  As I lay in my tent thoughts about things that had seemed resolved once and for all crept up on me again.  Like, to hell with it all, that Kapkaz trash would perish from cold and hunger in the taiga without any help from me, so hadn’t I better follow my own path, wander about the taiga to my heart’s content till it was time to be getting back home.  Even as those slippery snakelike thoughts twitched within me, I knew what the Watchman would say. Such a young fellow and such a hypocrite already, he’d say in a voice dripping icy contempt.  Yes, hypocrite, that’s what he’d say in Granddad’s voice.

Then the word “honor” floated into my field of vision from somewhere way back, silvery and with a crimson edging. With a capital H. I have the honor… Or: I do not have the honor… A picture zoomed in to accompany the word: VE Day, we are going to watch the parade, to see the local garrison march past. Father puts on his tunic with a double row of medals, the American Legion of Honor dangling below the rest. Grandfather, too, pulls on his mothball-smelling cherkeska, with an array of medals and crosses for which a collector could kill, accumulated in a dozen campaigns starting in the nineteenth century – Khiva, Turkey, Port Arthur, Turkey again, Romania, Austria, you name it.  Then I would be standing by their side in the crowd on the pavement, proud as a peacock, the soldiers marching past and Granddad, his mustache bristling, would bellow at some wretch, in his artilleryman’s raucous bass: “Cha-ange step, you numskull!”

And what do we have now?  Now I bend down and throw cold water at my face. Nothing to do but wash my face burning with shame.

The climax came as climaxes mostly do, completely different from what I’d imagined.  On the morning of the fourth day I cautiously crept to the river – and the first thing I saw on the other bank was Kapkaz’s bent figure.  He was looking closely at something, could be tracks on the trail, only I didn’t stop to consider this or anything else.  The distance was hardly suitable, yet I raised my bow without thinking or hesitating, drew the string in a hard, smooth movement and, almost without taking aim, sent an arrow right into his backside, slipping at once behind the thick trunk of a larch.

Two shots rang out at once, one hard upon another, but I didn’t even hear the whistling or the splatting of the bullets as they hit – he had fired completely at random.  My limbs shook like aspen leaves, my heart was ringing louder than a fire bell, nearly deafening me. I fitted another arrow to the bow and prepared to sell my life dearly, listening for all I was worth for a rattling of pebbles or the crunch of a twig, although I knew well that Kapkaz would not have dared to step in the deep, roaring torrent even at the best of times, let alone wounded.  His wound might be a trifling one, though, and people did even crazier things in the heat of battle.  I imagined him jerking the arrow out of his buttock; God willing, the tinplate arrowhead would come off the shaft and get stuck in the flesh, or better still in a bone. Then the bastard was doomed – he’d get blood poisoning and croak like his jackal, to the delight of ravens and animals. Not to mention all of progressive mankind.

About ten minutes later I rubbed a few blades of grass in my hands, freshened up the green stripes on my face for camouflage, lay down on the ground and cautiously peered from behind a tree. There wasn’t much to be seen from the ground level, so I raised my head slowly, slowly, a fraction of an inch at a time.  I could now see the spot where Kapkaz had stood bent low over something on the ground, his rear end up, but there was no one there now, of course.  He could be hiding behind some trees or undergrowth not far from that spot, like I was, and trying to spy me out, just as I was trying to spot him.  Just a couple of wolves playing a deadly game.

I sat up, leaning against the trunk of the tree, and gave myself up to some deep thought – with not much to ponder over.  Both Grandfather and Father had long rammed it into my head that, should you wound a big animal – say, a wild boar – you must give him time to lose plenty of blood and harden up, and only then try to track him down.  Otherwise you would only lose your quarry -- and as like as not run into serious unpleasantness in the bush, where the wounded beast had an advantage. I’d have to be as patient as a cat over a mouse hole now.  Kapkaz’s only way out now was to move on toward his goal.  Here in the upper reaches of the stream, somewhere near already, there must be the people he had planned to kill and rob. Now he would most likely head there in order to beg for help; he would have to patch up his seat first and get back his strength, after all the cold and hunger.  Unless of course he had been involved in some bad trouble there before; which was also quite likely.

Chasing me all over the taiga – no, he wouldn’t have the guts for that now.  He was a beast, but a scared, wounded beast.  I could imagine myself bending somewhere to pick a flower or a berry and, quite out of the blue, getting stuck with an arrow in my sensitive parts.  I wondered if he had guessed it was me, a crushed and as good as done-for greenhorn, thirsting for his blood.  Or did he blame the local Orochi or whatever their name was, for who else would shoot arrows at a stranger from behind bushes around here?  If the latter, he must be getting the jitters real bad now, for a lonely booby like me was one thing, and a crowd of invisible Tungus who had taken a dislike to your mug, quite another.  Of course the Tungus were peaceable folks, from all accounts, just a bunch of good-natured alcoholics, but they had their quirks.  He could have wandered into their hallowed grounds – who could say?  The taiga might just look an empty wilderness, but in fact Tungus ghosts could be gnashing their teeth and rattling their bones behind every bush.

Anyway, the main thing for me now was to avoid doing something rash and stupid.  Not an easy task, as recent experience had showed, God forgive my miserable soul.

Having reasoned all this out, I shouldered my rucksack, made my way very quietly, hiding behind trees and bushes, out of the riverside thicket, and set off along a trail leading to the next rise.  I walked unhurriedly, as if I too had an arrowhead in the seat of my pants.  I wondered idly how Kapkaz would manage to bind the wound, and what he would use for bandages. A strip torn off his shirt, filthier than mud? That would be very nice indeed.

Some time in the afternoon the trail led me to a point where two streams flowed together to form the river, and that was extremely unpleasant.  You could spit across each of the streams, and although they were just as rough and rapid as the river they gave rise to, you could wade across each of them in a suitable spot, especially if you had had experience of mountain streams – and Kapkaz came from somewhere in the Caucasus mountains, otherwise why the nickname. 

There was not much I could do, though.  I just had to cross the channel and merely double my precautions. Special attention to be paid to birds – magpies, nutcrackers, and others. Where there were mobs of birds twittering and chattering, there was the enemy, theirs or mine.

However, I did not observe any such commotion as I walked, and in the evening, diligently as I scanned the taiga from the top of a tree, I could spot neither smoke nor fire anywhere.  It looked as if Kapkaz had got very cold feet indeed. He felt his number was nearly up, and was hiding somewhere deep in the thicket, feeding mosquitoes. Clearly, I would have to cross the other stream over to the enemy side in the morning.  It was a dangerous move, the goon might be waiting for me at exactly that particular spot, accidentally or not very, and shoot me down at his leisure.  If my luck held and nothing like that happened, I would quarter the area along the stream on the shuttle pattern until I stumbled on enemy tracks, and then try to repeat the performance that had done for Toothache, or something like it.  Another plan would be to do a quick march forward, overtake Kapkaz, find a more or less clear stretch, and lie in ambush by the side of the track that he would be most likely to follow. If I guessed right, it would be my turn to do at leisure as I pleased…  If he passed me by along a different trail, I’d wait awhile, find his tracks again, catch up with him – and then it would be his luck against mine.

As per the true taiga law. Not the goons’ version of it.
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It so came about, though, that none of these clever schemes proved necessary.  A little after dawn I climbed a tree and at once saw a bird circling high in the clear sky.  It was Nevermore, of course. Sure, it could be another raven, as each of them has a territory of their own; still I thought, or chose to think, it was the same one.  He must have finished off what was left of Toothache after a bear or wolverine or lynx were done with him, and now he was going round and round over someone who he knew – of course he knew it, otherwise why is he called a Seer? – would be his next supply of food.  And that was extremely gratifying.

That day I climbed many trees, a bit like a preoccupied gibbon, while the raven kept soaring overhead, sometimes high in the sky and sometimes very low.  Early in the afternoon he perched on the top of a larch, and I nearly lost him, although I tried to keep as close to him as I could.  Not a single shot was fired.  I could think of several reasons: no game; or the enemy might have things on his mind other than hunting; or he could be afraid that those others from the secret gold mine might be too near already for him to give away his presence.

After dark I crept quite close to the spot where the raven had settled for the night, not far from his future source of nourishment – I hoped.  As before, there was neither smoke nor fire to be spotted anywhere.

I spent a very restless night, a bit like a character in Pushkin’s poem before the duel, except that I didn’t bother to write any verse. That’s sheer nonsense, of course – no comparison with Lensky at all.  All that guy could think of was romance, whereas my chief worry was my readiness for the duel.  I had almost no doubt there would be one.  You could feel it coming.  Only it would not be a European type of duel but a savage one, nineteenth-century-American style, without any seconds, just two guys with shotguns entering a grove from opposite ends and only one coming out. Taiga law of sorts, too.  I did not have a shotgun, but neither did I have an arrow stuck in my hind quarters, and that evened out the odds a bit.

The day was fading, but there was enough light still. I examined my bow very carefully, inch by inch, and shot several arrows at a rotten stump nearby.  The machine worked superbly, I’d never had a bow like that. Then I practiced ax and knife throwing.  In the days before, I had done this a great deal as I moved, but the results were still worse than in archery.  Still, I felt laidback about it.   When the moment came, I’d hit my mark; I just knew it – for no rational reason at all.

I put away my weapons and crawled into my tent. Actually, I used as a sleeping bag: when it didn’t look like rain, I didn’t pitch it but simply spread it on a heap of browse.  It was warmer that way and handier for keeping a good lookout: all I had to do to survey the surroundings was raise my head,. To keep the mosquitoes away, I placed a tiny dymar, or smoldering chunk of rotten wood, right by my head.

What a relief, lying sprawled on the soft bed at last. Sure, my whole body was awash with fatigue, but I had grown accustomed to that. My pummeled muscles and bones no longer ached like they used to, and that was sheer bliss.  Only my ribs still gave me some pain.  For the rest, I was in good shape.  Were it possible to take on Kapkaz in the ring right now, I’d carry him on my fists from ropes to ropes, I’d punch him till he was just a sackful of shit, even if he was some thirty pounds heavier.  With luck, I might land one on his Adam’s apple, and then he would have about four minutes to regret his sins.  Fat chance… An animal like him would never repent.  Maxim Gorky was a bloody fool, heaven rest his soul, the driveling romantic of the nether depths.  Dostoevsky wasn’t much better.  Putting sweets for the kids in the bad guy’s pocket.  The real bad guys like I was up against would have one thing for the kids in their pocket, a dirty prick… Ah, what was the use gibbering about these things as I lay gazing up at the stars.  Tomorrow, everything would be settled one way or another, not in books and not in the ring, but there in the taiga and without any fisticuffs – though who could tell…

Generally, I was sort of highly strung.  Could never sleep well before an exam.  Here in the taiga, though, I had willy-nilly learned the trick of sleeping in the wolf fashion, waking up every half hour or so, listening, peering into the darkness, sniffing. I’d then feed the fire a few sticks and drop off for another half hour.  Miraculously, I felt refreshed in the morning as if I’d had a whole night of undisturbed rest, especially as I caught up on a bit of sleep in the daytime, snoozing for about an hour as I squatted at the foot of a tree, leaning against it, my head on my knees.  Napping, I even fancied I could see things around me through my eyelids. This smacked of the supernatural I didn’t believe in, but I accepted it as fact.  Apparently, if you hated to die, you achieved clairvoyance whether you believed in it or not.

This time I woke up right before dawn.  No, not woke up but sort of slid from one dream, in which I chased someone wearing shaggy skins, and then two shaggy ones chased me, into another.  In this other dream I knew I must chase someone, no two ways about that, and no skins.  For a few seconds the thought gave me a chill in my gut, I wished I could plunge back into that other, muddle-headed dream where I’d at least have no responsibility for anything. In that other dream, it wasn’t quite clear where I was, what I was for, and even who the deuce I was, while here things were unbearably clear – it looked as if I’d learned my part in the play quite thoroughly by now. It had got under my skin, in fact.  I roughly knew who I was, and I knew damn well where.

Incongruously, I recalled a joke from an ancient issue of Punch about a gentleman knocked down by a cab and inquiring, on coming to, in a weak voice: “Where am I?” – upon which an opportunist peddler offers him a map of London: “Here you are, sir. Map of London, sir. Only a sixpence”.  Very funny indeed, but I merely curled my lip slightly now, for the warm world which held, among others, such things as bound volumes of Punch in Grandmother’s chest seemed impossibly distant, a castle in the air, while here and now I had to engage in an unbearably dirty business, soberly and with utmost caution.

I peered at the sky. Pale little stars were disappearing hurriedly from the spotted and striped firmament which was getting lighter by the minute.  I took a deep breath of taiga air smelling of mold, exhaled vigorously, and stretched from head to foot, somehow feeling, well, different – fresher or more whole than usual, as it were. Comme la rose au jour de bataille.  Very flowery, but quite suitable, too.  A familiar thin string within tautened to snapping point and would not let me slip back into the sweet sleep of dawn.

A slight wind was rising. I shuddered a bit and started moving, working out more thoroughly than usual, until my body broke out in light sweat. I practiced with bow, ax and knives again. There were fewer misses than the day before.  The ax throw worked particularly well – at ten paces the weapon went so deep in the wood that I had to use both hands to jerk it loose.  Must sharpen the ax later, I thought.

Then I took a shower. That was simple, all I had to do was strip naked and romp about among bushes and saplings, shaking whole cascades of dew off them on my body. Delightful.  After that I stoked up the fire, warmed up breakfast and ate, amid much smacking of lips, a good deal of hare stewed with mushrooms, roots of some umbellate plants, and that staple, wild garlic. I slowly drank my tea and packed my stuff, also without hurry.  Doing these pleasant daily chores, I was every second aware that today was the day. It was sure to bring something I’d been straining toward for so long.  An eternity, it seemed.

I perched in a pine-tree a long time, patiently waiting, and was at last rewarded: a raven – the raven – started from a treetop nearby and began climbing into the sky in a wide spiral, circle after circle.  Several magpies kept hopping from tree to tree, moving roughly east along the stream in the direction of the ridge that was already majestically overhanging the whole scene. I quietly followed them on my side of the visibly narrowing stream.  Sometimes I lost sight of the magpies, and then I had to climb a tree to spy them out again.  After a while I spotted another mob of magpies, or it could be the same mob, only they might have moved where I had not expected to see them.  I grew flustered, getting bad vibes, but a spot of autosuggestion helped: nothing terrible was happening, I had a whole series of moves to fall back on, and one of them had to work.  After all, I was still alive, and that meant I had something, n’est-ce pas?  That something was sure to pull me through.

Just as I was fighting down an attack of the jitters, perched in a tree, something definitely happened out there.  I saw the raven, which had been aimlessly drifting about in the sky, nosedive and disappear for a while among treetops.  He remained invisible for quite a time, and my lower jaw began shaking again, but at that moment the raven hurriedly rose above the line of trees and climbed very high in the sky, so high I sometimes doubted if it was a bird or a speck in my own straining eye.  Even before he started coming down, his brethren began converging on one spot, appearing from nowhere and flying from all points of the compass.  I couldn’t understand any of it. Did they have a system of signals? What were those signals about?  Why all the commotion all of a sudden?  Soon the ravens disappeared under the canopy of the trees where the magpies had been hanging about, and I realized it was time to act, not ask a lot of silly questions.

Though almost frantic, I performed each move properly, as if ticking off items on a list.  I noted the reference points by which to find the place where the ravens alighted and where fresh forces still kept arriving; hung up my rucksack on a conspicuous tree so that no son of a bitch could reach it either from the ground or from the tree itself; grabbed my bow and spear and leaped across the stream – I could not later recall how. 

I picked up the trail quite soon, in about twenty minutes, but then followed the tracks in turtle style, or maybe slower.  Finding my bearings was easy now, for a whole mob of magpies had gathered ahead.  These fidgety imps perched on branches, flitted from tree to tree and cackled deafeningly, like a bunch of human females at a soirée.  They were doing me a good service, but the ruckus they raised set my nerves on edge, I felt my temper might snap any moment now, and I wished I could bawl at them in choicest Russian.

But then something made me forget all about the birds – and about everything else, for that matter.

First I saw a couple of big feet in worn rubber boots at an absurd angle across the trail, and after that, the whole body.  Kapkaz lay on his side, while Nevermore and his friends were working on his face.  They had pecked out his eyes already and were now jabbing at anything that was not covered by clothes.  As I came on the scene, they flew up amid angry croaking and perched on the trees all around while the magpies wisely, if under noisy protest, retreated some distance.

Feeling nothing but vast relief, as if a stay of execution had just been read out to me in front of an execution block, I dumbly took a few steps and bent over the corpse. My heart kept thudding as if after a ferocious attack in the ring, and at first I could take in nothing.  There the goon lay with an arrow in his side. Why in the side? I had distinctly seen my arrow hitting him in the rear, there was a bloody stain in the seat of his pants, right where the wound was supposed to be.  Certain extra-idiotic explanations flitted through my brain; like, Kapkaz may have pull the arrow out and commited suicide in this highly inconvenient manner, pushing it in his left side.  That was obvious drivel straight out of delirium.  I bent even lower, keeping my eyes away from the gory mess that used to be a human face.  Now, the arrow was definitely not one of mine, unfletched, about three times as thick as mine and neatly turned as if on a lathe, a far cry from my birch-tree twigs.  The other end of it stuck out on his right side, and it had a broad arrowhead of steel, quite different from my tinplate bits of nonsense.

I straightened and fearfully looked around: wouldn’t another of these unfletched murderous things come flying from the bushes, this time aimed at me?  But that one look was enough.  Things became as clear as noon.

Right next to the trail two enormously thick pine-trees grew like sisters, and hidden behind them was a Siberian crossbow – no longer cocked, though.  It was obviously a machine of immense power; its bow must have been tooled out of a whole young fir-tree, and its stock was highly polished.  A line was fixed to the trigger, made, if I correctly remembered Granddad’s tales, out of elk sinews, only I could not recall the right word for it.  Stretched across a trail, the line is completely invisible.  A wretched elk or bear comes along unsuspecting, releases the trigger and gets hit with a huge harpoon thrown by that deadly apparatus. Only this time it was a bloody goon that got hit, not an elk.  Most likely those same men whom he had wished to hunt down were not made with a finger, as the saying goes in these parts, and they had prepared this nice surprise for any unbidden guests.  Or else they may have thought that no one ever wandered about in this wilderness and merely wanted to add to their meat supply. Murky waters. Very murky. Like in the song:  And no one will ever kno-ow Where my lonely grave will be… Folklore, you know.

The ravens’ croaking and the magpies’ machine-gun chatter pulled me out of my reverie.  I got down to business.  I picked up the carbine, then searched the bastard’s pockets. I found the money, my own and the other, quite a tidy sum – apparently their haul during the last robbery. I also took my passport, compass, and binoculars, tore my watch off Kapkaz’s wrist, pocketed his pistol and a spare clip, a cartridge pouch with what was left of carbine shells, the forester’s knife, and Kapkaz’s own shiv. In the taiga, all this represented a fortune, leaving Rothschild simply nowhere.  I also found a lighter.  I snapped it open, but no light sprang up – the gas must have run out.  That was why he hadn’t made a fire these past two days, I thought.  I took the lighter, too, for a souvenir, like.  One pocket held a paper from the labor camp, and I left it there, although neither paper nor pocket seemed likely to survive much longer.  There were too many volunteers for the job of carving the corpse, croaking fit to wake the dead; only they couldn’t, of course.

I picked up Kapkaz’s bag with more of my stuff, then ran an eye over the place to see if I had forgotten some little thing. I hadn’t. I moved a few steps aside, sat down under a tree, put the carbine across my knees and, occasionally and uselessly waving my hand before my face to keep the gnats away, gave myself up to some deep thought. 

First on the agenda: smack my lips over my newfound freedom, freedom from fear. I no longer had to hide from the enemy nor chase him nor agonize over what to do with him when I caught up with him – or what he would do to me.  That was even more heartening than the joy of victory, although that, too, flooded me right up to my nostrils.

Probably even more gratifying was that I hadn’t had to kill anyone.  After all, what did we have here? An ordinary hunting accident that came a dozen a day.  Only from a certain angle did it look like God’s punishment, and only to someone with special optics.  Putting it simply, the fox had been brought to the furrier, in true taiga fashion. The scum had crept out of the taiga, and the taiga had taken care of them both in the end.

True, I would not know now whether I’d be able to kill a human being, even one that deserved execution a dozen times.  I did not even know if I’d be able to feed them to the mosquitoes, let alone killing them in the proper sense.  However, none of it worried me unduly any more.  So I didn’t know these things, so what. To hell with that sort of knowledge. Time enough for that stuff.

The longer I sat there weighing the trophies of victory, the richer they seemed.  Take this simple thought: I, that very I who was now sitting alive on soft moss bumbling about in ankle-deep philosophy, could be lying over there now with a crude stake through my torso.  I wouldn’t even have felt the blow, most likely.  I’d be walking there, young and handsome and healthy, and then there wouldn’t be any me, I’d be blown out like a feeble candle, and no one would be interested except those jolly birds – and their interest was purely gastronomic, anyway. I ought to keep celebrating the occasion until hoary old age. Provided of course that I lived to a hoary old age, given my knack for fooling with fate in completely unsuitable surroundings.

OK, I’ll think it all through and through – some other day. I might even arrive at some half worthwhile conclusions.  For the present, the situation has to be weighed practically.  For starters, consider those folks on the ridge and their curious practice of placing mammoth-killing crossbows at strategic points.  Frankly, I suspected they were the kind of people who would shoot first and not ask any questions after. I’d say they knew all they ever needed to know without questioning.  They did not need any strangers’ eyes; they had an aversion to strangers’ eyes.  Theirs was that kind of business, and ignoring this allergy of theirs might be detrimental to one’s continued health.

Now, those other people back on the Big River. Earlier I said all I had to say on the subject.  I was afraid of them nearly as much as I had been afraid of those two shitfaces that had died the death of shitfaces on the road to Shitface Hell.  Back in the village I would have to prove I was no robber or killer. Someone must have seen me in the hoods’ company, seen me and reported it. That was what folks did, in those times.

No, I definitely did not wish to see any people, either somewhere ahead or anywhere else.  I needed time to recover from deadly fear, to clear the masses of anger and hatred and other filth from the corners of my soul, to become a semblance of my old self – the carefree, arrogant, brainless pup playing at superman that I had been just a couple of weeks before.  Humans couldn’t cure me; the taiga just might.  Here, if you used your nut twenty-four hours a day, you could cure yourself – and perhaps prove a few things to yourself.  I clearly needed this last.

Settled: I would follow my own path. Southwards along the ridge, until I reached the source of some other river.  Then I’d build a raft and paddle downstream. After that, back home for me, home and Mom.

Time to go.  I got up and viciously kicked the body of my enemy, mumbling the same old epitaph:  “The taiga’s the law, you bastard.”  I remembered burying the white bones of escaped convicts, but this was strictly no go.  Let them excommunicate me, let them cut me off from any religion of their choice, I was not going to bury this bit of carrion.  Some other time.  When nothing but white bones remained of him and I was passing by some day, I’d think of it.

I started back to look for my rucksack, and the ravens perked up, flapping their wings and croaking. OK, brothers. He’s all yours. Somebody has to do the dirty work.

***

Toward evening I was already far away, on a ridge from which even the stream could hardly be seen.  I had walked quite fast.  No, that’s wrong; I wasn’t walking there but rather carried on a buoyant wave of ether.  As I was thus floating along, I soon noticed I was humming.  I always hum in the mountains; most people do.  It has something to do with breathing. Humming either excites or soothes it, I’m not sure which, but I usually hum all sorts of nonsense songs as I climb, self-made tunes you only hear in rock-climbers’ camps.  The humming stops when some particularly stunning view opens up; then I just freeze, stocking up on goodwill, humility, and love.

When night came, I couldn’t make myself fall asleep. I was completely mellow and out of touch with the world; had a bear wandered across my camp, he could have done to me what God had done to the turtle, like the saying goes. There was just one thing I particularly wanted – for old man Nevermore to join me.  Life was somehow jollier with him.

 And you know what?  Next morning I had not even woken up properly when I heard his French-sounding Dronk! — and I started smiling again.  We wandered together for about a month, and a nice hike it was, if a bit rough now and then, and the weather was at times rotten.  At the end of it I tamed him a little, he was almost eating out of my hand, and then some son of a bitch shot him dead.  For nothing at all; just for kicks.

I went berserk, and all but made a mash of the bastard’s balls.  It was cruel, losing my companion.  Then I remembered I’d nearly lost my life, and quieted down.  Nothing to do except go on living.  So I stole on along the edge, humming softly. 

I also drew a moral: what is our life? A checkered horror, that’s what.  That’s the whole damn moral.





THE END

Ducks and Drakes
The wind whined and hummed, my head seemed to hum in unison, too, and only the soggy clayey earth, slightly frozen on top, squelched wetly and sharply the moment I stepped off fallow ground onto plowed earth or a marshy patch. The wind was a bit of a nuisance, too, eager to blow me off my feet that were quite shaky anyway, after the night before.

Closer to the stand of rushes the wind did not hit so hard, and the duck were all there in the reeds, the fat migrating duck of November. Flight was impossible, the vicious wind pushed them down, and they hid in these strips of reeds along marshy steppe rivulets known locally as gorkushas, or bitter ones. These streams held precious little brackish, bitter-salty water but lots of liquid clay mixed with sand. Little more than swampy death traps.

Head hanging, I stumbled round an angular stand of reeds, their tops tossing in the wind – and nearly dropped to my knees where I stood.  A dozen mallard, wings rattling and whistling, flushed off a saucer of clear water behind the jutting angle of reeds and, buffeted from side to side by crazy air currents, went ripping along the strip of rushes. I shouldered my heavy shotgun, smoothly swung the barrels, and – click! click!  -- the gun missed fire, both barrels. My heart leaped into my gullet, I screamed something unprintable as I followed the ducks with livid eyes. I nearly smashed the damn gun against the ground but checked myself in time. The shotgun wasn’t mine, it was a fellow schoolteacher’s. A skinflint of a Cossack, wife-beater and drunkard. The shells he had parted from with such heartache must have been two or more years old, grown damp and dried next to a stove several times over, no doubt. All I got out of them was hangfires and misfires. 

I took a couple of steps, and a belated couple of ducks broke from the reeds with a deafening whirr of wings and went streaking low over the ground after the rest of the flock. With a groan I pawed my cartridge belt, to reload, but it was just a silly gesture. The ducks were already no more than a couple of dark, zigzagging dashes above the reed tops.

Not for the first time that day, I just stood and looked, choking and shaking with fury.  Then I walked on wobbly legs toward a low hillock and sat down on a pile of uprooted reeds – the high mark of the spring freshet.  Forehead pressed against the cold gun barrels, I sucked in lots of sweet air with my dry mouth, and froze.  The wind, the big, solid steppe blow had almost burnt out the alcoholic rottenness out of me, but there was still the weakness in the knees, the nausea and the black sense of guilt nearly permanently settled somewhere inside me.  A sticky, anguish-filled haze.

The idiocy of rural life – whose phrase was it, Marx’s?  I was young, unmarried, my home was a tiny room in the school building, more like a cubicle. Nearly every day, after the school emptied, I’d look out the window to see a figure or two wandering toward my door across the stadium-cum-grazing-field, the guys’ pockets bulging.  The state farm which grew corn in the steppe had a distillery of its own, its chimney rose high over the neighborhood, and its product flooded the countryside.

I felt a rush of sharp, bitter sickness rise within and leaned forward, but nothing came up. The spasm passed. Eyes smarting, I breathed out.

In a way, I could understand the men. All that racket in the school, more rows at home, the kitchen-garden to be tended, the pigs, the cows, the kids, the dogs, the wives worse than the dogs. My cubicle was a warm, well-lighted place, and no one to nag at you.  I was someone fresh, someone just hatched from the university, and, incredibly, I’d lived abroad. I had a big pile of German magazines with double-spread Aktphotos, nude pictures – a rarity in those times in rural Russia. These the men could slaver over, reminiscing and gassing. Human, all too human.  Wonderfully human, I’m now inclined to think.  While we talked, pigeon soup would be bubbling in the big pot. The pigeons nesting under the school building’s roof were quite fat, and plenty of vegetables were grown in the school grounds for botanical purposes. And of course there was plenty of stolen pure – almost pure – alcohol shimmering blue in bottles stopped with corn cobs.

In the mornings I would feel dreadful, being so young and not yet hardened at the sport. I’d bring up everything until nothing but green slime came up. I’d then drink some water and feel smashed again.  Pure alcohol has that effect. I had to check a tendency to reel as I walked into class – no shirking that. Kids in the senior grades looked on with understanding eyes. They were quite nice kids, really, with an earthy sense of humor. I taught them German, only what would they need it for, to swear at a tractor’s gearbox later in life?  But I loved them all the same and tried to teach them something, mostly in the gym. Boxing was the most popular subject, much more so than German.  Grown-up lads long out of school, big hulking fellows, also dropped by, especially when they’d had a few. Great fun, especially if I failed to duck in time; their fists mostly weighed close to a stone, or so it felt.

I’d be no use in the gym today. Best run away into the steppe. Couldn’t spend all my days roaming the great open spaces, though.  I had to read Kant and Hegel and stuff, grinding for my postgraduate exams. Not just for the exams, of course. I just loved soaring at those breath-taking cerebral heights. Like a trip, you know. Drink wasn’t that good. I only liked the first-glass feeling but regularly got soused to the gills – couldn’t say no to the nice muzhiki.  Like a green subaltern among old hussars. Spineless sissy.

Blaming the guys was too easy, though. After all, I wanted the same things as they did – to gab, to touch the others’ feelers, to preen my feathers, to kick back, call it what you like. You didn’t get any of that from just staring in each others’ sober mugs. The men were of the earth, black earth, sure, but interesting nevertheless – if you drank enough with them. They’d been through the war, and often told tales from those years. The school caretaker, a stocky, still sturdy fellow, if a bit lame, had been a mortar man in the war, with a medal for the battle of Budapest. His most vivid memory about Budapest was not the storming but what happened after. The troops were given a few days of rest there, and he shared his rations with a Magyar girl, only she was quite insatiable in love-making, came to him every night and brought the poor mortar man to the point of total sexual exhaustion, he had to hide himself toward the end… 

Sometimes there was a bit of singing, too. The guys were not too good at it, so they asked me: “Come on, Nikolayich, give us the one about John with the bridle’s bit” – that was the way they heard “John Brown’s body lies a-moldering in the grave.” That was just for laughs, though – it was funny to hear a song in a foreign tongue, and the tune is catchy, I guess. For the soul, though, I sang, almost in an undertone, something that also came from the war years – about a shot ringing out, a raven circling above, and my friend lying in the ditch, dead. When the mood was on me, I’d croon some terribly sad, slow folk song. Like “Ducks are flying…”

 Ah, damn those ducks. Sure they were flying, on and on, while I was stuck here, for good, it seemed. I dully gazed toward the south.  There, at the edge of the windswept steppe with its grayish-yellow patches of unplowed hills, the plowed earth, pitch-black up close and bluish further afield, there loomed two-humped Mount Camel, smudged as in a bad watercolor. A long, long way beyond it I could imagine my parental home, life without pounds of sticky mud on your boots, the lovely rumble of an old grand piano, people speaking the same language as I did.  There were also the young ladies, especially the unattainable Muse of my mile-long verse about her lips and the rest of it (the lips were indeed exquisite in the extreme, highly valuable items of intricate, complicated fretwork, magnetic both at rest and in motion). And the other one, whose loyalty and patience were slowly but surely propelling her to the status of my fiancée.  There were other houris, too, and the very thought of their shy loins made my undercarriage swell painfully. Might as well sharpen a knife and slash off that unbearable weight. Ninety-proof alcohol hits that area especially hard, only there’s no joy in it.  The turmoil just drives you crazy, ever closer to poisonous thoughts about the easy way out.

I cocked my piece, knowing I was just fooling, simply trying the idea on for size, but all the same I felt hot and sweaty as I imagined what a 16-gauge charge does, fired point-blank. Or would it misfire again?  That’d be a laugh. Rubbish, caps that misfired once worked perfectly the second time round, nine times out of ten. Should have remembered that earlier.

I picked up a short twig with which to push at the trigger, held it a moment, then threw it away. This game could go a step too far. Real creepy, the stuff your woozy brain dished out. All because real life went on somewhere beyond the horizon while you were stuck in this pile of manure for good.

Close to sobbing out of self-pity, I sighed for the hundredth time that day, a long, whining sigh like a tired setter’s after a day’s hunting. I turned my head and stared hard into the distance, where nothing marked the border between steppe and sky.  There, along the invisible edge, the wind and the night were born; dark clouds came tearing in ragged strips from that region.  The black cloud matter was torn into bands and angles and balls, rolled over and over and smeared across the sky. All this at a savage, inhuman tempo, as if a crazy god was playing a chiaroscuro fugue in C-gray over the hilly steppe with uneven rectangles of plowed land fringed by the crape bands of dirt tracks, dark-blue smudges of blackthorn thickets, yawning gaps where the ravines were, and the light-gray threads of streams marked by reeds… A mystique-filled landscape, that’s what it was, and I was thinking about it in just those words, or almost, being such a literary-minded youth. 

I remembered the condescendingly illiterate rejection slip recently received from an eminent literary monthly where I’d sent a short story of mine. It wasn’t particularly good, a bit watery, yet miles classier than their usual garbage. That hurt. I was certainly floundering in a bad spot then, blacker than a swamp; frustration was addling the shit out of my brain.  My only hope was the wind; the wind alone could blow the filth out of me. The voice of the wind was the voice of heaven, I told myself.

Imperceptibly, I slipped into a deep trance. The early winter steppe at the foot of the hills, packed with wind and the foreboding of darkness, by sheer chance hooked up my milk-wax soul to the cold ether of cosmic spheres or something; anyway, that was how I saw it much later. The moment stuck in my mind so solid that it kept unexpectedly surfacing all my life.  A hazy premonition must have flown down that hook-up – premonition of what? Only now, about a hundred years later, is it clear what the omen was about: the end of the Thaw, the long, long mutiny on your knees, the dreary talk-talk-talk in tired half-whispers, two marriages like two different kinds of solitude, the resolve to overcome it all, to no clear purpose, and the rare sun-flares of ham-fisted inspiration well hidden from the world.

I sat there some more, listening to the same sad, old tune endlessly crooned in my head about the same old ducks that keep flying on and on while I sat and sat there waiting – for what? For real life to start, right? Real life went on somewhere a hell of a long way away, while I was left suspended between heaven and earth. In inanimate suspension.

Well, to hell with it all. I could well pull that trigger, if I did not take care. I resolutely shook my head, rose to my feet, breathed the last of the alcoholic fumes in the wind’s face, then slowly, with great relish, drew in the air that was so fresh it worked like a drug. This air off the mountains should be rationed and coupons handed out for exemplary conduct, I thought. And here I was, using it up for free, the undeserving skunk. 

Must be going. Darkness would soon fall, and you didn’t wander over these marshes in the night if you knew what was good for you. Whenever a cow strayed into the quicksand, it stayed there for the remainder of its life; a tractor couldn’t drag it out of this viscous horror. But I’d try my luck with the duck just one more time. Try to sneak on this last flock. They couldn’t have flown far away. Up there, no one was likely to be extra considerate to them. Might easily break their wings fighting the wind.

I took a shortcut across a bend in the stream and headed straight for the spot where the gorkusha stream spread out in a wide swamp fringed with reeds and where the ducks had recently circled and swooped before disappearing from sight. I was marching with a quick, resolute tread – what the hell had I to lose? Only when the senselessly pitching reeds were quite close did I start crawling almost on all fours, clinging to meager, knee-high bushes and tussocks. Reaching the edge of the reeds, I straightened out, tail seemingly shaking fast, shotgun held aloft, weightless feet stepping noiselessly in the rustle of wind, as slowly as a sleepwalker’s.

This is always inexplicable – a second before, you could see nothing but shapeless spots, tussocks, sticks and twigs, and then in a flash you realize that they are not tussocks or spots but mallards, and unbelievably close at that. An immeasurably brief moment, and you are deafened by the pistol cracking of their wings. I shouldered the gun, drew a bead on a couple and heard the dry click! click! of the misfires, but the tension did not leave me. A clairvoyance of sorts made me cock the piece again without changing the shells, and I froze, still holding the heavy gun at the shoulder. Then a drake broke out of the reeds with a powerful flapping of the wings and started rising vertically into the sky. I snuggled against the stock in a joyous spasm, and the gun boomed twice at last, the second time out of sheer fury over past failures. His wings broken, the drake heavily slapped against the chilly film of water about twenty paces from where I stood and lay there, awkwardly spread out, his piteous head in the water, and only the green band round his neck visible.

Noisily breaking the ice at the edge of the pool, I marched toward the drake. With each step, though, it became harder and harder to pull the feet from the liquid clay beneath. I stopped, pulled up the tops of my waders to their full length, tied them to my belt with thongs and moved ahead again, swinging both arms and torso, each time having more trouble freeing the feet from the clayey vise. I felt water pouring into the waders, stopped again, and looked around in torment. The drake was close, I could almost touch it with the tips of the barrels, but I felt I was sinking lower and lower, inch by inch. Another step, and I might slip waist-deep into the mire, if not worse. Only for some reason it was impossible to leave the drake where it lay; if I didn’t get him, the whole day was a waste, my whole life was a waste. It was all futile and absurd anyway, with or without the drake, but there you were.

I pulled my right foot up and pushed it forward through the sludge into what felt like nothing, while my left foot was going deeper and deeper into the pulp sucking me down. I bent forward as far as I could, raked the drake with the gun barrels closer to me, grabbed it by a wing and threw it back over my head, sharply shifting my upper body back, too. Right then, though, my left foot also slipped into nothing, and I sank waist deep in the liquid mud. My feet started churning the mud as if they had a will of their own, while the brain registered the words: the mire’s sucking me in.  I only knew of these things from old hands’ tales and could never understand just how the mire could do that. It turned out quite simple: you try to pull out one foot and rest your weight on the other, and this other one goes in deeper, then the whole thing is repeated, now one foot, then the other. Some discovery. Main thing, it will remain here with me, I almost muttered aloud and stopped this nonsense with the feet, instinctively leaning back to have a bigger surface on which to rest, only there was no support for the back either. I was now breast deep in the mud, but whether or not I was afraid, I just don’t know. Everybody is asking me that, and I have nothing sensible to say. It’s a different level of being, and it is not important whether you are scared stiff or being terminally brave. It’s just neither here nor there. And what is here or there? What is important?  Just this: it’s unbearably stupid to drown in this mud in the bloom of your life, it’s unjust and humiliating, it’s fucking absurd. That is why there is this cold observer up there in the loft, watching and calculating things carefully and refusing to accept that the chill of this half-water, half-mud is the touch of inevitable, stinking death.

I don’t know if it was my human brain or animal instinct that did the trick – in these games with death, as in passion, it’s hard to remember afterward what happened and how – but I somehow wriggled onto my belly, my head nearly going under, then grabbed my gun by the neck of the stock and barrel ends and pulled it with all my might through the mud toward me, once and twice and three times. The feet jerked free of the sticky claws and began working like a swimming frog’s, pushing me a few inches forward. I reached for some reeds, grabbed as many as I could in my right hand and, sinews nearly snapping, pulled, then grabbed some more, pulled again – and my foot touched bottom. It was sticky and pulpy but bottom nevertheless, not this mind-chilling nothing.

I reeled onto firm ground, keeled over and lay there panting and groaning. Mortal fear at last caught up with me, but I couldn’t indulge in it even now. I was shaking violently with cold, for I was soaking wet, and the wind seemed to be slashing right through me. I pulled off my boots, shook water and mud out of them, pulled them on again, picked up my gun and the heavy drake, and started running across the steppe, shaking, sobbing and squealing. I had a long way to run. Night fell, and still I trotted on, my big boots thudding dully on the crunchy dirt track. As I crossed ravines I stumbled and slowed down to a walk; in open fields the wind carried me along like a dry leaf. After a while handfuls of hard, round pellets of snow began slashing at me. And not until I reached the village did I remember how I’d sat on a tussock and played with my gun’s cocks.

Jogging past a neighbor’s house, I knocked on his window, and he came to my place with an opened bottle of the usual. We killed it – and God didn’t see fit to punish my folly with a running nose, even. Just a stinking hangover… Nothing new.

Except – for a long time after I could not hear that song about ducks flying without grinning wryly. Not these days, though. No one seems to be singing that song anymore. It’s all such a long, long way in the past. Over and done with.
Up and Down Nasty Hill
Mountains are like life: they maim you, they cure you. A whole life’s meaning drifts in from nowhere and condenses at one point, somewhere above the peak, as if there were angels and golden radiance and houries galore up there. Houries, hell. There’ll be nothing, just cold, wind and fog, not even a view.  If there’s radiance, it’s within you. Blissful fatigue and sublime emptiness somewhere in the navel area, as if you'd taken a snootful of nirvana first thing in the morning.  Only if you’re lucky, that is.  

Luck is a must. Lucky climbers sometimes find a dried and frozen carcass of a leopard near the peak, and wonder what the cat was doing there at that altitude. Then they write good prose.  I’d be lucky if I found the carcass of a mouse. Rather than wonder what it was doing there, I’d wonder what I was doing there myself, with all that shit pasted all over what I call my soul. Forget leopards and mice.

Jesus, why did I go on this hike, why, why, why.  Arkasha had said, in passing, like, “Coming?” and I’d replied just as smoothly, “Sure.”  That was what you did, if you were a regular guy, one of the fellows: you threw a few things in your rucksack, hopped on a train, and it was just a night’s ride.  I couldn’t duck, I wouldn’t have ducked even if I’d wanted to. It wasn’t done, and that was it. So now I just kept climbing, cursing myself and wondering if we’d talk, and what I could say for myself, damn and blast…

I looked over my shoulder.  Arkasha was straggling behind, his eyes darting all over the place, his long-handled hammer doing tattoos on the rocks.  Sweet music to his ears, absolutely. There was jasper, malachite, other words that meant nothing to me.  He had half a rucksack of the stuff already, but he moved as steadily as ever, a squat, powerful chunk of bone and muscle.  

He raised his eyes, smiling innocently.  A nice guy, really.  If he were some sort of bastard, things might be easier for me.  I doubted it, though.

The silence was awkward. Everything was bloody awkward. So I grunted:

“Need help?  You must be foaming at the asshole.”

“My rocks are never too heavy for me.  You look a bit green round the gills yourself. Ought to recharge your prana batteries. Absorb oxygen. Stock up on scenery and goodwill.”   Apart from all else, Arkasha was an inveterate wag. Made good jokes, even – once in a while.

My eyes ran over the landscape, what there was of it.  The hills were dull, really.  After the Pamir or the Sayan, the Urals look a bit insipid.  One ought to come and climb here at seventy, ogling the smooth, feminine lines of these protuberances. Sheer frozen Mendelssohn, an ice-axe up his mendel. OK, keep your shirt on, you'll be seventy like everybody else, don’t you worry.  Better try and sort things out as they are now.

We moved onto bone-breaking scree, with tons of shaky boulders just waiting to be dislodged and smash your shins to a pulp. Yamantau means Nasty Hill in Turkic. Arkady, eyes darting crazily, kept swearing under his breath. Here among all this split rock he must be feeling like a sex-starved sheik in a swimming-pool full of odalisques, the poor things packed like sardines in a sizable tin. 

We had all the makings of an accident. He might be putting on a carefree act, but I had to take things seriously. An old officer-like habit.

"Arkan," I said, "if you break a leg, I'll throw away all the malacunt from your rucksack. Won't even dream of carrying it. Pay attention, I tell you. Move lighter than an angel. A nervous angel."

"You ca-a-n't count all the diamonds in the ca-a-aves..." bleats Arkasha, miles off key. I just spit. He may be right, at that. You carry the stuff on your back, you've got every right to it.  Whether the delight was straight or just playacting, that was his bloody business.

Hilltop, at last… We sat down by the heap of boulders that marked the highest point, only it was so damn unconvincing. It could be a hundred yards away in any direction. Fog everywhere. It was all flattish, rounded and dull. No joy, no glee, no room for these things. Nothing but impatience gnawing at my innards.  I had somehow decided, if there were to be a heart-to-heart, it would be on the mountain top.  But Arkasha just went on being witty.

"This isn’t Chomolungma, sure, but you'll remember Yamantau, yet. On Doomsday – on a bedpan."

"Doomsday" and "bedpan" sound alike in Russian. The pun could hardly be worse, though.

"Did you make it up yourself?"

"Sure did."

"Let's have fifteen drops of the purest, then."

We had a snort of 90-proof alcohol each, gulping down deep breaths of air afterwards and chewing on some dried bear meat.  The trembling in the knees subsided.  I leaned back against the heap of cold boulders, trying to make out what I could between the banks of fog: dark ridges afar, gray rocks nearby, indistinct shadows. They were quickly erased by mist, yet a glowing something rose within me. What I call mountain-top feeling. You know, it’s as if you were looking down the barrel of eternity, feeling totally forsaken and lonely yet somehow smugly aware that you were not such an insignificant nit, after all, if you could stare without blinking at – what? God, the universe, something as infinite as death. You're supposed to be awed by it, but, awe overcome, you feel like cocking a snook at it. OK, just you watch out, someone may cock a snook at you – like right now.

I turned around.  Arkasha had spread a foam-rubber mat on the ground and, resting his head on the rock-filled rucksack, was noiselessly asleep, without a stir.  I shifted my gaze and stared dumbly at the distant hills.  It looked like there’d be no sorting things out today.  I felt relieved, in a way, but the painful boil was still there, and I didn’t know when and how it would come to a head.

The affair was as vulgar as you please.  Tatyana, Arkasha’s red-haired bitch, came running to my place two or three times a week, and there was nothing I could do about it.

It had all started right with the housewarming party, shortly after I’d moved to that city.  The rector of the Institute had scrounged from the city authorities an apartment for me. Quite a feat, that.  There were no two-room flats to be had for love or money, a one-room thing would have been infra dig – after all, I’d been elected Department Head – so they had coughed up a three-room one, an unheard-of luxury for a single person in the Soviet scheme of things.  The apartment took up the whole side of the ninth floor, with a view of the river and the 512 smoke stacks of the steel plant beyond.  The whole gang had gathered to celebrate: rock-climbers, hunters, fishermen, skiers. All these sports were highly popular in that city, and right on arrival I had found myself surrounded by my sort of guys, my modest fame as a rock-climber having caught up with me. Well, it had to be good for something.

It had been the usual kind of bash: noise and booze and music and crazy hopping around by way of dancing.  All of a sudden I realize that Tatyana is plastered around my neck like a leach.  Right then someone switches off the lights, and she gives me a hot, moist, pornographic kiss that instantly sobers me.  So I tear myself away and avoid her all night, but you can’t really escape this sort of thing. 

She had come to my place on the very next day.  She had simply rung the bell, and the whole damn thing had gone on ever since.  I don’t know what science has to say about it; must be fluids, or hormones, or pheromones, or some such damn thing.  I only know I must have been off my chump to act and feel like this.  A hot wave would course through my whole body, as if a girl’s breast filled my hand for the first time in my life, or as if I returned to a young wife after a long trip. And it happened each and every time.  And she yelled. God, how she would yell; especially toward the end. I kept closing the doors, but they were flimsy Soviet-made affairs, no protection at all. I guess they could hear plenty out in the hall.  Then there were the lynx-eyed co-eds; coming out of a classroom, I once caught a murmur, “Sergei’s lips are all bitten again.”  I hastily pursed my mouth, but there was no hiding those purple patches.

Sure, I tried to reason it out.  OK, she was my type, a medium-height, sturdy but supple Slav cat with a touch of the East, everything the right size, an arm-thick plait nearly touching her backside, heart-shaped face with the high cheekbones that went so well with the slanting, crazy gray eyes. Fanny almost between her shoulder-blades. But I had seen it all, only none had been quite the same. Then again, look at it with her eyes.  Why me?  I might have understood it if I were some kind of sex-champion, a film star or something, but I was an ordinary intellectual type. Not without some verve, I grant you, but I knew my caliber. There was also the matter of my age.  And yet she would scream, “More! More!” -- then breathe out softly, softly, but enough to make me go all fuzzy in the head, “Thank you…”

Damn, I had my principles.  In my ink-stained youth I had decided, and noted in my “Rules for Living,” that adultery was vulgar, base and unworthy of a man’s man.  It was also dirty, and I had a morbid hatred of uncleanliness of any kind.  If you started playing games with other people’s wives, you sort of issued an invitation – You’re welcome to play with my woman, too. And I couldn’t think of these things without seeing red.  Men like me make fine double murderers, killing him and her, too. To save her undue suffering, like.

I had told her all this, but it had just floated past her head, no effect except tears.  I’m allergic to tears. I would instantly feel sorry for her, and it would all end in good old screaming, only louder.

I’m cheating here a bit, of course. Making out as if I were a six-winged seraph or some such.  In fact I would leap from window to window whenever she was late, pacing my rooms like a caged tiger, to coin a phrase, sensing little but the gut-wrenching fear that she wouldn’t come. Unbearable.  But she came, always.

Later I became somewhat resigned.  Everything passes; so this, too, will pass, I told myself.  It can’t but burn out, it’s sure to cool off, the same thing repeated over and over – or else it’ll end in an explosion, with bits and pieces flying.  My Russian mind decided: what will be, will be.  The bullet might whistle past.  In any case, coping with this tropical heat was clearly beyond my strength.  

An unmarried colleague showed an interest in me. Just one of those things, the pressure of years slipping by, a sense of wilting, all her fine assets wasted. Natural. Only – Tatiana waylaid her somewhere and all but scratched her eyes out, the damn fury.  Speaking of eyes, how was I to look people in the eye, after that?

There was talk.  Gossip.  Curiously, whoring is less widespread in the Urals than in other places, I noticed.  A great many life-long lovers and simply faithful husbands and wives about. It even seemed a bit striking to me, coming as I did from the hot-blooded south.  

And now there was this…

Arkasha stirred, and my anguish veered that way.  OK, here I was, bothered by my conscience and principles, what was left of them – just a poached egg, by this time.  What about his feelings?  If only he’d bash my face, or something.  All he did was collect rocks and make bad jokes.  Could it be that he knew nothing?  Not likely.  The early warning system must work hereabouts as effectively as anywhere else.  Could he be totally in love with his no-good wife?  Afraid to lose her?  Anything was possible.  OK, what will be, will be. Seem to have said so already.

I shook Arkady by the shoulder.  He opened his eyes, instantly fresh and clear and alert.

“Arkasha, let’s roll.  We don’t want to be caught by darkness up here.  And it may rain, too.”

“Fear of gout?”

He stretched, got up, shouldered his rucksack, and we began the downward crawl.  We followed a different route, not the one of the ascent. Shorter and steeper.  Properly speaking, we should have used ropes, but couldn’t be bothered; must have had other things on our minds. There was tension in the air; it was bound to break out. Well, it did.

We came to an almost sheer couloir, and I gave Arkady instructions.


“I’ll go first.  I’ll be yelling to you where footholds and fingerholds are, and you follow strictly in my wake.  I’ll try to push down the loose boulders, but I may miss some. Look out for them. Don’t drop one of these on my pate.”

“Never fear, I’m not just a pretty face,” Arkady muttered, and he sounded unusually tense, only I somehow didn’t care.

It happened when we had passed the midway point of the couloir.  Instinct pushed me under a ledge, and I clung to the sheer wall like a gekko lizard to the ceiling. A boulder sighed briefly behind my back and soon hit something way down in the couloir with a boom like a cannon.  It must have been a biggish boulder, what we call a real heavy suitcase.  Belated heat swept through my body. I felt myself quake, then go berserk.

I found a rest for my right foot on the opposite wall of the crevice, almost doing the cross split, and threw my head back.  Arkasha was hanging by his fingertips about eighteen feet up the couloir, trying for a foothold.  It was touch and go for a second, then he found support.  Silently, we looked at each other.  I didn’t even notice if he’d paled much.  At length he brought out hoarsely:

“You alive?”

“By your prayers, you old ass-brain.  I told you about loose rocks.  You need a feather touch here.”

“Let me go first.”  That was like a prayer from the bottom of his heart, only I was having none of that.  I had an ego of my own to reckon with.

“Don’t be a horse’s ass.  Just step lightly, d’you hear?”

We moved silently on.  I no longer shouted instructions about footholds. You want to follow me, go on and follow me; you want to roll rocks, roll rocks, I thought angrily, trying to get to the bottom of the accursed couloir as fast as I could.  What in hell had made me…  And no one would ever prove anything.  You’re climbing down, you slip, no rope, and there you are. Finis.  Why no rope?  Who is there to ask?  I’m the older and more experienced climber, only I’m no longer around, even my brains have long dried up on the rock… That’s Life for you.  She is not a dame, but she sucks all the same.

At the bottom of the couloir we sat down to rest under a cliff, silently and without looking at each other much.  Too bad, neither of us smoked.  Just to be doing something, I carefully took off my boots and shook them out, then put them back on.  Soon we were climbing down again.

About half an hour later we hit another rocky stretch, steeper than the previous one, and with room to fall, as we say. Rock face with a ledge slanting across it, a hundred yards worth of free fall on your left if anything went amiss, and an overhang above. In one place the overhang was quite low, we had to crawl as through a narrow tunnel with an open side, but after that it was like marching on the Champs Elysées, bending low now and then not to hit the overhang.  

Arkasha must have forgotten to do that once too often, or he may have stumbled, or something, I don’t know, only I looked back even before he cried out – old rock-climbers develop a kind of clairvoyance about these things – and saw a picture suspended in time, the kind one gets to see just a few times in one's life outside of dreams: Arkasha threw his hands up to balance himself, his hand hit the rock wall on the right, and he disappeared from the ledge leaving just empty space behind.

I guess I threw off my rucksack, leaped for the point where he'd fallen off, peered over the edge, saw Arkady lying not on the bottom of the gorge but on a jutting piece of rock slapped on by Almighty God, with considerable foresight, at precisely this spot. I must have covered these twenty feet or so miraculously without falling off myself. Frankly, I do not recall any of this. I only remember crouching on my knees by the body and feeling for the pulse.

"Arkasha... Arkan... Are you all right? You alive? Arkasha!"

Arkady languidly opened one eye, a bit like an intelligent bird, closed it again and whispered:

"Seryozha... Look... Are the eggs OK?"

Now, to a male Russian mind, "eggs" means one thing, and one thing only, even if it's plural: balls. I must still have been quite dazed, for I automatically reached for the zipper with but a fleeting thought for the petty quality of my pal’s concerns. After all, he was only alive due to a queer slip-up in the general scheme of things.  The moment I touched him, though, that son of a bitch whispered, as tragically as before:

"Oh no... I mean in the rucksack... Been saving a few for an omelette, remember?"

He opened both eyes, and his whole battered mug distended in a maliciously complacent grin: Gotcha! 

I leaned against the rock-face, smiling weakly.  He’d done for me, after all.  He’d rubbed my face in it, he’d shown me which of us had the balls.  I remembered that he indeed carried a dozen eggs in a Swedish plastic contraption for a festive supper.  Well, he could celebrate, like right now.

Anyway, Arkady had smashed a kneecap to smithereens as he fell, and I had to hoist first himself, then his rucksack onto that ledge, and then lug both to the camp below. And I did not dare throw away a single rock sample from his rucksack, even when both its straps snapped, one after another.

A couple days later, the whole town knew Arkasha’s wicked joke, gleefully passed on by word of mouth.  Things like that were highly valued currency there.  No one knew about the falling rock in the couloir, though.  There hadn’t been any falling rock, period.

I called Tatyana right from the common room, amid a sudden hush.  I inquired about Arkady’s kneecap, about this and that.  I was silent a few seconds, plucking up courage, then articulated in my best lecturer’s manner: “Well, permit me to wish you both the best of luck.”  Another pause and, on a softer note: “And, uh, thank you for everything.”

I gently replaced the receiver. And that was that.
Trace of Red in Clear Water
I SLOWLY SWAM along the edge of a stand of reeds, barely moving my flippers, breathing quietly, carefully, to keep the snorkel from making those gurgling noises.  All the time my predatory eye kept searching the reeds for pike in their vertical camouflage stripes that looked like reed stalks among which they lay in ambush. So lousy was my luck that morning that I felt I might start shedding bitter tears into my mask any moment now. The pike were there, I won’t say they weren’t. Swimming around a clump of reeds, I’d suddenly meet the dull, sullen eye looking up from under: a pike will hang suspended in the water a bit like a log slightly inclined forward, that is why it seems to lower at you, up from under – a cold, brutish, nasty stare.

The pike were there all right, but it was as if some god of hunting had spat on my pate.  Sometimes the fish would nimbly disappear among the rushes at my approach, and I would let them go without a shot, just a burst of mute language. At other times I missed for sheer nerves, then spent ages getting back my harpoon from among the reeds, getting myself entangled in the harpoon-line and emitting air bubbles mixed with more language. Worse still, I sometimes did not even see the fish, just a little swirl of sand particles in a cozy hole among the bottom vegetation; that meant that a moment ago there had been a pike there which had adjusted the color of its body so fine as to be transparent and imperceptible to the eye.  These sneaky swine could beat any chameleon in the art of mimicry.

One of them drove me into full-scale hysterics. In a shallow spot, about six feet deep, I swam over a pike and only saw it when it was under my belly. I froze, feverishly trying to decide what to do.  I could touch the brute with my hand, I clearly saw its thick dark back, a big log of a fish. Of course, the moment I started turning the spear-gun muzzle down, to nail it to the bottom, it flashed out of sight as if it had never been there. Sneaky bugger.

My wise father had taught me what to do in these cases. If you get the jitters bad while hunting, asinine stubbornness is no good. Better go sit under a tree, think of the meaning of life or some such rubbish, smooth your ruffled feathers, take fifteen drops of vodka, a bit more will do no harm, then try again. So I climbed ashore, to cheat the jinx.

The shore in this lake is rather unusual. It’s not a shore proper but more like a jutting edge made up of matted grass and rushes and the like. I am no biologist, don’t know the details, but it goes something like this: the dense vegetation on the surface of the water near the shore is somehow packed tight together, becomes intertwined, rots, is covered with a layer of dust, perhaps.  Dust is the one thing that is plentiful in this steppe.  Then all sorts of stuff begin to grow on this packed layer – grass, burdocks, reeds, even scrub and later trees, all on a semi-liquid, rippling, heaving surface with water underneath.  Later still, strong winds tear off chunks of this false shore and drive them all over the lake.

These floating islands, for some reason called labaz in that area (though Kazakh lapas means a sort of shed, nothing to do with islands), offer fine cover for fish. Spear-fishing under them is a bit nightmarish, though. You dive under a labaz and it’s so dark there you lose your bearings in no time, no idea where the way back is, the air in your lungs is good for two minutes, three is tops, so chances are you can stay there for the rest of your life.  This sort of thing is for real pros, and they’d better have two-gallon lungs.  I knew some chaps like that, but they were in a class a mile above mine. I only dived under smallish islands, and earned no glory for my timid sorties. There were indeed tons of fish there, scattering before my eyes and disappearing in the gloom before I could take aim. Nerve-racking.

These floating islands are driven by the wind all over the lake. In winter great heaps of snow are piled on them, and when spring comes, these waterlogged masses go under. Here at Sultankol so many of them have sunk that they have formed a false bottom. Not a solid one but with plenty of holes through which you can dive to reach the real bottom.  One day I dived into one of those holes. I hung there a few moments suspended head down, then quickly flipped over and rushed upwards on the verge of panic – so dark, cold and soul-depressing it felt. Like sticking your head inside a silly sci-fi picture about a hopelessly lost space ship with slimy, many-tentacled monsters round the corner, reaching for your subconscious.

Because of the false bottom and the floating islands, the lake is thick with fish.  You cannot catch them with either rod or net, so spear-fishing is about the only way. There’s sazan, or wild carp, there’s tench, very decent perch, all sorts of smaller fry, but I mainly specialize in pike. Mostly a quiet, peaceable chap in everyday life, I have a sort of hatred for this heartless killer.

I pulled myself up onto the wobbly ledge, panting, lay flat on my belly on it, then scrambled up and went, on all fours at first, then upright, as befits man, toward the bank, slightly lurching on the swaying surface that was in fact a nature-made raft. Once on dry land, I sat down on a prickly, dusty hillock.  I decided not to pull off my wetsuit – too much bother. The August sun was burning pretty hot; surely it would warm me through the wetsuit even.  Because of the false bottom, the lake was shallow and easily warmed by the sun, but it was still too early, around ten, and I had grown quite cold in the hour or so that I had spent in the water.  Lots of sunshine here on the bank, though; even the light breeze was warm.  Sheer bliss.

I looked around me. Nothing new there.  The same wretched Bashkir steppe covered with short, scant, parched grass.  Dust-colored low hills undulating in the distance. Clumps of reeds near the bank.  And that was about it.  How different from things under water.  There, every little reed, rising from the bottom proud like a czarina, was decked out in silvery air bubbles.  Water plants were a riot of unearthly colors in which a fish’s scales would sparkle now and then, hit by a sunray. The clear water itself was filled with rippling sunshine. In all, submarine Garden of Eden.

IT WAS MY SECOND TRIP to Sultan Lake.  On our first outing, Sasha Turyev and myself had spent a long time scouring the steppe on our motorbikes before we found the place. This time, Nikolai, Sasha’s colleague at the Mining Institute, had driven us here in his car, and Sasha’s new wife Maika came tagging along, the damn chatterbox.  

My guess is that she’s got a screw loose, due to her zest for screwing, if you’ll pardon the silly pun.  She seems to be in constant fever, eyes glittering, gestures jerky, chatter incessant, and she keeps pushing her body so close up against you as to embarrass the hell out of you.  Young and hefty, she exudes torrid heat, her protuberances rubbing against you, given the least chance. A classic case of hot pants. Where are Sashka’s eyes?  Or could it be that he’d be only too glad to palm her off on somebody, to take well-earned time out?  I could do without these stupid games, definitely.  I had enough troubles of my own in that department. Besides, I wanted to do some quiet spear-fishing, putting all such nonsense out of my head, as befitted a serious, ardent sportsman.

My bad luck today is Maika’s fault. Absolutely.  We had arrived at the lake toward nightfall the day before, and while we were putting up the tent and doing all sorts of camping chores, darkness fell.  The guys were eager to try some nocturnal spear-fishing using a car head-light on a raft. They said you could bag vast numbers of fish that way. Fish are drawn toward light like moths – and what fish!  Monsters you’d never see by daylight. I dislike that kind of poacher’s tricks, though.  It’s about as sporting as using a net.  Diving without a scuba is quite different.  Luck may go either your way or the fish’s. Fair is fair.

The chaps inflated a small raft, loaded the head-light, a car battery, and the rest and paddled off, leaving me alone with this crazy dame.

In our hurry, we had camped in a wretched, low-lying place. As darkness fell, clouds of outsized lake-side mosquitoes rose from the grass and the reeds.  Hands and face bleeding, Maika and I hurried to hide in the tent, and there it began.  I lay on my side, and she instantly rolled all over me – you know, the let-me-warm-your-hands gambit.  I rolled over on my back and immediately wished I hadn’t.  Her hands were so hot and mischievous, she kept murmuring things in my ear like a March cat, and I had no strength of mind to tell her to get lost.  Worse, I wasn’t sure if that was because of my natural squeamishness or the heat in my loins.  I wasn’t a stone statue, was I. Just a run-of-the-mill prig.

But the squeamishness won out.  I scrambled from the tent, to the mosquitoes’ fierce delight, quickly undressed and plunged in the lake. Thank God the water was fine, warmer than the air, as always at night. I swam out into the lake, turned over on my back and gazed at the stars.  The little things winked back at me:  A pretty mess, eh, mate?  I swam about for an hour or so, cooling down, anger oozing out of me.  Damn it, I was a pretty physical type and loved these games myself, but I had an inbuilt taboo about married women. Had Maika been a creature at large, I’d have been only too eager, even if she wasn’t my type. I valued the demure poise more than curves, but there’s always art for art’s sake, so why not? Anything is grist to the young, and how young I then was, Jesus, how young...  But – with her husband around, and a good hunting companion of mine at that, the thing smacked of Decameron-type perversion.  I had no use for that, call me a hypocrite or whatever.

I heard the chaps splashing toward the shore, and headed that way, too.  Their super-hunt had flopped miserably, it turned out.  The lamp had kept going out, water had seeped into Sashka’s mask, the harpoon-line had got snagged, that sort of thing.  They did not come back exactly empty-handed, but it was just a couple of tench.  True, the fish inspired respect.  Heavy, beautiful specimens they were.

We had supper in the tent, with a dram of vodka, then another.  Then I retired to the car for the night.  The racket in the tent, with Maika’s shrill voice riding high over all, went on for some time, but none of it concerned me any more.

HONEST, I HAD PLENTY to worry about on that front myself, like I said.  As I thrashed on the car cushions, the thought came floating by, unbidden: how nice it would be to have Pusskin around, instead of this cow.  Hard to remember how the nickname had stuck to the kid, real name Olya.  She lived in the next apartment block, came to my place to learn English.  About sixteen.  Could be closer to seventeen, I never asked.  She was friends with my kid sister and often came round just for a spot of thumb twiddling.  Sometimes we played badminton, the three of us, just hitting the shuttlecock around, laughing like kids in the circus till we rolled around or got hiccups – over what? Couldn’t say to save my life.  We went out to swim in the Ural, to catch crayfish, to boat.  Little by little we became inseparable. I’d go skiing, and Pusskin would be gliding through the forest ahead of me, too; I’d go to the swimming pool, and Pusskin would also be splashing about in it.  Her figure was not Hollywood quality at all, just a well-knit, sturdy imp, somewhat underdeveloped in places. Still, there you were.  

She sang beautifully, in a small but amazingly precise voice: absolute pitch.  Where do I begin To tell the story of how great a love can be… It was all the craze then, the theme from Love Story.  Both the book and the record reached me around that time.  We sometimes danced to the saccharine tune, and the kid sang along with the tape-recorder.  We’d dance slowly and very close, the top of her head fitting exactly under my chin, and all her vivacity would suddenly vanish; I too moved very carefully indeed and hummed along very, very softly.

One day we went fishing, the four of us: my sister’s young man was the fourth. He took us in his father’s ancient car.  On our way back we sang non-stop at the top of our lungs for about three hours, me doing the parts of clarinet, double-bass, and cornet-a-piston. Vocal jazz, you know. Tons of fun.  

On this particular spear-fishing trip, though, it would have been sort of unsuitable for her to tag along, and I had told her so. Pusskin had been awfully upset; she had sniffled a little and had even been slightly impudent in a sullen way, so I had had to talk to her coldly. At this she had gone completely to pieces and looked so funny, rubbing her eyes with her fist, mouth hanging loose, that I felt my heart bleeding, honest. Such a dear little thing, with her dear little face triangular like a cat’s, truly.  When you gave her some delicacy to eat, she’d lick her lips exactly like a cat.  That’s how she’d got the nickname, I guess.  It was real pleasure, feeding her some tidbit.

I sighed a long, dog-like sigh.  She was something special, really.  No way she’d grow into some sort of Maika.  But then, who could tell.  Maika, too, may have been a nice kitten, and Freud himself could not have said what had gone awry when.  Ah, to hell with Maika.  What would happen to Pusskin and me, how it would happen, and whether anything would happen at all – that’s what I should worry about.  It was up to me, so much older, to use the old bean, figure things out.  I couldn’t hurt Pusskin, I’d rather cut off that whole damn tackle of mine – but suppose Puss would have liked nothing better than to be – I mean, to be hurt?  It looked like it, but who could say for sure?  I knew that son of a bitch called “I” pretty well, but not much about Pusskin. Not enough.  Just the surface, you might say.

I tossed and turned on the car seat, sinking deeper into the blues.  The stars and planets must have aligned in a single line, or whichever way they are supposed to align, so I got enmeshed in the apogees and perigees, and a double wave of foreboding rolled over me.  At first, it would all be wonderful and star-studded, a whole bagful of happiness, then things would get worse and worse, laughter would cease, silences would yawn, and in the end the sadness of terminal hopelessness would envelop all.  We’d be lucky to get out of it without screaming matches, or worse.

The stars had nothing to do with any of this, of course.  No great mystery about the situation, everything right there on the surface.  You take society – say, in the person of our dear old Mom.  Mummy could box my ears for such an involvement, She had totally rigid principles about what was proper and what was not.  Just you try and tell her about the Song of Songs, and Shulamite who was thirteen, and Solomon forty, stay me with flagons, comfort me with apples, for I am sick of love… Or about Confucius.  His mother was seventeen, and father seventy-one, easily remembered, read it left-to-right and right-to-left.  I was then reading Sir Francis Galton’s book about genius and heredity, there were masses of such statistics there – apparently geniuses and just talented folks were mostly born of these disparate marriages.

Ah dear God, what did Sir Francis and his geniuses have to do with any of this.  A fool could see just how disparate we were. I was no Master, she was no Margarita, the gap would grow wider and wider as the years went by. There would be no stars twinkling through the dark ahead, only more darkness.

From another angle, though, all these pathetic words were so much trash, for you knew that fate was staring you in the face on this.  Useless, to try to skip out of the way.  What sort of life would it be, with this endless howl inside your skull, I-wish-I-could, I-wish-I-could, I-wish-I-could…

Gradually my mind slid into a muddle, thoughts whizzing in a spiral.  Toward morning, I fell asleep.

I woke up as the metal of the car’s body began heating in the sun.  It was stuffy inside, with a heavy stench of evaporating gasoline. I felt as if I’d been thoroughly boiled.  Main thing, I felt none of the eager excitement without which spear-fishing is no delight but a boring chore.  In this mood, it isn’t even worth getting in the water.  

Well, I had gone into the lake, and got what I deserved – a spot of shit-fishing.

…I HEAVED A SIGH, the wetsuit squeaking in sympathy. I was now feeling quite flaccid with the heat, just as on waking in the car. The moisture inside my wetsuit had got heated to a point when my body seemed to liquefy, too.  I carefully lay back in the dust, covered my eyes with a broad burdock leaf and dozed off.

Napping, I either dreamed of or remembered Maika’s hot flesh.  She was a blast furnace of a gal.  In my dream I was running away from her, just as I recently had when awake, though now I wasn’t quite sure it was Maika. Could be someone else.  For some reason getting away from her was devilish hard. I kept stumbling, falling and starting again, and when I dropped for what I knew would be the last time, with something hairy bearing down on my face, I woke up with a hammering heart.  The rubber of the wetsuit and the moisture inside were unbearably hot.  The dream had apparently taken me to within a few inches of sunstroke.  I lifted my head, spat hot, viscous saliva out of the corner of my mouth and listened.

A sound drifted from afar, from the opposite shore in fact, across the flickering space, as if someone had slapped the reeds of the shore ledge with a long pole.  That was exactly what it was: Nikolai was beating the raftlike, marshy surface, scaring the fish from under it, while Sashka swam along the false shore and speared whatever came within range.  They must have bagged quite a lot, and here I was, sunk in misery, empty-handed.  The black little snake of envy turned over nastily.  I sighed, got to my feet and squelched my way to the water’s edge.

Making as little noise as possible, I carefully lowered myself from the ledge into the water, spat in the mask, rinsed it, adjusted it against my face and dunked my head in the clear, cool water.  For no reason at all, I suddenly felt fine. Cheerful and easy in my mind.  Pike eluded me, so to hell with pike.  I’d just enjoy the stunning underwater scenery; that’s delight enough.

It so happened, though, that I speared a pike almost at once.  He moved out of the reeds, offering his side, and I didn’t even stretch out my hand with the spear-gun, shooting not exactly from the hip but from somewhere near the chest.  The pike darted aside but this was an empty gesture, the two-foot-long harpoon with a one-prong spearhead went clean through his body and continued to travel the whole length of the harpoon-line.  I had pumped my short, chunky pneumatic spear-gun as hard as I could, to a shooting power of about a hundred pounds. If I hit anything, the fish might as well give up. I strung the pike on a cord at my belt and swam on.

It was like a dam bursting or something.  The water may have warmed, making the pike sluggish, or I may have got the hang of it, but in the next hour or so I had four more toothy ones at my belt.  I remembered that pike were territorial, so if I missed, I just swam a little way off to rest, head down, body spread slack on the surface, then again searched the clump of reeds where I had missed.  One of these three-foot-long monsters I only speared at the third try.  I got terribly worked up, my hands were bloody from pricking them against the pikes’ teeth and gills, but those were mere trifles.  Alas, what happened soon after was a real bloody mess.

This is how it came about.  I added the last of the speared pike to the others at my belt and wanted to reload the spear-gun but saw that the loading bar – a bent piece of steel not unlike half a knuckleduster with a slot for the spearhead in its inner side – had disappeared.  All that was left was a ring of stout line on my right wrist by which it had been attached.  I nearly choked with fury, cursing my luck. It was apparently running true to form, after all. I looked for the steel bar on the bottom, but it was clearly a fool’s errand.  Before this last shot I’d got right among the reeds, where you could lose a tank without trace.

I climbed on shore and sat awhile thinking. Hadn’t I better go back to camp?  I’d speared a few decent fish. Well done, man.  As I sat there, though, returning to camp seemed an utter impossibility.  Now and then the pike at my belt thrashed convulsively; each of them more beautiful than the others, each more than three feet long, as if someone had measured them for my convenience. And there were so many left in the lake! Thousands.  I wanted to get back in the lake so bad that my heart palpitated and my knees trembled.  Excitable fellows like me ought to be castrated or something. For their own good.

I scoured the shore and found a thickish, palm-sized piece of wood with a knot in the middle.  If I placed this knot against the spearhead, I could shove the harpoon down into the muzzle until it clicked, though the pressure in the gun’s barrel was pretty high – but I’ve said that already.  I tried it, and it worked.  Triumphant, I climbed back down in the lake, sticking the damn chunk of wood in my tight, broad rubber belt.

That day the Devil apparently knew exactly what he was after.  I swam for another hundred yards, still stealing cautiously in the shallows along the edge of the reeds, and there the Satan put on a whole artistic performance for me.  A huge pike darted from the reeds out into the open, where a decent-sized, carefree tench was at that moment swimming past, and clamped its jaws on the fat fool like a steel vise. I stopped dead, then started moving ahead and slightly to one side, to cut the pike off from the stand of reeds.  I drifted slowly, slowly, not moving the flippers at all but clutching at reeds and water-lily stalks with my left hand and pulling myself up, then drifting on by momentum.  The pike remained in place, lazily propelling the tench head first into its gullet.  It was apparently so engrossed in the process that it let me approach within shooting distance – not too close but close enough.  

I froze, held my breath for what seemed like hours, caught the pike with my barrel, as hunters say – that is, aimed at it along the barrel that had no bead – and smoothly pulled the trigger.  This time the harpoon did not go through the body of the pike, just stuck in it, but the spearhead had a little “flag” which must have opened in the flesh, and though that thug of the lake tossed and thrashed and darted, I pulled him toward me together with the tench sticking from his jaws, passed the wire through the gills, and that was that.  I didn’t bother to try to pull the tench out of the pike’s snout.  That’s no use, a pike’s teeth are like thick curving needles, all of them bent back, so there is only one path for his prey – into the belly.  I’d sort things out on dry land.

I gathered the harpoon-line, wound it onto the two clips on the barrel, placed the harpoon’s blunt end in the muzzle, pushed the handle of the gun against my belly, as I always do while loading under water, pulled out my improvised loading bar, placed it against the spearhead point and shoved the harpoon into the muzzle with a powerful effort, overcoming the one-hundred-pound resistance.  When the harpoon is pushed home, there is a dry click as the trigger mechanism locks.  This time, though, I did not hear any click but just a swishing metallic sound that accompanies the loosing of a shot, and the next thing I saw was the harpoon that had stuck in the sandy bottom a few yards away, then the full length of the harpoon-line stretched between the spear and me and passing right through my hand toward the end of the muzzle where it was properly tied to a ring.  

My eyes refused to believe it, but it was all the way I say it was: I must have placed the spearhead not against the knot but slightly to the side, the piece of wood had split under the powerful pressure, and I had speared myself right through the hand.  The power behind the spear was such that I hadn’t even felt anything much as the two-foot-long, almost half-an-inch-thick steel harpoon went clean through the hand and pulled through it about twelve feet of the three-strand harpoon-line woven out of millimeter-thick lines.  In short, my hand was strung on the line just like pike had been before.  There could be some poetic justice in it, I didn’t know, I didn’t bother my head about these things then. I just stupidly looked at the hand and couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

Blood was oozing from the wounds on both sides of the hand, closer to the fingers.  There was not much red, and it dissolved immediately in the clear, sun-filled water.  You may laugh, but the first thing I did as I looked at my right hand with a three-strand line through it, I slightly clenched and unclenched it, for my first thought was: Will I be able to use the typewriter?  The hand worked all right, and I could also move the fingers, one by one, so it looked like I’d be able to type and write without trouble.  I can’t say I calmed down after that – for the simple reason that I was feeling calm anyway, an unhealthy, stressful, frozen calm.  I knew this quality of mine, just as I had known it in my father and grandfather: in critical moments – say, in the middle of a bloody fight – a very special “I” takes command, a cool, calculating, fast-thinking “I” that has little in common with our ordinary, somewhat laidback selves.  Quite useful for survival, this trait.

The first thing to be done was to cut the line, I decided, only I had nothing to cut it with. I hadn’t strapped a knife to my shin, thrice fool me.  I didn’t bother to curse myself out for this idiocy but pulled the harpoon by the line toward me until I could grab it with my left hand, gathered the harpoon-line to avoid snagging it on some obstruction, took the harpoon and the spear-gun in my left hand, pressed the pierced right one to my breast and headed for the shore, flippers churning the water.

I RECALLED, clearly and just in time, that a car had stopped on the bank not far from the spot where I was indulging in this bloody nonsense. It was also a Moskvich, but not ours – some stranger come to fish. So I headed for that point.  After a while I raised my head, looked at the bank, and indeed there was a car near the water’s edge, with this guy puttering about.

Reaching the ledge, I tried to climb onto it, but could not. I would have to lean on both hands, only this way mud could get in the wound, the ledge might crumble, or I might pull hard on the three-strand line and rip up my hand even worse.  I put both elbows on the ledge and yelled, trying to sound clear though not too loud, not to flurry the chap: “Hey mate!  Come here, will you.  And bring a knife, I hurt myself a bit.”

What I feared, happened – the guy did get flustered.  He ran up to me, his eyes round with fear, his face white, his hands shaking like he’d been drinking all night.  I saw at once he was one of those oddballs who have this thing about blood.  He’d plain gone into a tailspin.  

I showed him where he ought to cut the line – close to the wound, palm-side – but he slashed at the line as far away from me as he could, near the harpoon, in fact, so that I had to pull about nine feet of dirty line through my hand to free it.  I swore at him, but he just stood there, frozen, mouth agape.  He helped me to get out of the water, thank God for small mercies.  We walked to his car.

“You got any iodine?” I asked.

“Sure, sure,” he said hurriedly.  He pulled out the medicine kit, dropped the contents on the ground, grabbed some bottle and held it out to me.  I looked at the label: nose drops.  At this I began to get mad a little and swore with some heat along the lines of – Open your eyes, you asshole, **** your mother in her coffin. That sort of language.  At the sound of familiar turns of speech he came to, more or less, and did find some iodine – judging by its color, old as the hills, half-dried out, and of incredible concentration.

Still, the guy was all right, I guess. At least he took me in his jalopy to our camp; otherwise I would have had to slog barefoot in that heat for about a mile.

NATURALLY, MAIKA went into full-blown hysterics, yelling God knows what rubbish, spitting gob after gob of hatred at me.  To hear her, I had done it all on purpose, to spite her: “Oh why did I have to come, first there were all those mosquitoes, and now it’s blood all over the place, you bunch of idiots…”  And so on.  There was no coping with this drivel, and nowhere I could run away from her.   

Luckily the chaps soon returned, bearing quite a catch.  I asked them to pull off my wetsuit – the damn thing sticks to your skin so tight you need a whole team to get it off – rubbed myself dry, more or less, pulled on minimal clothing, and Nikolai drove me in his car to look for a Bashkir village with a doctor in it.

After an hour or so we did find a village, but it looked as if its population had died out a long time ago.  Dusty, deserted, no shade, no movement anywhere. A Sahara of a village.  Driving from one ugly hut to another in the heat, amid the flies and several varieties of dung, we found at last the paramedic’s cabin. Apparently there had never been a real doctor in the village, and it didn’t look like it would ever have one.  The paramedic, a young and not too sober Bashkir, looked at the stigmata-like hole in my hand – which was quite a respectable size – rather apathetically.  He had obviously seen worse.  I understood from him that the incidence of injuries in our besotted agricultural industry was close to an ordinary frontline situation.  The guy threw some more iodine on the damaged extremity, wound some not-too-clean bandages round it with his not-too-clean hands, gave me a king-size anti-tetanus shot under the shoulder-blade, and that was it.  I’d pull through, he assured me. Inshallah, that is.

We drove back to the lake.  By that time my hand was on fire, pain shooting through it, wave after wave.  I kept searching for a way to hold it where it would give me the least torment.  You always hope that you can find that one position, and the pain will go away. It never does.  I had the impression that most of the burning sensation came from the Moskvich chap’s ancient iodine.  In any case, with the bandage on, the throbbing had become much worse, the burning unbearable, but I dared not tear the rag off.  There was nothing for it but to grit my teeth and bear it.  Thank God I’d had considerable training in this.  I’d been through more than my fair share of scrapes, with attendant fractures, dislocations, as well as knife, gunshot and contused wounds (I had learned this last medical term after a misunderstanding with a pine-tree while skiing downhill).  I’d pulled through in the past, and that was good for morale, if for little else. If only the burning could be a little less fierce...

Worst thing was, the spear-fishing was over, all because of my stupidity.  We had planned to stay a couple of days, and now this.  Sashka even asked me if I could stick it until the next day – we would start first thing in the morning.  He was clearly eager to have another go at nocturnal spear-fishing.  At this point, though, Maika threw another tantrum, to my inner delight.  She screamed like a banshee, and Sashka muttered resignedly, OK, cut the noise, we are packing and leaving.  He knew nothing good could now be expected.

So off we went. Darkness fell; the dirt track was bumpy as hell.  Our innards were thoroughly shaken up by the time we reached asphalt.  I cradled my hand all the way, protecting it against the bumps as best I could.  There wasn’t much in the way of conversation.  Even Maika was silent, sullen as a thundercloud.

AS WE DROVE into the city, Sashka asked me where I’d like to be taken, and I said to my elder sister’s.  She is a doctor and my personal guardian angel – has pulled me out of scrapes on innumerable past occasions.  A domineering sort of lady, with plenty of character, but even she went pale when we tumbled in.  I guessed she had remembered the same thing that I had – how our father had been brought from a hunting trip with lots of duck shot in his arm, only in his case it was much worse.  By accident his best friend had shot him in the arm at point-blank range, and Dad was quite lucky in that at precisely that moment he was doing up the top button of his hunting jacket, thus covering his heart with his arm.  We were a real lucky family in some ways.

Lucy may have gone pale, but she also has a reserve, special “I” to fall back on in a crisis.  She instantly cut and threw away that damn bandage and quickly prepared a solution of manganese disinfectant. I stuck my hand in the basin and felt better at once.  It could be because the awful iodine had ceased scorching my hand, but the relief might also be simply psychological: I knew I was in good hands now, among my kith and kin, and I only had to do as I was told.

Lucy took hold my hand and examined it carefully.

“Lucky you can’t shoot straight.  You missed the arterial semicircle.  If you hadn’t, you’d have bled to death right where you were.” That’s her medical sense of humor, you know.

She then put some stinking liniment on the wound, bandaged it and shooed me off to an emergency room, to have yet another tetanus shot.

“I know these paramedics’ facilities.  The serum he had must have decomposed years ago.”

I obediently trudged to the emergency and had another of those mammoth injections pumped into me.

When I returned, my kid sister and Pusskin were both there, traces of tears on their faces. Lucy must have told them all on the phone.  Pusskin wanted to say something but merely sniffled and slipped into an empty room.  I was standing in the middle of the hall like a prize fool.  Lucy – she really has a heart of 99.99 gold – gave me a dig in the ribs.

“Go soothe the child, you heartless baboon.”

I went in. Pusskin was standing with her back to me, looking for a dry spot on a tiny handkerchief.  I just stood there awkwardly. She gave another stifled sob, and I muttered:

“Look Pusskin, you cut it out.  Nothing’s happened, see. Just a trifle. It’s only a flesh wound, guys.”  We used to joke like that, whenever somebody bumped into something. Sort of as in an American war novel.

She turned round, and her face was absolutely miserable, like a five-year-old’s at the high point of some nursery tragedy.  Another long, convulsive sniffle.

“A flesh wou-wound, you say… And Lucy said you could’ve severed an artery…”

“Well, I haven’t.  Look, a jolly, healthy hand.” I held out my stinking, bandaged hand, and she suddenly grabbed it in both of hers and pressed it against her heart. It hurt, but I wished it could hurt more. A couple of hot tears fell on the hand, and I remembered, out of the blue, Mary Magdalene’s tears. That lady shed them on feet, though, if I remembered right.

“There, there, Pusskin, give us a smile. Say cheese.”

I took her by the chin, lifted her face, and peered guiltily in her eyes.  Her phiz, absolutely all of it, was smeared with tears and similar substances.  I awkwardly pulled out my handkerchief with my left hand and wiped her nose, tweaking it slightly.  Her face was instantly illumined by a wide grin through the tears, and she looked so sweet I couldn’t stand the temptation any longer. I bent forward, to kiss her lightly.

Ha. It wasn’t that easy, to kiss Pusskin lightly. 

I might have guessed that much, though. Of the two of us, I was the adult, wasn’t I.

The Gloomy Firebird
We were three, and I was the only one wearing hip boots; the others, knee-high ones.  The swollen April streams ran deep in these hills, and I thought what a clever chap I was, till we had to cross the first deepish rivulet. My two mates sort of assumed that I would piggyback them across. I had the hip boots, hadn't I? The logic of it so stumped me that I bent over without a murmur and splashed across the fast, noisy stream full of slimy boulders with what seemed like a grand piano on my back, then another, and then with just our three rucksacks which felt like a mere cabinet piano.

This went on for hours. The evening star flared up in the low opaque sky, then disappeared from view as we went into the denser, gloomier woods of the higher hills. There were more patches of snow underfoot here, but mostly it was moss and nice clean mud in which we slipped when we were not stumbling over piles of dead rotten branches. And always there were the invisible twigs to slap our faces smartly or reach out to gouge out our eyes. All the time I strained to hear the melodious murmur of the next poetic brook, which meant hauling some more musical instruments – and I did not have to strain all that hard. In the end, even the good-natured jokes began to wear thin. 

Sensing that, Nikolai (who, for some unaccountable reason, bore the English nickname Fox) said: 

"Okay, Sergei, it isn't far now."

"Just a dozen streams away," added Sasha heartlessly. 

But I didn't believe him. I believed Fox. He was the serious one, and the only one of us three who knew where the capercaillie mating ground or tok was secreted among the wooded Urals hills called the Kryakhta Ridge.

Whenever I thought of capercaillie, a big warm wave lapped at my heart, and I felt ready to haul the Cheops pyramid across the Nile and back, if only I could get a shot at them as reward. The capercaillie is big, about as big as a turkey; the biggest bird in Russia's woods. The capercaillie is rare and secretive, withdrawing into the wilderness whenever man becomes too much of a pest. The capercaillie is ancient, a relict whose coevals died out millions of years ago. 

The capercaillie sings at mating time, striding and dancing his neck-and-body dance on a bough of a pine or fir-tree, calling for a mate with such passion that the blood rushing to his head makes him deaf for a few seconds at the end of a trill. To find a mating ground by studying the tracks and wingtip drawings on the snow as early as February or March; to creep up on the singing giant in those few moments when he is deaf, and to strike him down as, bursting with desire, he sings his ode to life – these are strange dreams, and the acting out of them says a great deal about the humans who, in orgiastic excitement, interfere crudely in the drama of life and death, shooting at what they desire and loving what they slay.

As I stumbled along after Fox, I tried to recall what Prishvin, my favorite Russian nature lover and writer, said of capercaillie shooting: to us hunters it's the same as love to poets. Something like that. Of course, the poet Yesenin put it more fancifully: 

Dawn weaves patterns on the lake's
Limpid, scarlet palls.

Capercaillie weep – the woods 

Ring with mournful calls.

Beautiful lines. Total rubbish, of course. The capercaillie call blends so subtly with the rustlings, hummings and creakings of the woods that you can barely hear it at a hundred paces even in fine weather if you listen hard and are not busy disrobing some delirious village wench in a patch of handy bushes, as in that song. 

Prishvin's was rather a sorry plight, in fact: he could not hear the capercaillie mating call at all, and he called it his big secret, comparing it to the well-hidden unhappiness of famous and successful graying men who never knew maidenly love and had to be content mostly with widows, all their lives. He agonized over this for years before he caught on: the capercaillie song had to be understood, perceived by an inner sense of beauty, rather than heard. Would I so understand it?

This reverie was interrupted as my nose came into unpleasant contact with Fox's rucksack. Fox had stopped at the foot of a slope in a narrow valley. Waving a hand upslope, he whispered: 

"That's the place. The tok’s that way."

I glanced at my watch. Past eleven; about three hours to rest before capercaillie started their fun and games. We soon had a tiny cooking fire going by the trunk of a fallen, dead tree, then sat around the fire waiting for the tea to boil, drinking it, eating a very late hearty supper – no vodka – and talking in low voices of capercaillie, what else? Sasha was only slightly more experienced in this game than me, having shot in a previous season at just a couple of capercaillie and missed both.  Naturally he was the more talkative of the two. 

Nikolai was a bit of a mystery to me. He carried no gun, and came just to hear capercaillie sing and teach us to hunt them. He had hunted a lot, and still bagged a hare or a brace of duck now and then, but – no capercaillie. 

"Why?" I wanted to know.

"I just couldn't shoot at them any more," he muttered.

"Why?" I persisted.

"Time will come, you'll see why," he replied curtly.

For no apparent reason I remembered how I had had to finish off a struggling roe, her back broken by buckshot, with a jackknife, holding her down with one hand and opening the knife with my teeth, looking into her enormous eyes and wincing at the childish cries, then ripping at the throat, left to right, blood and half-digested grass pouring from the slash. There was a bit of what I had then felt in Fox's voice, so I just shut up. Some things about hunting and hunters are better left unsaid.  Hence the impotent hidden fury of hunters faced with the eternal feminine question: "Don’t you feel sorry for the poor things?" Sure we feel sorry for them. Damn right we do. If only things were as simple as that.

So we talked of the technicalities. How hard capercaillie were to hear, to make out in the dark, to stalk, to shoot. I knew most of the stuff from reading and from hunters’ tales, but asking those naive questions always inspired older hands with didactic zeal, and they might drop a little something that could make all the difference between failure and success. Yet I knew all the time that no two shoots were ever alike, that the unexpected was always to be expected, and that no amount of talk could ever be a substitute for good instincts, character and, most important, luck.

"The capercaillie call," Fox explained carefully, "is in two parts. The first is like clicking, only a bit hollow, like when you flip a fingernail against an empty matchbox." Fox produced a matchbox and gave us a demonstration. "First he will give a few separate clicks, like this: tok... tok... Then he'll pause and listen. That's when you stop breathing. He'll then start tok-tok-tokking again, faster and faster, till the song sounds like a rattle or xylophone, accelerating into the second part, the screeching or chirping. It's... it's like a knife being sharpened. Or two pieces of tin rubbed together. That's when you hop. Hop just twice – and freeze and look like... like the stump of a tree pissed on by a cur. Freeze even if you have to stand for ten minutes with one leg dangling in the air. You stir, you can pack up and go home. Hunt's over. The bastard has a sense of hearing sharper than a... than a fox," Fox said, scowling defiantly at the smirking Sasha.

"Why hop?" I interposed hurriedly.

"Huh?" Fox peered into my innocent eyes.

"Why hop? Why not just take big strides?"

"You’ll hop,” Fox said flatly. "Everyone hops. When you hunt capercaillie, you hop whether you want to or not."

"You’ll hop," Sasha confirmed. He got up and showed me. "Like this." 

It looked to me like the hop and step without the jump performed by a particularly ungraceful elephant. I heard a derisive snort. 

"Watch me," said Fox, getting up. "Watch me carefully. I won't do it twice. Sashka, you chirp." Sasha tokked then screeched, and Fox hopped, holding my gun, barrel high up, breech near his chin – and I got it. All I had to do was move like a lynx, and I'd be in business. 

"Now," said Fox, handing my shotgun back to me.

Crouching slightly, I thought of all the lynxes I had met, felt a sort of electric current run up and down my tired, battered legs, then hopped, skipped and froze. I looked at the other two out of the corner of my eye and caught them exchanging a glance.

"A natural," muttered Fox – with some disappointment, I thought. Sasha was silent. 

My chest swelled. Sure I was a natural. Up in the mountains of my youth you either learned to step lightly, or ended up crashing down some handy crevasse. Here I winced and wilted, remembering that that was exactly how my rock-climbing career had ended.

"Okay, try it again," commanded Fox. "Roll more from heel to toe, and more spring in the knees." I did as I was bidden a few more times, feeling a bit like a cave dweller dancing before a dawn raid on a herd of buffalo. When Fox was satisfied, we sat down and talked guns. 

I had my cheap, long, 16-gauge single-barrel; Sasha, a curious short, double-barrel 12-gauge Sauer – for shooting while riding a horse, he insisted. The longer the barrel, the farther carries the charge and the greater the killing power. On the whole, Nikolai approved of my gun, but said it was a difficult choice.

"The son of a bitch is so huge, he takes some killing. A real flying fortress. A second barrel may come in handy, if you don't hit him right the first time. And it's a damn difficult shot. He may be big, but he's high up among the branches, and the light is murky.  He may look no larger than a crow or pigeon to you. Don't try anything at more than fifty paces. Thirty is best."

"Yeah, if he lets you get that near," said Sasha bitterly. "He may be prancing on a tall pine in the middle of a clearing or marsh, or on a fir-tree as tall as a space rocket. You can't see him for the branches if you're too close. Or he may just dislike your phiz and never let you get close enough."

"Aw, it's not that bad," said Fox. “This tok is like a nice park – very pleasant layout. No marshes, no big clearings, enough tall pines, so it's very old and popular. Some years as many as a dozen old cocks sing here, not counting the young and silent ones, nor the hens, two or three to a cock.  You don't count these, except they can spoil the fun any time. You'll be hopping towards a singing cock and flush a hen or a young 'un, they make a big noise, and you start all over again."

"Or a damn elk or bear may happen to be passing, or the weather may turn lousy—" 

"Is the weather right?" I interrupted, worried.

"The best," answered Fox. "No wind, no frost, no crunching ice underfoot, warm enough. Try to avoid patches of snow on the ground – too noisy, and you can slip. Okay, let's take a nap for an hour or so. Soon the stars will start growing pale; that'll be our signal. Better rest. Hard work ahead." 

He leaned back against an upright dead branch and drew his head inside the upturned collar of his quilted jacket, like a turtle, but a moment later opened his eyes and said: 

“One last thing. Raise your gun, cock it and shoot only when he screeches, same as for hopping. If you miss, chances are he won’t even hear the shot. I’ve known wounded cocks to go on calling right where they were perching. Awful randy creatures.”

I waited patiently for a few more nuggets of wisdom but was only rewarded with a strident snore. Sasha dozed, too, but I couldn't have slept if you put a pistol to my head and told me to. Too many capercaillie crowding my brain, too many ways of making a fool of myself in front of others. I was a bit like a green boxer burning out in the locker room long before the fight.

To hell with it. Better think how selfish you are, seeing this gloomy czar of the taiga, this Firebird of your dreams as merely something to bag. It felt sinful, and a memory came to me of the life of a medieval saint I once read. The guy was a fervid hunter before conversion, and one day he was taken by some magic into the woods of the dead where all the animals he had ever slain were gathered, and he kept killing and killing them with sword, arrow and spear, over and over again, but they only grew in numbers. All that blood, it was a nightmare, and I was in it somehow, there was that bear I once killed in single combat, he raised his shaggy face toward the moon and growled, and I woke up with a start in a totally bearless world – it was merely Nikolai snoring.

Heart hammering fast, I listened. Just the delirious babbling of a nearby brook, the slight rustling of a puff of wind in the murky depths of huge old fir-trees towering like pyramids, a sound so astral and disheartening, so indifferent to pygmy humans that my heart sank, and I felt a chill run up and down my back, not all of it from the damp air and damper ground. A mouse rustling in last year's grass gave a forlorn squeak somewhere nearby, and for a fleeting moment I felt we were brothers under our skins.  If I felt more important in this world, that was simply my impudence and not the way things were meant to be.

I realized with a jolt that, still dazed by my short nap and nightmare, I was woolgathering when there were serious matters to attend to. I hurriedly looked up at the sky. The stars were distinctly paler. Several birch-trees upslope were no longer dark masses; I could already see, or imagined I could see, their grayish-white trunks. The wind seemed to be harsher up there, and the bare branches knocked against each other like castanets.

My heart gave a wild leap, my head jerked up, and my lips hissed the first syllable of the most obscene phrase in the entire Russian language. Castanets! No sound of knocking branches could carry this far, and no wind could knock them in such a regular, musical pattern. Neck stretched out, I strained to hear that sound again – nothing. A minute passed. Still nothing. I realized I wasn't breathing, and started to inhale when it came again: A distant dok... dok... Pause. Then, accelerating, tok-tok-tok-tok-tok blending into a rattle. By God!

I grabbed Fox by the shoulder. He came awake, instantly and fully. Without moving an inch, he listened for the capercaillie call to come again, then grinned from ear to ear: "That's him!"

There was a minute's commotion – rousing Sasha, sliding a shell into the breech, checking the cartridge belt, a last look at the things we were leaving by the dead fire, last whispered instructions from Fox: 

"He's about three hundred paces away, up there. Could be more than one of them. We climb the slope, stop, listen, let him warm to it, then start hopping. Pay attention to me. Do as I do, and do as I signal.”

We rushed up the slop almost at a run, but Nikolai checked us with an angry whisper:

"Easy, easy! We can't hear him here, but he can damn well hear us. You're only safe as long as you don't hear yourself walk. Easy, you tundra clod!" This to the hapless Sasha who stumbled over a pine root. I concentrated even deeper on my lynx impersonation.

At last the slope grew gentler. We must have reached the plateau, but I couldn't be sure: the woods were thicker and darker here. We stood there holding back our heavy breathing and straining to hear those sounds straight from paradise – only none came. I was a bundle of nerves to start with, turning now into one dark mass of despair bordering on hysteria then succumbing to resignation, accepting defeat. We had scared the Firebird away with our horseplay, my capercaillie shoot was over before it began – just another of my heart's desires that could never be satisfied. 

Into this pool of despondency dropped a cautious but crystal clear, ringing dok... Then another dok... There was an interminable interval of murderously high voltage, another couple of doks, a pause, and then a long, long, heart-rending burst of hollow clicks rising to a crescendo at the end of which Fox hopped twice and froze. I was just a millisecond late starting but finished my hop and skip at the same moment as Fox and Sasha, and stood there quivering like a pointer with a warm-scented snipe a few inches from his nose. 

This time the pause was shorter, and there was just one of those cautious doks before the capercaillie burst into his triumphant, passionate trill. The sound was no longer a dry rattle but rather succulently bell-like, filling the woods like a nightingale, or the Zulu singer Miriam Makeba doing the "Click Song.”

At the end of the trill Fox thrust his arms out, signaling for us to spread out, and as we hopped in perfect unison, I realized the truth of what I'd been told about hopping. The excitement was so high that hopping seemed the most natural form of locomotion. At each step we were lifted up into the air by a wriggle of ecstasy somewhere at the core of our being. Eyes feverishly probing the gloom ahead, I worried that I still hadn't heard the second, all-important part of the capercaillie call – the noise we made as we hopped drowned it out. 

We repeated the entrechats several times, the intervals between the rushes growing shorter while the call itself sounded closer and clearer. I threw my head further back, neck muscles quivering as my eyes scanned the treetops ahead. I had to hear the screeching part! So next time my mates took the usual two nerve-racked hops, I stayed where I was – and I heard it in a flash of understanding. It was truly said that everybody heard the capercaillie song in their own way. To me it sounded like the Russian word for "devil" repeated rapidly and angrily: "Chert-chert-chert-CHERT!"— not with the rounded "o" for a vowel but with the flat "er," like ballet dancers swearing at each other onstage with their lips distended in a dazzling smile.

Next time round I executed the whole hop, step and jump sequence instead of the abortive hops, only I must have overdone it, for there fell a sudden silence. I stood there sweating, rapidly composing an impromptu prayer, "O God, dear God, and dear Firebird, please start singing again, please, please let me hear your ever so sweet song, I'll be good the rest of my life and never, never take more than two hops at a time!" I carefully avoided thinking about why I wanted to hear that song, why I itched to go on hopping – that was the unmentionable part. Even a fleeting thought about the glory of a shot would mean surefire disaster, failure, ruin of all hope... 

This superstitious chaos in my head was quelled by a single dok! that seemed to come from directly over my head.  Trembling like a teenager before his first kiss, I frantically searched the thicket of trees in front of me. A suspicious-looking bundle of darkness on the branch of a pine-tree well below the top caught my eye, but it was time to hop and I looked down. When we froze, I thought for an agony-filled moment that I would never find the spot again, but the capercaillie call came with absolute, astounding, drumbeat clarity. My eyes shifted to the source of that beautiful sound, and there was no doubt any more – that bundle was no bundle but the Firebird himself. Nothing else could move so sinuously, with the same feeling for the song.

Just then the clicking turned to Russian swearing. I automatically hopped once – and stopped aghast: What was I doing? Another hop or two, and I would no longer see the cock for the branches. I glanced at the other two, but they were not paying any attention to me, raptly listening to the song and peering at the tree tops. What am I to do? I wailed inwardly. Could I be wrong? Could that dark spot be just a witches’ broom or an old bird's nest? I knew how easy it was for the hunter's feverish eyes to take a butterfly or mosquito for a bird, and my mind was whirling and reeling toward panic, which was suddenly swept away by a wave of cold resolution. Taught from early childhood to trust the wisdom of older hands at hunting, I knew nonetheless that a moment came when one had to trust nothing but one's own intuition and judgment. The others obviously did not see the cock – and I did. They could not shoot me for trying, so to hell with everybody. 

The next time the click song turned to screeching, I quickly shouldered my piece, took aim and clenched my right hand into a tighter fist, like my Dad had taught me ages ago, so that the pulling of the trigger was almost accidental.

In that confined space among the tall trees the single-barrel made a noise like a cannon. I saw the bundle up there drop from the bough into the darker mass of branches below, there was a crack or two but no heavy thud of the giant bird hitting the ground. Nothing – only the echo of the shot dying away. I stood in open-mouthed disbelief a moment or two, then rushed noisily forward, knowing all the time there was nothing to rush forward to – and there wasn't. 

I scoured the place in widening circles, and Sasha joined in the search out of the goodness of his heart, while Fox stood under the tree where the cock had sung. When I came up to him, unseen tears welling up in my eyes, he showed me a feather or two.

"You hit him, man. You hit him good – but you can write him off. They set off a minor earthquake when they slam into the ground, and this one didn't. I told you they take a lot of killing. He may be dying under some bush a mile from here right this moment." He raised a finger. “I saw him up there. You were standing somewhere here. You could only hit him in the rear end, and even then half the charge must have gone into the bough on which he was dancing. Standard mistake. You should have taken a step or two back, and shot for the shoulder.”

"I couldn't see any shoulder," I muttered glumly. I hate this "should-have" type conversation. 

"Yeah, I know." Fox slapped my back. "Keep your pecker up, old man. You did fine. Even the shot was the best you could manage, in the situation." 

"Uh-huh. A mile to the right, and I'd have hit the dog's tail," I quoted my Granddad's favorite proverb.

"There'll be other capercaillie," Nikolai said.

I could have vomited at this "Gone with the Wind" brand of optimism, but Fox proved to be right. As we stood there, our nervous systems recovering from the recent battering, there came a faint, distant clicking. We turned as if pulled by strings, and Sasha, his eyes lighting up like a lynx's, started walking – a furtive, nimble-footed zombie. I made as if to follow, but Fox stopped me.

“You better split. Walk slowly east, you're sure to hear another one. I'm going back to rustle up some breakfast. Okay, neither down nor feather." He used the customary Russian hunters' good luck formula.

"Go to hell," I gave the customary rude response with rather more feeling than custom prescribed.

Now I was alone in the woods, and felt the better for it. Somehow I function better on my own, hunting or fishing or whatever. I moved like a noiseless shadow among shadows, stopping frequently and listening hard. Dawn, too, moved in on the world with a sure catlike tread. One moment I was stalking through grayish murkiness which looked as if it was there to stay for all eternity, but the next time I looked up I could see the brownish hue of bare birch-trees' tops against a decidedly lighter sky with darker patches of cloud scattered here and there. 

I stood motionless, enchanted by this everyday miracle, and almost missed the sound of distant wooden spoons knocking on the shell of my reverie. Blood itself seemed to stop flowing in my veins, only the heart thudded deafeningly, thud-THUD, thud-THUD, thud-THUD, loudly enough to scare away any capercaillie for miles around. I exhaled as the trill came again, only this time it was much fainter. I was not even sure it was the cock's dok-dok, but I knew already that the bird's dancing moves distorted the sound. After a few minutes of stalking, I could already hear the screeching, scolding noise, and I started hopping, all by the book. The song, I was sure now, came from a stand of fir-trees beyond a small clearing with a huge old birch-tree on its nearer edge. All I had to do was use that birch for cover, spot the singer and pray for better luck with the shot. It was an excellent plan, doomed like most excellent plans.

Even with the limited practice I'd had, I began to work in closer rapport with the Firebird, managing to execute a few creditable hop-step-and-jumps, but one of these performances ended in an added extremely unsportsmanlike leap and near heart failure as two simultaneous explosions practically under my feet threw up a couple of flapping shadows, a huge one and a smaller one. I slammed a charge into the fir-tree trunk behind which the bigger shadow had deftly veered, aware at the same time of another source of commotion in the distance, where my capercaillie had sung and where there would be no singers left now, you could bet your life on it. 

I reloaded my gun, too weak to swear even, almost ready to drop on the ground and scream and kick.  Then, with an almost audible click, the episode turned its comic side to me, and I giggled rather stupidly. While that damn Pavarotti had sung his heart out high above the ground, the trollop of a hen had been rolling in the hay right under the self-absorbed genius's nose with some skulking nonentity. The whole universe seemed to be tarred with the same old brush. I even felt a sort of empathy with the departed maestro – saved by treachery, for once.

The giggling did me a world of good. The superhuman tension ebbed away. After all, we were all of us brothers in misfortune in this vale of absurdity, and it did not matter much whether you won or lost at some point in the twinkling of an eye that was your life, for eventually we all lost to the big Nothing. Fox was right. It did not make much sense snipping off the life lines of those wonderful creatures, so humanly ridiculous, just to pamper our raw instincts. 

I squatted on my heels, leaning in blissful repose against a tree trunk, wrapped in these deep but deep thoughts which gradually gave way to no thoughts at all. I just watched light spreading and seeping into every crevice around me, until I heard the fateful clicking again, this time apparently coming from three or four points of the compass simultaneously. 

My ears pricked up and my philosophical woolgathering evaporated so fast it almost whistled. I bounded up and started inching towards the caller that seemed closest, but almost instantly I was startled out of my wits by a fierce, ringing xylophone beat on my left which seamlessly slid into an angry chert-chert-chert and had me hopping like mad. The passionate male was going full blast, almost nonstop. It was practically light as day, and getting lighter every minute. I soon spotted him about halfway up a big birch-tree. He was clearly visible in the tree's open-work tracery, but with the distance and the morning liquid light still playing tricks on me I had a moment's doubt: Could it be a grouse? But what was a grouse doing up a tree? They always fought and mated on the ground... I wished I had my binoculars.

However, the obsessed clicking and screeching and posturing up there soon left no room for doubt: here was no black grouse but a capercaillie cock in the full throes of sex mania. His frenzy filled the space all around him like some powerful, vaguely dangerous field force. I seemed to be carried on its waves somewhere high, high. I knew I was in the presence of something rare, extraordinary, otherworldly even. Loath to think of my own role in the whole thing, I just stood there behind another birch-tree, my sense of self virtually switched off, swamped by the kind of dizzying elation one feels at the edge of a precipice – before one gets used to it.

I only surfaced from that trance when the cock paused, apparently to listen to the lascivious cackling of some hen inviting him to join her on the ground – the foreplay is over, man, come let's get down to business, cackle-cackle-cackle. The male would listen to no one but himself, though, and started furiously calling again. 

Almost reluctantly I trained the bead on the cock. He was in a perfect position, neck lowered and stretched out, shoulder clearly visible, but just as I began tightening my grip on the stock, there came the roar of a gun somewhere on my left, the bird clumsily somersaulted from the perch, the gun banged again, and then came an earth-shattering thud almost as loud as the shotgun reports. Someone lumbered through the undergrowth towards the tree, noisy as an elk. I slowly uncocked my piece and just as slowly started walking there, too, mentally taking an inventory of my stock of expletives which suddenly seemed quite puny.

Sashka did not actually do a triumphant warrior's whoop and dance – he merely gave that impression, with his chest swelling visibly as he held the bird up by a wing above his head. The other wing tip touched the ground. The chap was barely coherent, muttering with trembling lips:

"There's a cock for you...Yeah... Yeah... What a beaut... Did you see how I – a czar of a cock..."

Smiling a strained lopsided smile, I took the capercaillie by the wing, nearly dropping him, he was that heavy.  As I held him, a last spasm ran through his body, the shoulders moved helplessly and resignedly, and his ugly-beautiful huge head with the white beak and startling red eyebrows drooped. 

"Pinched him right from under my nose, you skunk," I growled. "I should have fired at once, not stood there with an open kisser, admiring the song."

Sashka merely guffawed in shamefaced triumph. 

"I listened to him sing, too, a long time,” he protested, taking the cock back. He seemed unable to let him out of his hands for long, stroking the feathers, petting the dead head, spreading out the huge lyre-shaped tail.

"Just my luck," I said.

"Yeah... Better luck next time. Okay, let's go. Fox must be waiting.”

He slid a loop round the cock's feet, fixed the other end of the thong to the cartridge belt and threw the bird over his shoulder, staining his jacket with capercaillie blood – deliberately, I thought miserably. 

As we walked back to camp, the cock's condor wings spread out and flapped at every step, making Sashka look like a particularly clumsy, heavy-set, rubber-booted angel.

Stumbling wretchedly after him, I felt poisoned with envy to my fingertips. I would eye the cock, then hurriedly look away, but my eyes slid back again and again, the sight tearing at my entrails. At last I could take no more.

"Look, Sasha," I said, "you go to camp, have your breakfast and all. Rest. I don't want any breakfast. I'll go look for that capercaillie I shot. Maybe I'll have better luck now it's light, okay?"

"But – we must get back to the station, we can't miss that train!" Sasha wailed, only I would have none of that.

"I'll find my way. If I'm not with you in an hour, you can start without me. I'll be okay.” 

Not bothering to listen to his muttered protests, I veered away towards a patch of snow on which our tracks from earlier in the morning were clearly visible. I soon recognized the spot where we three had first started hopping, and followed the tracks to the very tree on which the cock had sung. There were still a few long feathers scattered on the ground and stuck among the needles of the pine tree. I remembered the hunters' saying: "If a bird drops feathers, it's dead." If only I had a dog... Okay, I'd have to be my own retriever, and work fast, before some fox caught wind of the game.

The ground dipped sharply where the wounded cock had disappeared, and I started working that slope like a pointer or a tiller plowing a field, back and forth, moving sideways down the slope all the time. I looked in every blessed nook and cranny, but my eyes kept roving toward a thick, impenetrable stand of young fir-trees.  It would take me a couple of days to search these thoroughly. The thought made me want to smash my gun on a tree trunk, and in my fury and frustration I nearly stepped on the body of the capercaillie lying at the foot of an outcrop of rock.  He must have smashed into that boulder as he had glided blindly on wings spread rigidly in death. I rushed to pick him up with a savage growl, as if he could fly away any second, but he was stone cold dead. He weighed a ton – Sashka's fowl was puny compared to my flying Goliath.

At this point I just went wild. I yelled and leaped and kissed my gun and swore tenderly at that heavenly beauty, mumbling strings of words incomprehensible outside a lunatic asylum. I stroked the greenish feathers of his crop and his beard and spread out the wings and tail. I only came to my senses when I heard voices from upslope. As I saw my mates come to fetch me, I just lifted the Firebird above my head in mute, ineffable triumph.

***

Last spring I went to the Urals to visit friends and relatives. I inquired about my hunting companions. Fox had had a bad fall in the hills, injuring his spine. His back was better but he had grown a vast belly and hardly ever went hunting. Sashka had a grandson already, and was wrapped up in him – and in gardening. So I went to the old mating ground alone, crossing all those torrents with nothing heavier on my back than a light knapsack. Somehow it had been more fun the other way.

And when I reached the tok, there was not a single call at dawn. The Firebirds had abandoned their old haunt, and the place seemed dead and empty like a church gutted a long time ago – minus the graffiti.
Pursued by a Bear

You know, whenever I hear the expression "bear hunting," I tend to blanch a bit. The fact is that, in my forty-odd years as outdoorsman, I have seldom deliberately gone hunting bears, but bears have certainly hunted me.

It's not that bears have nothing better to do in this country than hunt humans all the year round. However, given the rather extensive bear population and the probably even larger human one, it is inevitable that they should come in contact from time to time, and that not always as amicably as in the Circus on Tsvetnoi Boulevard, the bears as a rule not being bound by any conventions on the Prevention of Cruelty to Humans. Not more so than many humans, anyway.

As a result, whenever you travel in the wilder parts of Russia, the few individuals you meet there are sure to regale you, sooner or later, with some bear story or other, saving the more gruesome ones for when you wander in the company of some unfortunate female mortally afraid of any animal bigger (or smaller) than a mouse. Not to mention mice as such.

I clearly remember a well-intentioned chap we met in the tundra, on the Kara beyond the mining town of Vorkuta, telling my then much-loved wife the inspiring story of another fellow, a berry-picking sailor, who, in hand-to-paw combat, managed to cut a bear's jugular with a mere penknife, the account complete with an exhaustive catalogue of injuries the bear had inflicted on the resourceful gentleman before the lucky strike with the penknife.  Our new acquaintance was a true story-teller: he knew that the real punch of a story was in the detail. Having been promised a nice, uneventful fishing trip down a quiet tundra river, my wife was duly receptive, the more so as I had already had trouble answering some awkward questions about certain giant footprints found of a morning near our tent. Like why that shy early guest should walk about barefoot at the height of Arctic summer, and why he had such long, clawlike toes. A real Red Riding Hood litany.  But that is a different tale altogether. Might tell it some other time.

My own favorite bear story is the one in which I accounted for myself better than on a few sadder occasions. Or so I think, anyway.

I was walking downstream by a fast, shallow river in the Eastern Sayan Mountains, regularly whisking grayling from under overhanging banks or from behind wet, black boulders. I already had a dozen or so of them in my bag, enough for a couple of meals at the least, but fishing for grayling is said to be about as addictive as mainlining on heroin. Heroin addiction must be pretty bad, if grayling fishing is anything to go by. 

It was hellish difficult to walk along the bank in the tall, dense grass, pushing through thick, scratchy bushes or wading round them in the stream full of slippery rocks and treacherously deep holes. The mosquitoes were a separate and much worse hell, and I saw at least two heaps of bear dung with ants – one of bears' greeds – embedded in them. I had even stopped by them to think how much wiser it would be to return to camp, me being weaponless except for my rod – fishing rod, not the mobster kind – and cleaning knife. Then, admiring myself for having such prudent thoughts, I moved on in search of more grayling.

At one point the mosquitoes grew completely unbearable, so I was pretty glad to come on a wide stone ledge jutting halfway across the stream. There were no bushes or grass on it, a light breeze coming along the narrow gorge blew away the cloud of insects, and when I had washed my stinging face and hands in the ice-cold water, I just sat there on the rock in animal contentment, basking in the sun, gazing dreamily at the steep wooded slopes and the blue white-flecked skies, and thinking of nothing in particular. Just some idle thoughts of an idle fellow, as a favorite writer would have put it. Women, in short. It is curious how often your thoughts drift toward the sinful amid gorgeous scenery specially designed to nudge you toward the sublime.

I was then enjoying an interlude between two Platonic searches for the other half of my being. The previous experiment had just floundered: it had felt like trying to weld together half a tough-fiber apple and half a squashy tomato. From this vantage point I was now watching Leonid, my frequent companion in Siberian rambles, go through the same exercise in exquisite futility.  Eager to share with his latest love the most ecstatic moments he had known on mountain peaks and edelweiss-strewn meadows, he brought her along on this hike. Her initial raptures, though, had long soured in the face of ten-hour-long sweaty climbs up steep slopes covered with often impenetrable undergrowth and populated with man-eating mosquitoes which, I was heard to swear, could sting one through a notebook in one’s hip pocket. Leonid was now carrying an extra backpack and still having his head bitten off at regular intervals, the lady having proved a Tartar in more than just the ethnic sense. Well, at least they are not parted from each other, not even for a short while, just like true lovers are supposed to be, I concluded somewhat sadistically. All the more reason for me to stay away from camp as much as I could.

After a while I laid aside my bag, pulled off my hip boots and jacket, lay back, and for a few minutes watched an eagle, a mere speck going round and round high in the bottomless sky, no doubt never bothered by any quest for the ideal; at best, an ideally succulent marmot. This pleasant nonsense drifting through my head gradually gave way to white, rounded, cloud-like shapes, and I dozed off, lulled by the monotonous melody of the rushing water.

I was roused from my nap by some strange slapping-wheezing-whining noises that were certainly not part of the river's song or of my dreams. The memory of those dung heaps flashing through my brain, I sat up rather abruptly, and at once wished I hadn't. A dozen or so yards upstream a bear cub was laboriously trying to climb onto my slippery stone ledge, having obviously just crossed the stream, and my sudden movement made him splash back into the river with a loud, scared childish yelp immediately echoed from behind some bushes downstream with a worried roar with plenty of decibels to it. 

I must have instantly realized that I was in the position most dreaded by taiga folk – between a she-bear and her cub, for I was running barefoot like a startled gazelle even before that bellow ended, catapulted from my comfortable snooze, with some adult pictures in it, into violent action by about a liter of adrenaline spurting into my blood. I had often heard that running, swimming or climbing trees were completely useless in these situations, bears being able to do all these things much better than humans. However, one doesn't stop to consider the finer points of taiga tactics when pursued by half a ton of enraged maternal instinct bent on revenge for a wrong, however imaginary, inflicted on its offspring.

In fact, I have no memory of considering anything at all, no conscious thoughts worth the name, not until I ran smack into a thick smooth trunk of a pine-tree, totally unscalable, its lowest branches some twelve feet above my head, my heart smashing my ribs to confetti and the roaring, crashing noises behind my back rapidly approaching. Even then I don't believe I did any conscious thinking. I just scampered over to a heap of broken boughs where an old tree must have crashed during a storm, pulled a long thin pole – must have been a broken sapling – from that heap with a desperate wrench, leaned it against the pine-tree's lowest branch and shinned up it faster than anything in the Guinness Book of Records. Still driven by a thoughtless but unerring instinct, I pulled the pole up, jammed its thinner end between some branches above my head, gave it another mighty wrench, and it went snap! – leaving me with a sort of manageable weapon in my hands.  Not a second too soon, for the she-bear at that moment broke through the undergrowth, still roaring fit to wake the dead, her small red eyes glittering most demoniacally. 

Improbably, the main thing that struck me about this devil in bear shape at that moment was her absolutely ridiculous head. It seemed enormous, with twigs and other unidentifiable trash sticking from its tousled hair like a halo. Only I had no time to admire her exquisite beauty, for she rushed at the trunk and started swarming up it with hideous growls and perfectly obvious intent. Luckily, she had some difficulty doing it, the trunk being pretty thick and the bear quite fat and apparently rather advanced in years, so that she was mostly carried upward by her fury. 

Frankly, I myself was beginning to go slightly berserk by that time.  The whole thing was so damn undignified. Straddling a bough, my feet planted firmly on a lower branch, I turned my crude lance broken-off end down, raised the butt above my head with both hands and, when the distance seemed about right, I gave a blood-curdling Cossack yell and plunged the tip of my weapon with all my force at the upturned evil face. I must have been luckier than I deserved, and the sharp end must have rammed deep into her maw and maybe even the throat.  She backed down fast, shaking her head, then viciously slapped my weapon aside, the jolt nearly knocking me off my perch and as good as dislocating my shoulder. But she apparently needed all four paws on that smooth trunk, for she slipped yet further down – only to swarm up again with even more murderous resolve, if possible, and the whole sequence repeated itself several times like a nightmare.

Soon my arms and shoulders were afire with the strain. I feared I might have the spear knocked out of my hands any moment now, and then there would be nothing for it but to try and repeat the penknife-wielding sailor’s feat. Not a comforting thought, as the guy had been scalped in the process. When I thought I could take the punishment no longer and the bear was getting uncomfortably close, there appeared on the scene the cause of the whole ruckus, still whining most hypocritically, as if he’d been most awfully hurt. The idiot obviously did not know when he was well-off, for his mother first rushed to sniff at and lick him, then had a sudden change of heart and gave him a cuff that sent him halfway back to the river, before resuming her attack on me. 

Only I had used the brief respite to get my knife out and sharpen the tip of my improvised bear spear as best I could, so when she came growling up that trunk, I was ready for her. I let the tip hang lower than before, and when she stopped to slap it out of her way, I whisked it up and almost in the same instant brought it down aiming for her ear. This must have really hurt, for she went down like a ton of potatoes, though she was up on her hind legs at once, roaring fit to blow me off that tree.

Still, I think it was not so much fear of my spear or the avalanche of bilingual filth cascading from above that decided the outcome of the conflict as the whining of that wretched cub somewhere on the sidelines. She rushed back toward him, and, had this been a movie, the scene would have made the high point of the whole lunatic proceedings: the poor chap sat there on his haunches holding his head between his paws, like a hurt baby, and complaining bitterly to the world at large. At the approach of his loving parent, though, he this time scuttled nimbly behind some bushes and went on yowling from this refuge. Torn between conflicting feelings, the damn brute made a couple more rushes at the pine-tree, nearly uprooting it.  Then her better nature prevailed, and she disappeared from my life, heading for the plaintive yowls and pursued by my derisive laughter and hooting. I had never thought of myself as the hysterical type, but we live and learn.

I spent about an hour on that perch, getting my blood pressure back to half normal, sharpening my bear spear and carefully sifting through taiga noises. At the end of that hour I was not a little annoyed by a chilly drizzle, which made me think of my jacket and mac and hip boots back there on the stone ledge. 

When I finally slid down from my perch and crept like a neurotic shadow to the river, I found my catch gone and all my belongings in a sadly pulverized condition, as well as covered with certain stinking signs of the animal's displeasure.

The sun was just going down when I got back to the camp.  Leonid’s beloved momentarily poked her puffy face from the tent, then silently withdrew. Leonid was puttering about the campfire cooking supper.

“What the hell’s kept you so long?” he grumbled.

“Oh, a she-bear,” I replied nonchalantly. “Drove me up a tree, the stinking brute.” I went into details, modestly stressing the more heroic aspects of my conduct. But Leonid was not in an appreciative mood.

“I wish I had your problems,” he commented glumly when I finished.

That really hurt, you know. Still, I could see the guy’s point, too.
At Close Quarters
If there is one thing about brown bears that is more certain than another – which is in itself subject to dubiety – it is that they are totally unpredictable.

In a chance encounter in the woods, nine bears out of ten will beat a retreat, hasty or dignified, as the case may be, especially if you shoot in the air or bang on the bottom of a pail or scream the skies down, as peasant maidens are prone to do when they go looking for berries and mushrooms and flowers to find something different and very shaggy.  Nine out of ten – but there’s always this chance of running smack into the tenth one first time round.

Trofimych, an old acquaintance of mine who had bagged about a hundred bears in his lifetime, once told me that what he hated most about the brutes was that you could never tell what was on their mind.  They could be as shy as hares at some times and as ferocious as… well, as brown bears at others.  “You meet him face to face,” the old guy said, “and you don’t know from his expression whether he’s just curious or hell-bent on murder and mayhem, whether he’s just come round the bend in the path or has been tracking you for hours, planning a succulent meal.”  On the whole, Trofimych preferred tigers and wolves: with those, you at least knew where you stood.

This explains the restrained, incredulous guffaws with which these old-timers hear some ecologically-minded TV chicks talk about good-natured, cuddly teddies who are a credit to the animal world and never hurt a fly.  I’m not sure about flies, but they sure hurt considerable numbers of humans every year in these parts. Often fatally.

Now, well-meaning taiga men may also reassure you that bears are not particularly dangerous – unless, of course, you wound one and are idiot enough to go into a thicket in hot pursuit, in which case you richly deserve whatever may happen to you. No, bears are not dangerous – with a few notable exceptions:

(a) in early spring, when there is virtually nothing for them to eat in the woods, and the poor animal, as hungry as a bear has every right to be after months in his lair without a meal of any kind, regards anything that moves through his territory as welcome addition to his diet of last year’s tasteless, watery moss;

(b) in summer, during the mating season, when male bears are in a particularly suspicious and foul mood and tend to deconstruct anything that stands between them and the object of their lascivious desires;

(c) in autumn, if the year is a bad one for the bear’s staples, berries, fish and an occasional elk, and they cannot stock up on enough subcutaneous fat for the winter hibernation;

(d) in winter, when some of these undernourished animals do not curl up quietly in cozy, well-appointed lairs but roam the woods with just one overpowering desire: to find something or somebody even remotely edible.

At all other times – no, bears are not dangerous at all. Practically.

In case (d), the animals apparently sense that they have no chance of surviving the harsh winter, so they stoop to cannibalism, the strong devouring the weak, and completely lose their fear of man, if they ever had it.  The Russian name for these unfortunate beasts is shatuny, stress on the last syllable, loosely translated as “prowlers.” In really bad years they terrorize whole Siberian villages and attack even groups of people in the taiga, let alone lonely wanderers.

My own little contretemps with a shatun occurred in the Ural Mountains, where I was peacefully shooting hares, or trying to.  The only one I had a chance at scampered away leaving tiny droplets of blood on the snow and blades of grass along its tracks, and even these scarlet signs of its passage disappeared after a while.  Losing any kind of game is anathema to me, so I spent the whole of that short winter day tracking the miserable creature, completely unaware that I was being tracked myself.  Circulation of blood lust in nature, you might call it.

I was already thinking of giving up, pretty much worn out with all that tramping in the snow, mostly crotch-deep, up and down steep slopes, with only a stretch of half-frozen marsh thrown in here and there for variety’s sake. Those powdered-over mud-holes really added to the excitement. I still had to trek a long, long way back to the shelter the other three chaps and I had built on a ridge, and stumbling around in the mountains at night is a pastime that an intelligent person prefers to do without. It is only too easy to slip down some crevasse eagerly waiting to receive you, and there you may stay rather permanently. What is left of you.

Visions of broken legs and of a hare dying uselessly – not from the point of view of a passing fox, of course – put me in a really grisly mood.  Somehow it was impossible to cry uncle and get the hell out of there, so I made one last spurt, straining my eyes to read the tracks accurately in the settling gloom.  I knew the hare was ready to go to ground any minute now.  He’d doubled on his tracks once, then a second time, made a giant eighteen-foot leap aside, leaving an all but invisible print in the snow near a bush, all four feet hitting the same spot the size of a dime so that the trail seemed to end there, the hare sort of dissolving in the air.  He would now be ready for a loop.  You know, it’s when the little skunk runs in an almost complete circle, approaching his own tracks and sometimes watching, from under a convenient fir-tree, that fool of a hunter peering stupidly at the tracks – and laughing his head off, no doubt, at the clumsy clod with the noisy, double-barreled stick in his hands. So I decided to do a bit of looping of my own, an old trick which had more than once enabled me to steal upon a hare standing upright, tapping the air with his short forepaws, and sniffing excitedly as he watched his own trail…

As there was a sheer wall of rock on my left, the hare’s loop could only go to the right.  All my senses agog, shotgun at the ready, I backed a few steps, then turned around and stole back slowly, very slowly and cautiously indeed, to where the rock wall curved.  I don’t know to this day what made me look round that curve – Providence or ESP or the supernatural awareness of danger that rock-climbers develop with years and retain all their lives.  Anyway, I looked and was shooting almost in the same instant at the onrushing shaggy comet, automatically aiming at the head, the only spot my winter-hare shot – No. 3 in the right barrel and No. 1 in the left – could do any damage to at all. 

Don’t ask me how I managed to leap out of that black hurricane’s path, but I did.  My back hit the rock, I steadied myself, the bear braked with all four paws, turned with incredible agility and, rising on his hind legs, made another rush, this time blindly.  Both his eyes had been knocked out by the pellets, only I did not know that and did not have much choice anyway:  I was like a boxer on the ropes.  With a yell, or it could be a scream, I pushed the gun’s empty barrels in the brute’s maw, his teeth locked on the metal and the gun was almost wrenched from my hands, but I held on to it with my left hand like grim death, while my right whisked my long knife from its sheath.  In one continuous motion I ducked a sweeping paw, lunged with the knife in the general direction of the beast’s heart, and broke the world record in sideways leaps, letting go of both knife and gun.  A mighty swipe at my back sent me spinning and rolling in the snow, and the next thing I remember is kneeling there pawing at my left side where a small axe was stuck in a canvas holster – and it took me some time to realize that the brawl was over.

The bear sat on his haunches leaning sideways against that same rock wall where I’d taken my last stand a few moments before.  He was yawning slowly, bringing up blood, and a little more blood. Then the yawning stopped, the lower jaw hanging loose, and the blood oozed no more.  His ears stuck up, a sure sign he wasn’t playing possum; attacking bears’ ears always lie flat.  The pitiful little axe still in my hand, I walked on wobbly legs to where my shotgun had got hurled aside, picked it up, shook the snow from its barrels, loaded the weapon carefully, never taking my eyes off the enemy, then walked, step by cautious step, ready to shoot at the slightest movement, to where the bear half-lay, half-sat.  I looked at the handle of my Yakut knife sticking from the hairy tangle in the bear’s left side – it didn’t jerk or move in any way at all. His heart’s stopped, someone dully thought for me.

I sat down or rather collapsed on a snow-covered rock and took stock of my injuries and losses.  My rucksack had been split open. Luckily for me it had taken the brunt of the bear’s last swipe – the hulking brute can break a cow’s back at a blow.  My padded trousers had also got torn, a long, jagged tear, but I’d be damned if I could remember how that had come about. On the whole, apart from the tattered clothes, a few mammoth bruises, and a shattered outlook on life in general, I had got off cheaply.

I then examined the bear.  He seemed rather young; say, about three years old. Actually, the fellow was on the smallish side, about twice as small as he had seemed to me in his fighting mettle, but pretty well-nourished, not one of those scarecrows that cannot turn in for the winter because they’re starving.  I guessed he’d been hounded out of his den, probably even wounded, and mad at the world in general and humankind in particular.  I didn’t blame him, the poor chap.

The longer I gazed at the bear, as I sat there and shuddered and panted like a dog in tropical heat, gradually slowing down, the less formidable and ferocious he seemed. Pitiable, if anything.  His eyeless pate looked like something stuffed and dusty in a local museum, and the expression on it was less frightening than – well, hurt.  It was also clear now that a great deal of my recent heroics had been strictly unnecessary.  There was a gaping wound on the left side of the bear’s head: a charge of No. 1 shot fired at such close range does not scatter but hits all in one spot, like a bullet, and it had hit him right where it hurt.  The poor sod must have been near dead on his feet when he made that last blind rush, and the smart thing to do would have been to get out of his way with the greatest alacrity and wait for him to keel over.  But – how was I to know, I thought almost guiltily.

On the whole, I wasn’t feeling much like a conquering hero but rather miserable and mildly disgusted with myself and the way things happen in this man’s world in general.  It was a murky feeling, very hard to analyze and identify the elements of.  I was certainly glad to be alive, that much was clear. Just as clearly I wasn’t going to take that state for granted, as my constitutional right, any time soon.  The naïve conviction that it was my inalienable right to go about alive might return, but it would take time.  I groped for some comparison to describe my state of mind, but the closest I came up with was tristesse post-coïtale, which was patently absurd.  On second thoughts, though, perhaps not. Sighing heavily, I asked myself, Man, you aren’t getting old, by any chance?

Actually, I knew what was wrong with me. I was alone, and thus open to all kinds of misplaced and untimely soul-searching.  Had I been with a bunch of other boys, there would have been all the ritual things that left no room for sentiment: the ribald jokes about who had shown himself the greatest coward or the clumsiest fellow, the mandatory round or two of vodka, the ancient ritual song Vypyem, drugi, na krovi “Let’s drink, brothers, while the blood is still hot…”, and all the rest of the bustle and excitement.  I’d be safe from sentiment until I went to bed, and by that time I’d be thoroughly sozzled. Whereas now I was sitting there under the stars amid dead quiet, face to face with a living being I’d just murdered, and my one excuse was that he’d clearly intended to strike the first blow.

My backside was beginning to feel the chill of the rock and snow.  I heaved another deep sigh, rose to my feet and patted the bear on his shaggy, disfigured head, muttering, “You really shouldn’t have started it, old chum.”  With a grunt, I jerked my knife from the body, carefully cleaned it with a handful of snow and returned it to its sheath.  I stood another minute face to face with the dark mass, in which only the bared fangs gleamed white where they weren’t black with blood, and tried to think things out.

I could not leave the bear where he was for the night: by morning, the wolves would have made a hearty meal of him, leaving not a scrap of meat to remember him by.  Added to the loss of the hare earlier in the day, which had been practically knocked out of my head by all the turmoil, the thought was unbearable. So, groaning inwardly at the hard work ahead, I first crawled about in the deep snow picking up my gear from the ruptured rucksack, then climbed the cliff near which the tragedy had played itself out.  There I made a fire in the now total darkness and started giving the old rock-climbers’ distress signal: a shot every ten seconds, six shots a minute for a minute.

In about a couple of hours the chaps found me – and can you guess the first thing that the insensitive clods wanted to know?  The state of my underpants, that’s what.  I am proud to say I disappointed those boors’ fondest expectations. I simply hadn’t had the time to get scared. Unfortunately, one of the colorful Russian phrases for diarrhea translates as “bear’s sickness,” and all through the night, as we skinned the animal and hacked the carcass into four parts convenient for carrying, I heard enough solicitous inquiries about my health along those lines to last me a lifetime.  The entertainment only ended when someone noticed a number of twin fiery pinpricks of bright-yellow in the surrounding dark woods – the eyes of a pack of wolves awaiting their chance at the offal.  They must have made short shrift of my poor little hare, I thought.  From the frying pan into the fire for him.  Ah, what a brutal world it was…

Later I often told my hunting friends about this episode, and the general opinion was that I had simply lucked out.  There were too many cases in which the “prowler” was on top of a hunter before he could shoot, or the gun was knocked out of his hands, or he missed the one vulnerable spot at close quarters and was mauled within an inch of his life by the bear in his death throes. 

The main moral of all the stories I heard, though, seemed to be that one should go on fighting regardless, and that was where I seemed to have done right, even if it was by instinct rather than any conscious determination.  In one of these catch-as-catch-can matches I heard of, a fellow stuck his mushroom-gatherer’s puny knife in the bear’s nostril and proceeded to twist it, causing the beast enough distress to force him to let go.  In another, a really burly chap grabbed the bear first by the lower jaw, then by the tongue and nearly tore it out, although his own arm was also chewed considerably.  In both cases the men survived, and this was really spirit-lifting.

Yes, these stories are all very encouraging.  People don’t like pictures without a happy ending, do they. But whenever I recall that winter scene at the foot of a cliff, with shivers gradually diminishing as the years go by, I can’t help imagining a different outcome, and keep wondering how many other heroes may have become mute statistics under the sad, epitaph-like heading: “Lost in the taiga.”
A Soupy Story
The cooking fire was burning fine, not much flame but lots of heat.  The water in the pot wasn't bubbling yet, but bubbles were already forming on the bottom, and it would soon start roiling. Stand by for making soup. I pulled a packet from the rucksack, looked at the bull's head on it, and weighed it in my hand. One packet would be a bit thin today.  We'd swung the paddles for nearly nine hours, and all my muscles seemed to vibrate like a tuning fork. I pulled out another bull's head, tore open both packets and froze again, staring into the pot like some Roman augur.

My ears itched with my wife's chatter. As always, our labors were strictly divided. I made supper, Sanya pitched the tent, Emmy chirped.

"You know, Sasha, I often feel sorry for those urban dwellers who have never seen any of this..." A dramatic, well-practiced gesture to embrace the ridges slowly sinking into the darkening evening blues. I wondered briefly what she herself saw of them, the blind bat. I knew those lines by heart, having first uttered them myself at a naively unguarded moment, and now I cringed as I waited for the rest of it: "It's the same as depriving yourself of some sense organ or spiritual dimension. The same as robbing yourself through not believing in God – or in Supreme Reason..."

"Damn phonograph," I nearly grunted. Emmy swiveled her dark, actress’s eyes towards me. Sanya, too, driving a peg into the ground with an iron heel, threw me a glance askance: Let the dame babble.  I guess he got tired at times of the four-letter dialect prevailing at his plant.  There's something in refined modulations, after all. Even cats like them.

I sighed, poured the contents of the packets into the boiling water and settled back into blissful immobility. We'd soon be slurping something hot, liquid, and lots of it. I like this more than any other meal on a trip. After a whole day on the river, three rapids, and the shakes – either from the excitement or from the wet cold, who knows – it's better than the Nobel Prize: the fire, the quiet, the tiredness, the hot soup till you're fit to burst. I like the stuff more than a dram of vodka. Well, almost.

Time to lift the kettle off the fire. I carefully stood it on a slab of wood by the forked stake. Let it cool a bit; it wasn't as if we carried spare mouths. Then I hung the tea kettle on the cross-pole and pulled a dry branch from under Emmy’s feet.

"Kindly move your ass, madam, this is my firewood. And couldn't you assist the colleague a bit? He's out on his feet.” Sanya chortled.  “Sanyok, five minutes readiness. And let her hold a cord or something, this way we'll be at it till morning."

I moved a few paces aside and, standing on the edge of the high bank, sprinkled the cliff as I drank in the sight of the swift, noisy river exuding pearly, before-nightfall fog. Something mystic or cosmic enveloped me so fast that I shivered. These things easily happen by rivers in the hills. A thought sailed by, as sudden as Newton's apple: The more intensely a sound idea is mouthed, the quicker it is covered with the verdigris of vulgarity. One could even derive a formula for the process, only who cared about formulas...

Something jolted me. I turned round and froze as if pole-axed. Sanya had given Emmy some cord to pull, and she was now backing toward the fire solemnly holding it in both hands. I yelled "Freeze!" and leaped forward, but it was too late. With a light metallic sound the pot was knocked over, and my precious soup spilled on the ground in an almost invisible little puddle. I caught it up in a sort of flying tackle and looked inside. There were just a few spoonfuls knocking about on the bottom. Not more than a quarter of what the pot had held. I slowly lowered it and said just as slowly, point-blank:

"You stupid cow..."

Wrong move, of course. She's never to blame for anything anyway, but now it was as if I had hung a medal round her neck. Swearing was uncivilized. It sent her hurt spirit into rarefied heights from which little things like kettles of soup were totally indiscernible. I looked guiltily in Sanya's childishly hurt face. A burly guy like him needed all the soup he could get. Sanya looked away and bent to crawl into the tent. I peered into the pot again.

"Well, let's sup on what God has granted us..."

"You can divide up my ration," Emmy said more haughtily than generously. I squeezed my eyes shut, shook my head and groaned...

It rumbled during the night. I thought it was my stomach at first, but it was thunder. Rain drummed on the taut tent for a little while, and I slipped again into the sweet pool of extreme fatigue. Then came another kind of knocking, cautious and wooden. That would be gastrically overwhelmed Sanya fixing us some breakfast.  Oops-a-daisy.

I had slept in the usual position, on the spoon-to-spoon or Siamese embryos system, my belly warming Emmy's bony back and the rest. The human belly is the warmest spot in our equipment; you can dry sodden gloves there, not just bits of puny anatomy. I automatically pecked the wife's defenseless shoulder and cautiously pulled out my dead arm from under her head.

After two weeks on the river, one’s eyes had adjusted to the blinding beauty of the Sayan, and still the first glance around in the morning brought a sort of jolt or pricking sensation. One just couldn't live all one's life amidst such beauty. I knew it, because I had tried it. And anyway, one couldn't live on this God's earth as long as one would, but only less and less. Upsetting.

"The river's rising," Sanya murmured.

I looked. Indeed, the river had swollen during the night, and the water raced considerably faster.

"The snow's melting up there. Ought to go on a recce," I said.

Sanya cleared his throat interrogatively. How about the grub, he seemed to query.

I steeled my heart, went on my knees at the tent entrance, grabbed Emmy’s foot and pulled her out of the sleeping bag.

"We're going on a recce," I said, waving an imperious finger before her sleepy nose. "Breakfast to be ready by eight hundred. Or you'll swing from the yard."

"Aye aye, sir!" She loves theater, onstage and off. Thank God for small mercies.

So we set out to take a look at the rapids. Nickname Awesome, view from above, ditto. Deep canyon, sheer cliffs on both sides, three cascades about half a mile from each other, the first one the worst, and not too bad either, if you went through a handy passage by the left bank. But the current... Its speed today was somewhere near the limit of our skills. Sanya pronounced his verdict:

"We'll have to lighten the raft."

So that's how it was going to be. Sanya would take on the rapids, and I would carry half a ton of rucksack on my poor broken back over the nasty cliffs, consumed with – what? The blackest envy, I guess. No alternatives, though. Sanya was the finest raftsman I knew, and I had done ten years of rock-climbing.

"What about Emmy?"

"That's your headache," said Sanya, intently studying the river. 

Indeed it was.

"OK, here goes," I said when we were drinking coffee. "We have thought this out with our peasant minds..."

"Why do you keep saying this about ‘peasant mind’?" Emmy was bursting with this fresh, morning lust for chirping.

"Russian peasant mind equals gumption. No interrupting, now."

I explained all about current, weight, mass, maneuvering, but it all went over her head or rather at a tangent, and I knew she was not to be dragged over those cliffs. She had a morbid fear of rocks. Climbing, she would have to use what brains God gave her and sweat profusely, not loll about like so much cozy ballast as was her role aboard the raft. I built one logical chain after another, but it would be easier to explain Einstein to a particularly obtuse sheep, except that no sheep could be as obstinate or inventive in her backchat. It was totally hopeless.  Bickering was like chewing chocolates to her. Each of her arguments was sillier than the previous one, but sense did not come into it at all; fine enunciation did. And time was precious. Besides, I knew that she might just sit down somewhere on the rocks, say that she had sprained an ankle, and wait for a stretcher to be built – still continuing to argue lustily.

In the end, I gave in. Only – I felt a cold settle momentarily somewhere in my belly, but I didn't recognize the pale shadow that went with it, like before a climb on which someone would die. I thought it was all because of the quarrel, or rather didn't think anything at all.  Just a lousy mood, and that was it. 

Half an hour later I pushed the raft into the stream and stood there on the bank awhile, looking lovingly at our vessel, a humdinger of a dinghy.  She could bound down rapids as joyfully as a three-month-old kitten. Sanya towered aft, powerfully wielding his baidarka paddle with very broad blades. Sanya always made his paddles himself, not trusting factory-made ones. Emmy was practically invisible in her bow nest. Must be settling down for a snooze, to make up for all that sleep lost in the morning. 

I kneeled by the tall rucksack, heaved it up onto my back, staggered to my

feet and started climbing, never taking my eyes off the raft. It was a joy to see Sanya wield the two-bladed baidarka paddle, the blades glittering in the sun like a windmill.  Sanya was powerfully gathering speed: he had to move faster than the stream, to be able to steer. They were now bounding on the breakers already,

Sanya started aiming the boat for the passage, and suddenly I saw him swing the paddle right over his head – A blade! A blade had got ripped off! Sanya started swinging the paddle like mad trying to keep the raft on course, not letting it turn sideways, pushing it nearer the narrow passage in the cascade.  

But – he did not make it. The paddle must have hit a submerged rock, the remaining blade was wrenched off, and the boat was violently thrown broadside. I caught a brief glimpse of the nearly vertical raft’s black bottom and wildly yelled, "Sanya-a!" but the raft had already dropped off the three-meter high ledge, and the river was empty.

The backpack slipped off my shoulders, and I bounded up, up the slope, bellowing something and fighting for breath, sometimes making crazy goatlike leaps, flying from boulder to boulder. I didn't care what happened to me, the hell with it all... In one spot I slipped on wet moss, badly hit my thigh on the rock and felt I was slipping, slipping, slipping… I tore my nails on the stone, I was falling faster and faster, and then my hand slipped into a narrow crevice as if by itself, turned sideways, and balled into a fist.  Pain hit sharply but I stopped falling, I was hanging by that handlock, staring at the rock before my eyes and breathing violently, absurdly growling each time I breathed out: "A-r-r-gh... Ar-r-gh..."  I had this terrible wish to unclench the fist, but instead, with a filthy oath, I pulled myself up, drew up my right leg, placed the heel somewhere near my ear and threw my body onto the ledge above. 

When the red circles before my eyes stopped whirling madly, I sat up, leaned my head against the knees and muttered through snot and tears: "Life is shit... Life is shit... That asshole Sanya and his beautiful asshole paddles…" Then I got to my feet and went on climbing, my eyes ceaselessly searching the river. All I could see was white foam.

I don't know how long I reeled on like this. The canyon ended. I cut across a bend in the river through the taiga and hit a tributary that emptied with a roar into the river here. Someone at the back of my mind noted indifferently that crossing that stream alive was out of the question. I walked a few paces along a shingle spit, trying not to look at the smooth empty surface on my right. The river flowed without a wrinkle here. I sat down, hugging my knees, and leaned my head against the knees like before. I froze. Thoughts kept prancing about in my head, as tiny as mice but scary nevertheless. I rocked as in prayer, then froze again.

I was roused from my deathlike gloom by the scrunching of feet on the shingle. I lifted my head.  Sanya, wet as a mouse, his helmet visibly dented, was walking toward me along the spit, grinning from ear to ear. My body jerked, and in the same instant Emmy came running with mincing steps from behind Sanya's back. She dropped to her knees, hid her head in mine and wailed in a funny, peasant-womanish, hiccuping way: "Serge-HICK... Serge-HICK..."

My blood-oozing hand stroked her hair.  My nose itched in a curious, unfamiliar way, the world seemed washed round the edges, and I muttered hoarsely:

"There's damn snake soup for you..."

Sanya guiltily blew his nose.

“Where did you drop the rucksack? I, uh, might go fetch it…”

A couple of minutes must have passed before I could answer. I just sat there, stroking Emmy’s head. Her hair was dry, and so were her clothes. Sanya’s were still dripping. I did not bother asking what had happened,. I knew it as in the past I had performed the acrobatics myself:  he’d rolled overboard in the nick of time, one hand probably clutching at the dinghy to save it from capsizing. His weight gone, the boat behaved like a cork, and it had all happened so fast that Emmy had had no time to get scared even, not then. I looked at the dent in Sanya’s helmet. He must have hit a rock or two, with that current throwing him about, and it served him right.  The damn fool should not experiment with self-made paddles on a river like this.  But what the hell, you can’t blame a hero, and Sanya certainly was one. At length, I heaved a sigh and mumbled a reply.

“I’ll get it. You won’t find it. What’s with the raft?”

“It’s OK. Damn piece of rubber can stand anything.”

How true. Grunting, I got to my feet, poked Sanya in the belly, and went to look for my rucksack.

Shooting on the Pelym
The Pelym is a tributary of the Tavda, the Tavda falls into the Tobol, the Tobol into the Irtysh, the Irtysh into the Ob, and the Ob flows into the Arctic Ocean, as everybody knows.  Honest, though, as you paddle down the Pelym it is hard to believe it is a tributary of anything.  In places it is so wide that, when a flock of ducks comes flying past, you shoot at them and the pellets splash almost in the middle of the river, many furlongs short of the other bank.

The river isn’t half water, half ducks, as the Ob is, but there’s waterfowl enough.  There’s mallard, pintail, broadbill, gadwall, widgeon, both kinds of teals, and plenty more.  There was even a chap I’d never shot before, a smallish duck with a bit of white in the wings. It let the raft get quite near before hysterically trying to take off, so it was a shame to shoot it.  It didn’t take much killing, either, dropping like a ball of fluff after the shot, and as you paddled near, you saw just a pitiful bunch of feathers rocking, the head under water.  Other duck were not so easy to kill. However hard you tried to keep your shells dry, the damp got everywhere on a river, the powder charges weakened, and the ducks flapped about a long time after I’d dropped them.  Often we had to chase them around. I pulled, Isabel leaned overboard, grabbed them by the neck and dragged them into the boat, crying most piteously all the time but never slacking her grip. She liked duck, both roast and in the soup.

I guess the river was OK, if a bit gloomy.  The dark and somewhat hostile-looking taiga slightly got on one’s nerves, but we had dreamed so much about somewhere quiet, spacious, and absolutely deserted, not a single human mug for leagues and leagues around.  It was truly paradise, after our secret, hurried trysts in unpleasant, untidy, and for some reason always cold apartments of her acquaintances or mine.

A few days ago, we had taken this three-stage train ride: Moscow to Sverdlovsk, Sverdlovsk to Serov – that one in a zero-class carriage, filthy, stuffy, people sitting in each others’  laps, snarling and swearing, a horror film on wheels; finally a local train bound for Priobye. This last one was slightly better, only we arrived at Pelym station in the dead of night and crouched in our sleeping bag on the cement floor of the empty waiting room until early morning. Some drunken locals mounted a frenzied assault on the station, but I stuck a handy crowbar through the door handle, and after yelling and banging on the door for a while they went to look for adventure elsewhere.

Dawn was barely breaking when I ran along the tracks to find the railway bridge across the Pelym the train had crossed the previous night.  Anglers were heading that way, too, and I met quite a few as I was returning to the station. They seemed a pretty glum lot, though, wouldn’t look you in the eye, and as for stopping to chat or just saying hello – not a bit of it.  That was quite strange after my trips through the Caucasus or Central Asia. Even in the Russian hinterland people tended to flock around a stranger.  Here, they passed you stony-faced.  Only one lent us a hand, as I was lugging our stuff to the bridge and he overtook us, but he wasn’t much help, being barely able to keep upright himself, let alone carry anything.  An early starter, obviously.  Drink must have made him curious and talkative; sober, he would have skirted us with a sideways look, just like the others, I guess.

Such were our first impressions of the locals: they all seemed to be either constantly on their guard or suffering from the horrors of the night before.  We felt not a little puzzled by this and discussed it briefly, but soon forgot all about it.  We inflated our raft below the bridge, loaded our stuff into it, pushed off, and paddled away.  Tired out, we drowsed nearly all day as the river rocked us along.  We’d wake from our nap, look around, stare at the fabulous scenery, and exchange happy glances.  I’d seen plenty of these gorgeous backdrops, so I got over the first assault on the senses quickly, while Bell simply dissolved in delight. I was feeling ineffably proud that I’d got this bright idea to bring her here. The old cretin.  But who could have known…

True, I could have worked a few things out in Serov already.  There, a middle-aged plainclothes chap had stopped me and did a thorough job of checking my papers while running his eye over my mountainous luggage. Village etiquette forbade him staring at Isabel too openly, for which I was duly grateful.  Thank God, all my papers were in order.  Internal passport?  Here you are.  Permit to possess and carry smoothbore hunting weapons? Right here, sir. Hunting association membership card?  Please take a look here… and here – dues and tax paid up until the end of the year.  License to hunt?  Oh-oh, come on, man, that kitten won’t jump – still a week to go before the season starts, right?  What do I need the weapon for, you ask?  For self-defense, mate, what else.  Suppose a bear charges me from behind a bush?  Here the cop had looked at me either angrily or pityingly, hard to make out which, and mumbled:  “Bears… There are bears prowling in the taiga who will shoot off your pate before you –-“  He had looked at Bell, then back at me, and shaken his head as if to say, What’s the use talking to this asshole intelligentsia. He shoved off, while I felt uneasy for a moment. But the episode became quickly forgotten in the boarding-the-train bustle…

From our first day on the river things were simply marvelous, delight and quiet cheer bubbling close to the surface all the time.  I’ve mentioned the ducks.  Marvelous shooting it was. Out of season, of course, and without a license, but who cared about little trifles like that in this wilderness. I had to be careful as I fired, though, as Bell sat in the bows facing me, I often had to shoot over her head, and she was deafened by each salvo. But then she got the knack of covering her ears the second I grabbed my gun and plopping face down on the bottom of the raft, to avoid having her head knocked off.  That was taking it a bit too far, for she was a highly compact person, of a stature usually described as three foot tall in her hat, or thirty-four kilos in her jackboots and pistol, if she had them. You’d actually find it hard to hit her if you tried.  But if she liked to be frightened and babble, then why not.  Things were merrier that way.

As for fishing, I had no luck on the river at first, couldn’t touch a fish’s tail, although, as we had been drifting away from the bridge, there had been an angler per each hundred yards or so fishing for chebak – a kind of roach, very fat and delicious, but I had to take their word for it.  They had worked out a special technique for this kind of fishing, dropping an aspen or an alder from the bank and fixing it with a couple of stakes run into the bottom; the chebak gathered in a little school in the shelter of the tree lying in the water, and all you had to do was keep whisking them out.  Only I had no time to fool around with any of this, and nothing else would touch my bait.

Then one day we “went on an expedition,” as we called our walks away from the river, and hit on an urai, a long narrow lake running parallel with the river, most likely the river’s old channel.  It had peaty water, the color of weak coffee, according to Bell, while to me it looked the color of strong urine. But the color was not the point.  The point was that I whipped this coffee-urine surface with my line and pulled in a ten-pound pike at the first go. Bell’s squeal went right up to heaven.  “Skipper,” she screamed, “you’re a great fisher!”  And my craw just swelled with pride, after all the awful luck and swearing expended on the river.

The swelling soon subsided, though.  It turned out that you could catch as many pike in that urai as many times you cast your line, almost. The lake was packed with pike.  There were some empties, too, but only when the triple hook came back all bent and twisted. It was terrifying to think of the weight and strength of the brutes that could do this.  There was nothing in that urai except pike. They must have gobbled up all the other fish there and were now living by cannibalism, streaking like mad after anything that moved.  There had to be some crucian there, but they must have buried themselves in the peaty mud in terror, refusing to rise to any bait.  They’d spend the winter in deep anabiosis, like sci-fi space travelers. And what wouldn’t we give for a nice, fat crucian.

Another dish that Bell plied me with was mushrooms.  She had a passion for them bordering on perversion.  If I had permitted it, she’d have fed on them three times a day every day.  There were such masses of mushrooms there, you had to walk on them in some places.  They were mostly red-caps.  Anyway, that was what the locals had called them. What their scientific name was I just don’t know and, between ourselves, would not care to learn.  We discovered a hunter’s hut on the shore of an urai – not that urai, but another – and stayed there for three days, getting back our strength and weight.  It was there that I choked on those red-caps thrice a day.  The things one does for one’s beloved.

And my beloved simply bloomed, though I doubt that the mushrooms were the prime cause of it.  She is easy on the eye at any time, a bright-red-haired figurine of a Jewish baby, except that figurines don’t move about much, and this one was as bouncy as a pup. A ball of fire on plump legs.  Though tiny, she was liberally endowed with all the feminine essentials, a full-bosomed Rachel in miniature.  Nor did I have to wait any seven years for her.  In fact, this thing of ours had blossomed at cosmic speed.  Explosively.  Just a short while before, I’d seen her ginger mane and languid eyes only at my lectures, and then all of a sudden I couldn’t bear to live longer than two or three days without her. 

She had a temperament as Middle Eastern as her nose.  In Moscow, she’d often taken me to the brink of exhaustion, and I was not unlike that chap from an Italian classic who kept repeating, “Oh, I do have the desire, but…”  Here, though, I was on a kind of permanent high born of savage freedom, and Isabel perpetually looked either languid or pleasantly tired. It was a delight to see her move.  Make a video of her moving and dub it Sensual. Small wonder.  In that hut we nearly broke the plank bed, a perfectly solid structure.  But the plank bed is nonsense and vulgar nonsense at that; main thing, we were in a state when the mere touch of skin on skin was electric and sweeter than any sugar or honey.  We called it acrobatic flying.  Silly phrase, really.

In short, if ever there was an Eden on the West Siberian vast marshy plain, it was then and there; no apples to steal or insidious serpents, either.  The serpents came creeping later, but that’s not what I mean here.  And what do I mean?  Happiness or bliss is hard to describe and boring for strangers to read.  It is easier to write of fishing, only it’s fishing with a nimbus round your pate. Something indescribable and, putting it crudely, transcendental. The thing radiates beyond your outer hull, but what it is, is forever beyond your grasp. We only know it happens rarely but mostly not at all.  No incantations will help bring back that state now, and even the memory of it comes in quick, short dashes, as if hatched on white.  What remains is words.  Husks. Nice husks, empty husks.  Everyone has plenty of them.  Mountains of them have piled up in these past thousands of years, and here is silly me, adding my little pile. Man, pompous ass is thy name.

Better talk of Her Majesty the Taiga.  As you slid along in the bottomless silence, sidling shyly into scenery of deafening beauty, you imperceptibly sank into a sort of trance.  A cedar of incredible proportions on a distant promontory over the misty, smooth liquid mirror inspired an almost mystical awe, like God’s own monument to Himself and eternity. In the face of this you felt a rather ridiculous, complacent bug with transparently bogus claims to grandeur.  Even Bell, ever down-to-earth and full of mischief, grew subdued, as if turning her gaze inward.

Other spots were more cheerful.  Close to the river, birch coppices and aspen thickets were turning golden. Reminders that it was August already.  Dog rose bushes particularly introduced an optimistic bright-red note, somewhat absurd and even dissolute in this time-darkened still-life from a mansion hidden round the corner of eternity.

Fir thickets looked gloomiest of all, but we had a special, sentimental relationship with firs.  When Bell was doing her graduate paper, she had often tagged along with me, her advisor, on my long walks in the woods, to which I was very partial.  For in-depth consultations, like.  We would indeed hold intelligent conversations, and sometimes not very intelligent ones, just chatting about anything that took our fancy. Now and then we would glance at each other more attentively than was proper – and hurriedly look away.  I did my best not to lick my chops too obviously, but those were naïve stratagems, for I must have given off heat waves you could feel at ten paces, and women are as sensitive as snakes in this sense. I’ve read somewhere they can tell the difference of one two-thousandth of one degree of heat. Snakes, I mean.

So we’d been taking one of these long walks when we were caught in a rain. Such nice, light rain.  We had to crawl under a mighty fir-tree. I spread my raincoat on the ground, and we sat down on it, but before long we were already in a more comfortable position.  For a while certain old-fashioned barriers kept pricking my insides – after all, she was my student, even if a graduate one – but Bell was a determined little thing, and after the first, pulse-shattering kiss those wooden stakes crumbled to biblical dust.

What happened after was like riding downhill in a car without brakes, as in some silly film.  Someone said Bell was in love like a cat, but I could see nothing kittenish about the whole thing.  Whenever I hadn’t seen her for two or three days, I’d start snarling at people and could even bite, I think, and me a mature gentleman, talented associate professor and family man.  

Hypocrisy at home was hardest – I have little talent for petty lying, but I lied without batting an eyelid and could stand even worse, all for this shameful prize, her feverish skin under my hand.  There’s this German expression ich kann sie nicht riechen, in the sense of “I can’t stand her” but literally meaning “I can’t smell her.”  Well, in my case it was exactly the opposite.  I strained to catch her smell like a lascivious Dalmatian a bitch’s in heat.  Crude, I grant you, but that was how it was.

One day here on the Pelym, as we kept fooling around, it began to drizzle – which it did practically every day now. So on a whim we chose one of the larger fir-trees, crawled under it and played everything out exactly like it had been on that day.  Only, of course, there was no comparison.  Now we knew each other by heart in a very biblical sense, we liked pleasing each other, and knew how to do it.  You know, all kinds of fine points and signals no one else might notice.

Anyway, who was there to watch over us.  The devil alone might peep in, in an idle moment. Our world was steeped in privacy.  A woodpecker might drum a tattoo above our heads, casting a pitying glance at us with his black eye. A squirrel might chirp, or a hazel-grouse might whistle, to his own misfortune: I’d answer his call with my own whistle, he’d come running, Bang! – and onto the frying pan for him.  Hazel-grouse goes very well with vodka; its meat has a fine, slightly bitter taste that comes from the ash-berries on which it feeds. But we were drunk enough without vodka.

And one day we saw a tiny, striped chipmunk. He was staring at us with his wee little beads of eyes from around a sapling, and we looked at him, dissolving in ecstasy.  It must have pleased God immensely, we thought, to have created something as ineffably sweet as that...
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It is curious how the Devil catches one on a high pitch of being.  The day came when I knocked down a couple of fat ducks, found a spot for camping on a high bank where there was a bit of a breeze and the mosquitoes would pester us less than usual, and started a campfire to cook the shurpa, or duck soup. Feeling unbearably hot from the fire and all the activity, I tore off all my clothes and plunged in the river from the high bank. I even did a half-twist – to impress the adoring lady of my heart, most likely. Or it could have been temporary insanity, who knows. 

Now, the Pelym’s bottom either consists of permafrost or is so close to it as makes no matter. Result, the worst sore throat I’d had in years.  My temperature shot up. As weak as water and just as wet, I could hardly breathe through my swollen throat; my heart fluttered faster than a hummingbird’s wings; orange circles kept floating, distended, before my feverish eyes; and poor Bell looked scared out of her wits.  I was ready to strike down the colors and scuttle the ship.  Only I wasn’t alone in this.

Sure, the intelligent thing to do would have been to call it a day and go back to Upper Pelym where we had started, for our destination, Lower Pelym, lay five hundred kilometers due south, as the crow flies, and about two or three times farther if you counted all the river’s twists and turns.  No villages ahead, and even if there had been, they’d be no use.  Good plan – but you just can’t paddle upstream in a rubber raft, not that sort of distance.  Frankly, I wasn’t doing much paddling even as we drifted downstream. Just dipping the blades in the cold water for esthetic effect, mostly.

There was just one thing to do – find yet another hunter’s hut and fight it out with the sickness in it.  Hope for a miracle, in short.  In Siberia, hunters build their winter hunting huts where no stranger can find them, especially if it’s close to the river. You know, all sorts of people roam the taiga.  Some bastard might turn a decent dwelling into a pigsty. Or burn it down, just for stinking fun.  Besides, the owners of the huts themselves appreciated privacy, for none of them were averse to shooting a bear or an elk without a license or other silly formalities. Anyway, my eyes were searching the banks so feverishly that a hut might materialize simply through the power of magnetism.

And it did so materialize.  Not the hut itself, of course, but something that caught my eye on the bank.  Not exactly a path, but an experienced eye could see that someone had gone down the steep bank to the river, leaving an almost visible hint of a track in the clayey soil.  At first I passed the spot by, but then backed water sharply, turned the raft around and, panting horribly, managed to paddle upstream to where I thought I’d seen something.  I got out of the dinghy, pulled Bell out, too, and we went on an “expedition.” 

As I was trying to make head or tail of the tracks, the kid stuck an elbow in my ribs, exclaiming: “What a pretty little cottage!”  A cottage it was not, just a thoroughly built hunter’s winter hut, with two wide plank beds for several people each, a table, and, above all, an iron stove with masses of chopped wood.

We made several trips, carrying all our stuff into the hut, and I kept reeling so badly that I nearly wept from weakness. Frankly, I actually sobbed out once, when the woods swam before my eyes, I stumbled and nearly dropped the rucksack.  

Then I made such a fire in the iron stove that the hut turned into a Finnish sauna.  I stripped to the skin and lay on the bare plank bed sweating, drinking tea and sweating, drinking and sweating.  My heart thudded wildly, fit to split in half, I thought, but it just kept hammering.  In the end, I sweated all the poisonous junk out of my system, as I lay there in a puddle of stinking sweat.  I felt miserable, but it was one of those situations where you stood to attention and took it and then took some more.  Nothing but a donkey’s patience would help.  You just took it and kept thinking, Oh, all right, I’ve been through worse.  God forbid that you should start pitying yourself or getting mad at your companion. A sure recipe for wearing yourself to shreds and making others miserable, too.

These are all beautiful principles, only I broke every one of them.  I felt maudlin pity for myself, and I whimpered, and I yelled at Bell when she did something wrong, which was practically everything.  That’s the way things tend to be when there’s someone to pity you.  So Bell pampered me, but toward the end of the second day, when almost all the filth had gone out of me and I was feeding on a few spoonfuls of broth, not just tea, we had a terrible row.  I don’t remember what started it, but then there was no stopping the fire.  The thing had been coming to a head for some time, I guess, and here it just burst, at about the worst moment.

No prizes for guessing what Bell wanted: for me to get a divorce, marry her and get the hell out of this country for Israel, then America, or straight to America via Rome.  For some reason Bell thought I was a Jew, or half-Jew, or at least a quarter, despite the evidence of my proto-Slavonic features.  I never argued with her on this point, all that blood business being such murky stuff. Official genealogy was one thing, but actual history might be unrecognizably different, and her intuition might be more accurate than the testimony of ancient, crumbling letters patent.  When pressed on these matters, I snarled that I refused to peer up my great-grandmother’s skirt.  Jew or gentile, I didn’t care much either way.  I was a great admirer of Mr. Jesus H. Christ in this sense.  He was very curt on the subject: There is neither Greek nor Jew, period.

Emigration was definitely not for me, though.  I simply had no use for it. If there is neither Greek nor Jew, why skip from place to place? Sheer waste of time, exchanging one set of lousy neighbors for another.  Even this was mere eyewash, of course; the real reasons were habit, laziness, fear of the new, maybe even love of the things that had been loved by generations stretching one hell of a way back, who knows.  But it all came down to one thing: no way, not for me, never.  Oh, like everyone else I loved to jabber about how lousy everything was here and how wonderful, over there. Favorite occupation, you might say.  But as for practically getting out – God, or the KGB, forbid. Internal emigration was good enough for me; I had no use at all for the external kind.  No burning need to change anything, until things changed of themselves.  Please God let there be no war. All other things would somehow sort themselves out, some day.  

I definitely did not want to become an upwardly mobile U.S. citizen.  Not because I couldn’t – you step on a Russian intellectual’s tail, and he’ll achieve anything. I just hated the idea.  In my pre- and pubescent years I’d seen enough of Europe, I was still constantly in touch with Westerners, and I had this very definite gut feeling: no way, not for me, never.  This was not to say that all the other countries were a heap of dung. It was just that I felt warmer in this particular heap where I was.  It was easier for me to pamper my spleen and anguish here. My prime worry was very Russian and very simple: not to drink myself down and out. Not too soon, anyway.

I also had this totally abstract fear that, when time came to die, I’d beg to be allowed back into Russia, as our émigré acquaintances were forever doing, to be buried under a nice, white birch-tree – and I’d be refused, my body would rot away somewhere in Canada.  At best. No thanks.

Bell felt in her bones, though, that this business of emigration was a sideline, and that our affair would sooner or later fizzle out even if we, or she, failed to get out.  She wasn’t much of a thinker – remember, she wrote her graduation paper under me, so I knew the caliber of her mind to a nicety – but she had a nose like a bloodhound’s.  She must have known all about me before I myself became aware of things.  Of course we were feverish about each other, we made each other scream like a satyr and a nymph, but to be married to her for the rest of my life and have lots of kids – Jehovah forbid.  

Anyway, kids were too distant to worry about. The area of contact was just too narrow, that was the point.  Say, her friends bored me deep into the ground, while mine and my wife’s were mostly all right.  Or you take Baudelaire.  Her eyelids would grow heavy as I recited to her a few poems in my, or rather my Granny’s, elegant French – unless it was some titillating bit like “Une nuit que j’étais près d’une affreuse Juive…”  And even here she did not get much sense out of the lines, I’d bet.  Funny, isn’t it: Baudelaire is all about how impossible it is for lovers to understand each other.  About non-contact.  He was a proper weirdo, that guy.  A fine place he chose, to be looking for contact – among Parisian whores.  Still, all humans are more or less human, and the law of non-contact applies not only among Parisian whores.  It certainly covered our special case, so there wasn’t much that was special about it.

That’s how things were. At the conservatoire, too, she mostly gawked at the public, and I tried not to show how embarrassed I felt. Things were easier here in the taiga.  You sucked the beauty in through your eyes, you could never have enough of it, and words were totally out of place, so we were mostly silent.  Who was silent about what, and what lay behind the silences – why bother digging into any of that, as long as we knew there was nothing ugly there?

Yeah, it’s hard to explain these things.  All this is mere scratching the surface. Au fond, we simply wanted completely different things from life, and she would later want more and more of the goodies which I, lazybones, dreamer, and on-and-off poet, couldn’t care less about.  Because of it all, a faint, sour smell of lies and rot hung over our Eden.

With all this, my heart bled for her. Though she didn’t go for the grief bit much and must surely have been thinking out other scenarios, I felt like a guilty, oversexed louse, and her tears tore at my heart like her well-polished nails.
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It was therefore quite a relief to find in the morning that we had a couple of visitors, Petya Pikalov and his friend whose name I forget.  I said visitors, but they were in fact the owners of that hut.  They weren’t deliriously happy to see us there, and conversation was pretty strained at first.  Had I been alone, they might well have kicked me out of the place, but Bell was to them like a sleeping beauty that alighted out of the blue on their castle.  At first they felt awfully shy in her presence, but she chirped and chirped until they simply melted.  During the day they went out to gather cedar cones, then they boiled them and treated us to delicious cedar nuts, and after supper we sat up nearly all night drinking tea and chatting. 

I had noticed a long time before that people in the sticks seemed to be waiting all their lives to unburden themselves to someone from the Mainland, as they called it. If the newcomer happened to be an angelic creature like Isabel, the torrent of confession was uncontainable and endless, however murky the speaker’s past.  In Siberia, non-murky pasts are rarer than Yakut diamonds, but it must be in man’s nature to show off, even if there’s not much to show off. Mostly life’s debris, though often quite exotic debris.

True, the exoticism was of a particularly dark hue.  They told us, at first through some cautious hints, and then plainly, that most people in those parts were descendants of the few survivors of the deportees of the ’thirties.  Well, you know – liquidation of the richer peasants as a class and other extravaganzas put on by Comrade Stalin.  People had been thrown more or less naked on the ice.  Survive as best you can, fellows, and may Darwin help you.  So much time had passed, but the pain and hatred were still there.  Small wonder they looked askance at anyone coming from the outside world. Nor did they expect anything good to come from anyone, least of all from someone they hadn’t known for years.

Things just kept pouring out of the two men.  Presuming on my position as a sick man, I crawled onto the wide plank bed and mostly dozed, surfacing from time to time with a start, while poor Bell had to bear up under the torrent until morning, nodding off at times.  Can’t remember all of their tales, but they were mostly about Siberia, and mostly scary.  So chilling that I, too, often shivered.

They mentioned, for instance, that further downstream there were a great many “camps,” though many of them had been closed.  “What camps?” silly Bell asked, “Young Pioneers’?”  Village etiquette did not allow the guys to roar with laughter at the urban idiot’s naïveté, while I felt a distinct chill settle on my solar plexus.  I had thought that after Khrushchev there was nothing left of the Gulag, and it now appeared there was a good deal, still.  It seemed that in Russia there’d always be plenty of those who did time in the camps and those who sent them there.  What worried me more was, though, that people kept escaping from those camps the way they had always done, since the times of the Czars, and the runaways cut to ribbons everyone they met on their way, while the interior troops chasing them were not too economical with bullets, either.

Then there were the “settlers”: convicts who had done part of their time in the camps and were now on a sort of parole in settlements.  They weren’t under guard; they just worked in the fresh air and had to report to the commandant at stated intervals.  Boredom here was deadly, and their antics to relieve it, horrendous.  One story in particular stuck in my memory.  A few of these settlers found something to drink, braking fluid or something; then they crowded into a boat and went to a place where an old woman lived, ancient and “ugly as a crankshaft” (Pete apparently liked this workmanlike simile and repeated it several times).  They gang-raped her, threw her in the river and circled over the place in their motorboat until the body was all chopped up by the screw. Staking someone’s life at cards, then going out to slit the unsuspecting victim’s throat was routine.

The narrow-gauge railway that was used to carry timber felled by the convicts from Shantalya to Puksinka earned itself the romantic name of Dubrovsky Road, after the literary bandit.  Rare outsiders who ventured to travel there were routinely plucked like chickens; the best they could hope for was eventually to come to by the wayside, more or less alive.  And I had planned to use that narrow-gauge to get back to civilization.  That was Russia, damn it.  You made elegant plans pouring over a cheerful-looking map, and on the ground it turned out to be more like circles of Hell à la Dante. 

You can imagine how I felt about having dragged little Bell into this bloody mess.  From that night, I would tremble for her safety to the very end; tremble and keep hiding.  Curiously, she took these scary stories more or less in her stride. Sure, she oohed and aahed as she was expected to, but as for dying of fright, not a bit of it.  I’d say she was more scared of mice that were impudently promenading all over the floor.  I put it down to the childish faith that awful things like that could happen to anyone but her. Bell later said that, with her skipper at her side, she feared nothing; this also looked like childish faith to me.  There was also this: she had been born and bred in Georgia, and life hadn’t yet knocked out of her head the remains of the Georgian national idea – that deep down all men are knights in shining armor.  Me, I was well aware that that picture was all too skewed even when applied to Georgia – and this was no Georgia. This was Siberia.

Bell got seriously frightened just once: when the guys tapped into their supply of bear stories.  As we were drifting downriver on our first day out, we had talked to a guy making hay in a riverside meadow, and his face was so disfigured that we found it hard to look at it.  It turned out that Pete knew him – they all knew each other hereabouts – and he told us his story.

A year before that guy had been mauled by a “prowler” – a bear that doesn’t retire to his sleeping quarters for the winter, as any self-respecting bear should.  So this guy was quietly walking through the taiga when the “prowler” up and charged him.  The man grabbed his one-barrel tozovka and would have put a bullet through the bear’s head, only he’d been carrying the shotgun with the muzzle down, and his round bullet had rolled out of the barrel some time before.  The wad merely stirred the thick hair on the bear’s forehead, and that was about all that the man could later remember, having been practically taken apart.  The bear scalped him, broke his arms and legs and ribs, also a few minor bones, and only his dogs saved him, snapping at the brute’s hind quarters.  After that he had crawled through deep snowdrifts in bracing Siberian weather some twenty-five kilometers to his village, and how that was possible without a scalp or any unbroken bones, on adrenaline alone, was more than I could understand. All the same it was quite inspiring: it gave you the idea that you might do something like that yourself, if pressed hard.

I don’t think that Petya was exaggerating much; they just don’t have that habit out there.  He described it all very naively, with a thorough knowledge of the circumstances and lots of graphic detail which made dear Bell look pretty green.  Poor, poor baby. 
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Petya and his friend may well have meant to tell us the entire history of their lives a few times over. Anyway, they said we could stay there as long as we cared. But we had to hurry on, however weak in the knees I might be.  Our stopovers at those two huts, first for a bit of hedonism, and now because of illness, had cost us almost a week in travel time – and we had just bitten off a tiny fraction of an itinerary of unknown length. Besides, I was completely in the fog now as to how we were going to get back to civilization, if we were going to get out alive at all.  Which was now subject to some uncertainty.  Well, at least we had a worthwhile goal now; which is more than you could say of most people. If this doesn’t sound Stoic, I wonder what does.

One of the chaps’ scare stories was about the Kengel rapids. Recently, a motorboat had capsized there. No lives had been lost, just plenty of equipment.  I don’t know how much vodka they had had to swill to get overturned there.  If it hadn’t been for all that talk, I wouldn’t have noticed the famous rapids at all.  It was just a stretch of pleasantly fast-flowing river and some rocks in midstream; that was what they called rapids there.  After that the river grew wider and wider, while the current slowed down inexorably, until it stopped completely in some of the wider places.  It was no river but a chain of lakes of awesome width, and I had to paddle, panting hard, from morning till night to put at least some distance behind us.  I had the sense of grappling manually with Space itself.  You swing the paddle from morning till night for what seems like a thousand years, and the scene around you is just the same as ever, so you cease to believe that this may end some day.

The rain was a special nuisance.  It was now pouring every day.  When we were on the move, I would build a sort of onboard shelter for Bell out of the plastic sheeting that was at night spread under our tent.  For warmth, I gave her a thick burning candle, and she was dry and cozy inside, so that I sometimes even heard her snore lightly, still clinging firmly to the candle. My precious.  

Outside, things were less cheery for me.  The heavy, ancient officer’s cape I was then using let in rain water rather freely, the more so that the weather dished out rains to suit every taste, from drizzly autumnal pat-pat-pat to summertime showers, when I couldn’t see the bows for the curtain of water, so that I had to stop paddling, to avoid running blindly into something truly gruesome.

However, those were habitual hardships little worthy of a man’s attention.  What worried me much more, after those cozy chats in the hunters’ hut, were visions of possible disagreeable encounters.  Every night, I now took care to pitch the tent in secluded nooks some distance from the river, dragging the boat there as well and concealing it behind young fir thickets.  I only made campfires with freshly sawn-off logs, mostly cedar, all dry inside, which did not give off any smoke at all.  Before crawling into our double sleeping bag, I put blunt-nosed bullets into both the gun’s barrels, and at night I’d regularly wake up to listen to taiga noises.  It wasn’t clear, though, how any of this might help if a band of armed runaway convicts ran into us.  On the river, we were visible from a great distance, and I still shot a duck or two a day – after all, one had to eat now and then.  The runaways might hear the shots, track us down, knock me off from behind a bush, and that’d be the end of my war.  What they would then do to Bell my mind refused to consider, and still it churned out pictures, each more nightmarish than the last.

In the end it didn’t happen like that at all, but in a fairly grisly way nevertheless.  There came a day, luckily not a very rainy one, when the noise of a motor or perhaps motors began to make us feel uneasy right from early morning. It seemed to be coming from behind, sometimes from the left, at times from the right, and at other times even from directly ahead.  When you sail without a decent map, and the sun is constantly behind clouds, you don’t notice the river’s twists and turns much.  The turnings are all rounded and imperceptible, and you seem to be traveling more or less straight ahead all the time.  That was what was so confusing. Reason said that we could only be overtaken from behind, while the roaring of the engines could clearly be heard directly ahead; then it would fade away and grow in volume again, this time from another side. This went on for hours.  It made me feel chilly inside, as I realized that I had to multiply five hundred kilometers not by two or three but by some other number; I only wished I knew what.  It looked like we might well have to wander in these marshlike spaces for weeks, if not months to come.

In the end I was distracted from these thoughts most unceremoniously.  The engines came rumbling louder and louder, and at last a motor boat whooshed round a corner behind us, followed by a small launch. They crowded us on both sides, in a neat pincer movement. I put down the oar athwartship, to prevent us being squeezed flat, and sat there goggling and clutching my Sauer as I tried to work out what was going on.  One thing was immediately clear: they were armed men, soldiers, about a dozen. A squad, most likely. All of them with rough and ready ideas, especially the young lieutenant on the launch.  

Standing akimbo, he stared hard at me, barking: “Who are you?”  He apparently wanted to add a few things from his soldierly vocabulary, but Bell chose that moment to climb out of her cocoon, all fresh from sleep, red-haired and exquisitely pretty, and there was a perceptible intake of breath all around, while some jaws dropped with an almost audible click.  And why not, they don’t see real-life women from one year’s end to the other around here, let alone something as young and nice. Like in films. Bell exclaimed at once: “What cute doggies!”  Those cute doggies were a couple of wolf-hounds, each capable of snapping her in two with a single click of their teeth without noticing it much. 

The lieutenant blushed to the roots of his hair, but still squeezed out: “Your papers, please…”  Well, the paper check didn’t worry me any.  Like they say, I wasn’t married for the first time.  While the lieutenant thumbed through one ID after another and Bell chirped and even stroked one of the doggies (he merely yawned, baring jaws like a dinosaur’s), I climbed over aboard the launch, undoing the top button of my shirt to let him get a glimpse of my completely faded striped jersey from my paratroop days, and asked him softly: “What gives, Loot?”  After a good look at me, the guy came clean: “Escape with murder. Proper kettle of shit.  Latvians.  Crack shots, fuck them.  Three of them, and two have carbines now.”  He looked at his squad with fleeting anguish: “Sure to knock off some of my lads, the motherfuckers.”  He pushed my papers into my hands, without bothering to finish the check, and shifted closer to me: “What the fuck are you doing here? And with a babe like that…”  “How the fuck could I know,” I replied, looking back at Bell like a sick animal.  Then I asked: “Any idea where they can be?”  The lieutenant sighed even more morosely: “The taiga’s big… Another squad is chasing them with dogs. My orders are to intercept them.  Locals say there’s a log cabin somewhere downstream. If they haven’t crossed over, we might catch them there.  Don’t be in too much of a hurry, now.  And generally… watch your ass.”  “Won’t I ever…”

The lieutenant raised his voice:  “Show’s over! Slow ahead…”  He saluted, I did the same, smartly, mechanically, and dropped back into my boat.  The boys gave Bell one last dazzling smile, and we parted.

I never saw the lieutenant again. Not alive.
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I stared after the boats rounding a curve, then shifted my gaze to Bell and distended my lips in a rubber smile. This cheap performance was clearly not fooling anyone, so I paddled on, silent, clinging to the right bank, sliding noiselessly under the overhanging trees and feverishly looking for a spot to disembark and wait until the whole bloody mess blew over.  If need be, I’d wait a week, I decided.  The squad would in any case be going back upriver, and they’d tell me the score.

Someone Up Top decided to play a really filthy trick on us, though.  The banks turned into solid, endless marshes; not a single patch of dry land fit for camping.  We hit on a small island, which nearly made me scream with joy, for an island was exactly what the doctor prescribed: without a boat, no enemy could get at us there.  But the sodding islet merely looked like a bit of dry land. You stood on what appeared to be firm ground, and in a few minutes you were ankle deep in water.  It was like standing on a sponge and slowly sinking in it.  Quite fittingly, desperation filled my head like so much filthy sponge.

The engine sound effects continued.  As before, the noise came now from dead ahead, now from one side, then from another.  But gradually it faded, and I concentrated on paddling ever more fiercely and staring imploringly at the moisture-laden mossy banks overgrown with bent and twisted, ugly trees, completely unlike the majestically gloomy taiga that we had grown accustomed to.  Darkness was falling, and I was thinking already of how we’d spend a cold, wet night in the boat – when the landscape changed slightly, the right bank rose higher, so I put in at the very first high promontory with decent pine-trees on it and climbed ashore, whimpering with joy like Robinson Crusoe after the shipwreck.

We obviously weren’t the first people to have trembled with joy on finding this spot, the only suitable camping site for many miles around. Moving just a few steps into the forest, we found a half-rotten shelter of sticks and browse, a completely rotten quilted jacket of the prison type, and what looked like former footcloths.  Even the campfire forked stakes were only half-rotten.

We hurriedly pitched our tent, cooked some soup, slurped it down and climbed into our sleeping bag.  I immediately freed my right hand and kept it all the time on the gun, close to the safety catch.  I can’t say I did not close my eyes all through the night, because I did, for fatigue had certainly built up. But even as I napped I had this fear of missing something important.  I’d start and listen to Bell’s peaceful, almost inaudible breathing, but mostly my ears sifted through the sounds of the taiga until they began to ring.  Silly thing to do, of course.  With all this deep moss around, a whole battalion could steal upon us and surround the tent, and I’d hear damn all.

Awake or asleep, my thoughts seemed to focus on a single point, What were we to do?  One thing was clear: we couldn’t stay here.  It was too conspicuous a spot, certainly known to all wanderers in these marshes.  Suppose those runaways had a local with them?  They might well have grabbed a guide – if they weren’t complete idiots.  And the guide was certain to take them this way.  I had to get a move on, that was clear. But move where?  Moving upstream was out of the question, I’ve said that already.  Our only route lay downriver – where we could run into something that was best not thought about.

Toward morning I made a firm, skipper-like decision: paddle on downriver, just the way we had.  Try to find a spot where the river connected with some urai – previously, we had passed several such channels. Turn into that urai and paddle up it somewhere far from the river – these things sometimes stretched for miles and miles. Hide in the darkest corner there and wait until the engines rumbled upriver.  Tell Bell I didn’t want to miss my last chance at the pike, or crucian, or whatever.  She wouldn’t believe it, of course, but there would be a semblance of normality about our movements.  Keep those blunt-nosed bullets in the gun at all times; no shooting at ducks, even if they alighted on the gun-barrels’ ends.

That’s what I would have done – if it hadn’t been for one little snag: no urais came our way, though I paddled one hour, two hours, five hours.  No urais. Instead, there were the same marshes on both banks as the day before. I thought I might cry, if only I knew how.  And then came the most terrible part:  the sound of fierce shooting ahead.  Just as the rumble of motors the day before, you couldn’t say where exactly the sounds came from; somewhere downstream, was all you could say.  Whither we were drifting as slowly and surely as a rabbit crawls toward the python.  

To fool poor Bell, I kept swearing, however unconvincingly, at imaginary hunters that would kill off all the ducks God intended for us.  Ducks, hell.  I could hear AKMs rattle clearly and dryly, single shots and short bursts of two-three bullets.  The whipping sound of carbine fire came much more rarely, but each time it gave me the creeps.  The shooting now swelled to a fierce climax, now fell apart into isolated, rare cracks.  

Then, thank God, rain started; it drizzled slightly at first, then began in earnest.  Bell crept into her cocoon and could no longer see me staring around wildly and growing pale, as I usually do before a fight or anything like that – a trait I always hated but could do nothing about. Sheer physiology.

Because of that rainy curtain I nearly missed the mouth of a small river falling into the Pelym.  At first I took it for the outlet of an urai – so badly did I want it to be an urai – but it was obviously a marshy stream, narrow, with barely noticeable current and the same swampland for banks.  Ah, to hell with it, I thought. What if it’s a small stream – anything, as long as I could paddle up it away from the big river and all its horrors.

I don’t know what I had done this time to please Somebody Up There – or maybe my mother’s prayers had got through to Them – but this time, too, we were spared a damp, chilly night in our boat in the middle of a marsh.  About three quarters of a mile upstream the rivulet made a slight turn, and I saw that it flowed along the foot of a griva – that’s the local name for long, well, eminences you might call them, rising only a few feet over the surrounding marshes.  It could really be a nice place, or I might simply be euphoric at seeing it, but it looked like paradise to me. The griva was dry, even rocky here and there, and overgrown with fine timber, not the twisted marshland nonsense.  There ought to be lots of taiga game there, but I thought of this in passing only, with an internal grin. I might do some shooting here – some other time. If I happened to fly past some day. In a blue helicopter.

The sound of shooting carried only indistinctly this way, but still it did.  Now that my raft was no longer snaking around along with the meandering stream, the shooting clearly came from one and the same direction, though it was hard to tell the distance.  The reports drifted over ever more rarely.  If I knew anything about this sort of fighting, the squad from the launch had pinned the runaways down at the cabin the lieutenant had mentioned, and the escaped convicts would now fight to the last bullet – after the killing during the escape they didn’t have much to lose.  In their place, I’d try to break out at night.  Though northern nights were light and brief, the rain and the clouds might be some help to them. Anyway, they didn’t have much choice.  Except to start singing death songs, perhaps.  I wasn’t sure, though, that Latvians had that kind of songs.

It all happened as if I’d looked into my crystal ball.  At about three in the morning, when everything seemed to have quieted down until daylight, flares went up into the sky one after another far to the south-east of us, one, two, three of them. Actually, I didn’t see the flares themselves through the tent’s thin fabric, only their light reflected in the sky. A few seconds after came the frenzied rattle of submachine-guns, this time in long bursts, up to a third of the clip.  There may have been the whipping cracks of the carbines there, but I couldn’t make them out. It all lasted not more than two or three minutes, and then there was silence.  Just a few single shots from kalashnikovs.  “Finishing them off, just in case,” I thought.  I noticed my hands shaking as if I’d done most of the fighting.

I cautiously climbed out of the sleeping bag, but Bell woke up all the same and asked me in a far from drowsy voice, “Where you off to, skipper?”  “You go back to sleep, baby, I won’t be long. Might catch a crucian – they bite well at dawn,” I muttered, wrapping her tightly in the cocoon of the sleeping bag and throwing some clothes on top.  After that I crawled outside and sat there a long, long time, staring and listening, although there wasn’t much to listen to. Only the rare noise of wind in the tree tops, the agonizing squeak of a dry branch against another bough, and sometimes the patter of drops against trunks.  Now and then I gave a shiver, chilled by the freshness of dawn and the damp of the marsh, but I stubbornly sat there until the distant rumble of engines drifted over.  I then went down to where our raft lay, quietly pushed off and paddled toward the big river.

Once there, I climbed out onto the soggy bank, moored the raft where it couldn’t be seen from the river, and stood behind a sickly pine-tree, listening to the growing rumbling of the engines until the motorboat and launch from the day before came rounding a mist-covered curve.  On the deck of the launch, where it was warmer from the engine, sat the soldiers and lay that lieutenant chap, his hands neatly folded, his cap on his chest, and his head rolling helplessly when the launch was shaken by the slap of a wave.  Next to him lay a dog, his head on his paws; the other one was nowhere in sight.  Just as they were passing me, the dog raised his head and howled, a long, graveyard howl; one of the boys yelled at him, but he paid no attention.  I counted the troopers; there were eight of them.  “That means four,” I thought and shifted my gaze to the motorboat.  This one was loaded almost to the gunwale with some dark mass, in which only someone’s face loomed white and two boot-caps pointed skyward.

The boats were moving away rather fast and were already nearing the next bend in the river when the realization came to me – like a blinding insight or something – of the rightness of another person’s choices.  Bell was right to want to leave this land.  Not everyone could live here; no use fooling myself.  That was just as true as it was stark impossible for me to leave, and damn the corpses and wolf-hounds and always round the corner that skeleton with the scythe, ready to swish any second without looking, swat you like a midge.  I might wish I could leave, only I couldn’t, so what was the goddamn use…

The boats had already disappeared, and I still stood there listening to the fading noise of the engines, when suddenly the hollow rattle of automatic fire exploded almost above my head – a short ringing burst, then another, and another. I jumped about a foot and threw up my Sauer, wildly looking around, and it took me a few seconds to see it was just a woodpecker. He was perching on the trunk of a neighboring pine-tree and banging away like crazy at its bark, ignoring me completely.  “Mind you don’t break your beak, you brainless twit,” I muttered, climbed into the boat and paddled back to camp.

When I returned, Bell was sitting up in the tent looking terribly frightened and pitiful, only I didn’t let her say a word, just charged her like a prize bull.  I know I ought to lie about this or pass it over in silence, for decency sake, but that’s the way it was.  There was napalm-like fire in what is politely called my loins, and you couldn’t have stopped me with a pistol, I guess.  Putting me off would be the last thing Bell would want, though, and that was good. That was heaven.  She was a little surprised at the frenzy the likes of which we hadn’t known before, nor would ever know in the future – but we only began talking of these things when we got back to Moscow.  I told her the true story of how, a very long time before, I had also been amazed out of my wits at such an explosion after a near brush with death… But that, as I say, was when we were safely back in Moscow.

Well, this seems to be it.  True, there was a great deal more that trip.  For one thing, we lost our way in Pelymsky Tuman Lake, as vast as a sea, where for days we couldn’t find the Lesser Pelymka outlet, by which we later arrived at Southern Pelym.   There were a great many other trifles you could call adventures, but they are a different story altogether. Tell you some day.

If the pictures don’t fade from my memory by that time.

What Happened in the Reeds
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Funny, you might say I hit it off with Oleg tolerably enough, at the beginning. A couple of years before this business of the reeds, I went on a sailing trip along the Caspian’s eastern coast. The starting point was Shevchenko, or whatever the Kazakhs call it now. I flew over there only to find that my sailing dinghy, which I had sent off to that town by railway, had not yet arrived. Naturally, there were no rooms available at the only hotel in town, nor were there ever likely to be. The fat Kazakh bitch at the hotel said she would “swear on bread” she wasn’t lying – no rooms. No bread anywhere near, but it would be idiotic to argue. 

So I spent the night under some sickly bushes on the beach. The mosquitoes nearly ate me alive, the sand flies were worse. When the sun rose, I wandered along the beach, mosquito- and fly-bitten, mad, and sleepy. By and by I came on a biggish catamaran lying half out of water, with the legend in mock Old Church Slavonic on its side, with plenty of curlicues: Golden Cockerel.  One of this cockerel’s gondolas looked quite unhappy, attached to the rest of the structure by someone’s word of honor it was all right, but not much else. The mast, too, was somewhat in the shape of a snake. Aha, I thought. That recent storm must have had plenty of fun with this one.

There was a covered slip nearby. I went in. Several morose-looking chaps were sitting on an ancient little sofa in a dark corner refreshing themselves with white wine. They treated me to some, too, when they learned who I was and what sort of trip I had in mind. They all of them worked at the local nuclear power plant. Sailing nuts like myself. Sure thing, they’d had some bad luck with the weather recently. I told them about the varied sorts of bad luck I’d had in all sorts of places. They grew warmer toward me and later helped me a great deal. They let me stay at the slip till my craft arrived, and gave me a usable map of the coastline. I should mention here that in Soviet times all maps that were worth anything were classified, except those with deliberate distortions, for the use of potential enemies and the more consummate fools at home. Spy-mania, you know. Possession of a classified map could cost you a couple of years in the clink, and without a chart of some sort you were not allowed to leave port. A standard Soviet catch-22. Only I never bothered to ask anyone’s permission. When my boat arrived by railway, I blithely hoisted sail and slipped away south. But that voyage is an entirely separate story. Might tell you some day. There’s plenty to tell there.

The top dog in that Golden Cockerel bunch was Oleg, an undersized tow-headed guy who came from Tomsk, or was it Omsk, with a bosslike manner complete with a quiet, self-assured voice. A sort of engineer-cum-Party-cell-leader. The coastline map or chart was, properly speaking, his, and he gave the other lads orders to help me with repairing my center-board. The boat, when it came, had obviously seen some beastly mauling at the hands of railway people. I was sappily grateful to Oleg, and vaguely invited him to visit me in Moscow some day, or better still fly out together to the Aral Sea southern coast for a shoot. A year before I had spent a month with a hunting party there, and had found the shooting in that kingdom of reeds simply fabulous. In autumn, nearly all the birds of Russia migrate south via the Aral; with desert on all sides, they simply can’t bypass it. Plenty of VIPs from Moscow and Leningrad then flew over to pamper their hunting yen – cosmonauts, Central Committee advisers, trust managers, all that sort of top and medium-ranking riffraff.  Every single one of them many a cut higher in the Soviet hierarchy above yours truly, a lowly university professor. I shot my big mouth about all this to Oleg and company, and this whole story is about how my silly gassing landed me so deep in the soup.

That same winter Oleg and his sullen, pimply adolescent daughter came to Moscow. Naturally they stayed at my place, and stayed for weeks. I took care of their cultural program – theaters, museums, that sort of thing. It all went off rather smoothly. Somewhat tiresome, of course, but what could one do; guests are guests, drat them. The following year he wrote to me, we made plans to fly over here to these fabulous hunting grounds, and that’s where it all began.

Actually, I had an inkling of some ugliness to come already at Nukus airport. I was the first to fly over and was there at the airport to meet him. I stand by the ramp – and what do I see? Coming down the steps along with Oleg is his wife Ninka, as tow-headed and scrawny as himself, a saucy female of the petty trade-union organizer type, always disheveled, always with a cheap cigarette in her mouth. Can’t say why, but she always gave me an impression that she hadn’t washed in weeks.  

To be honest, I hadn’t liked her much even that first time, in Shevchenko.  A tiny episode, but a jarring one. We had been sitting somewhere having a quiet drink, and just out of habit I had lashed out at some typically Soviet imbecility, as if I were among my own kind, Moscow intelligentsia. That had been sheer idiocy, of course, but they had seemed such a nice bunch. So I had felt a few varieties of frightened fool when Ninka corrected me, condescendingly, in true Party spirit: Let’s not forget, she said, that the Soviets have given us everything. I had felt as if I’d dropped through thin ice into an ice-hole. Surely I wasn’t going to explain to the silly bitch whom the Soviets had given something and whom they had robbed of everything. Talk like that could lead straight to a cozy chat with the KGB, with or without further consequences, you could never tell. I had just sworn at myself for a cackling silly hen and shut up.

That wasn’t the main reason, though, why I had that sinking sensation as I saw her marching down the ramp. She simply had no business to be there. On the Aral, shooting is a rough, serious affair, exclusively for hunting crazies who did not mind freezing cold, lots of mud, colleagues throwing up excess vodka, that sort of thing. Even washing your face was a problem. Hearing me gab, she must have had visions of saunas and luxurious apartments, and that was why she was tagging along. My fault entirely. If I hadn’t driveled so much about hunting cosmonauts and such, these ninnies would hardly have come running.

Anyway, I made a cheerfully welcoming mien – only to get another shock. Oleg was walking down the ramp swinging a light bag with just a bottle of cheap vodka in it, and that proved their entire luggage. I mean, absolutely nothing else. No equipment, no grub, nothing. Zero. I’m not sure Ninka had a change of panties with her. They must have decided that, since I was a host of sorts, they didn’t have to worry about anything. Like in Moscow. They didn’t care that I, too, was a guest there. Bringing with me a couple more guests, with just a bottle of vodka between them for two-three weeks – not even Oriental hospitality could bear that. Besides, I knew a thing or two about Oriental hospitality. I brought a twenty-power spyglass as a present for Viktor, the manager of that hunting establishment. He liked that sort of gewgaw. OK, I thought to myself glumly; with that gift of a spyglass, Viktor would not kick us out, not at once, and then we’d see. I had some food and a tent and lots of shells; we’d pull through somehow.
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From the world go, though, things went from bad to worse. Viktor’s hacienda, Toguz Tereh, was just a couple of whitewashed adobe huts about two hundred miles from Nukus, at the world’s end, only there was nothing resembling an end there except a distant horizon, and even that was not always discernible. To one side was the steppe or desert, overgrown with scant camel’s thorn and jingil bushes, with little lakes or pools scattered over it. The other side were the reeds, stretching for tens and maybe hundreds of miles. Viktor said he’d used a biplane to view his hunting grounds.

When we reached Toguz Tereh, we found quite a bunch of guests there already. Seven guys and a woman. I use the word “woman” rather loosely: it badly fits a hulking figure wearing the same kind of coarse padded jacket as the men and expressing herself in the same four-letter dialect they favored. Viktor called them Muscovites, but they all came from some little town in the Moscow region where they did things to cars, or something. 

The looks they gave us, mostly askance, were pretty joyless.  It took me some time to notice there was something amiss.  As ever, “going orbital,” as I called it, put me in a continual state of colt-like excitement and bliss. I’d broken loose from my Moscow four-room cell, I was in the pampas, and I’d soon go shooting. Eventually the penny dropped, though.  These people saw us as competition in the fight for Viktor’s favors, on which we all depended there. Hence the sour faces. If Viktor allowed some small fry to shoot in his boundless hunting grounds, that was only as a special favor, and he could kick out anyone at any moment.

Just my luck: I stepped in it even in the business of the spyglass, my generous present for Viktor. Unthinking, I gave it to him the way it was, in the box. Well, he found in the carton the shop’s receipt – and took umbrage, or whatever the word is. To him, the receipt was a hint at how expensive my present was. Unawares, I’d violated a point of their blasted Oriental etiquette. Viktor came from a family of Old Believers exiled to Central Asia a long time ago, probably by the czars, who knows. So he had been born here and absorbed these Oriental idiocies with mother’s milk and the local green tea, I guess.  

During my previous visit, he’d been all smiIes; now, more like the original stone face. I didn’t know what to make of it until his accountant-cum-mistress, a plump half-Karakalpak, half-Komi and an uncrowned queen of those parts, started dropping hints. The “Muscovites,” she said, had given Viktor Fyodorovich an Indian-made sweater and a tea service, and they had torn off all the labels to conceal the price. What was I to say? That I’d been trained to keep the receipt since childhood? My skin was nailed on the cross-cultural cross, and wiggling on it would mean just more pain.

There were other eye-openers. The previous time I’d been there in the company of a professor from the Agricultural Academy, with a call from the Central Committee to Viktor’s superiors about the prof’s visit. So they’d laid on a first-class reception: shooting outings, cars, festive tables, pilaf, flowery toasts. Red carpet, Oriental style. Like a numskull, I’d taken all the obsequious talk and invitations to come again any time at face value. Swallowed the lackey’s bait. The charming hosts of last year had little time for me, I now discovered. I was no big deal: no call about me from the top, so who the hell wanted me. Yet here I was. Worse, I’d brought company with me.

Maybe I’m getting too heated and unfair, maybe I shouldn’t call Viktor a lackey. He was no more than a dot on the Asiatic landscape that rested firmly on crude flattery, cruder arrogance, thieving, and baksheesh. Actually, he was quite a colorful type: powerfully built, thickset, with a bull’s neck and strength to match. Life had bent and twisted him every which way, and still he had come out on top. I’m not sure he ever reached high school, but he’d risen from excavator driver to master of these uncounted hundreds of miles of marsh with its millions of muskrats. Each pelt must have cost about a hundred rubles in the bazaars, those full-weight Soviet rubles from the times when my monthly professorial wage could hardly buy me a muskrat fur-hat. An underground millionaire he was, and not so very underground either.  Formally, his muskrat-trapping enterprise was state-owned, but the state got peanuts from him, if anything at all. The bulk of the pelts went straight to the bazaar.

True, he’d been held for about a year in the local bastille, just to throw a scare in him, I guess, to instill in him the holy precept of share and share alike. No bamboozling whom you mustn’t. Bamboozling and outright thieving were the norm, though: it was a world according to Hobbes and Darwin. Just as everywhere else, I guess, but here it was so crude and naked.

He only hired illiterate, browbeaten Karakalpaks, or lushes and hopheads to work for him, and he managed them through expert use of the most convoluted Four-letterese. His favorite way of addressing them was, Hey you, fucking Eskimo! I wondered what he had against the ancient Luoravetlan race. His brightest memories were of his army service, where he had risen to the rank of Sergeant and must have hazed the rookies to the full extent of his imagination. He recalled those days about as sentimentally as nous autres remember our university years.

Usually, I don’t go much for these anthropological observations, hunting adventures being more in my line, but Viktor was too curious a type. The first Soviet bay or Oriental feudal lord I watched performing live, so to speak.  I say bay, and that word instantly triggers a picture from my previous visit: we are sitting on carpets and cushions in a sort of bower drinking green tea by the gallon, and a few yards away, right in the glare of the sun, stand local women, hands clasped and pressed against their stomachs, figures bowed, eyes on the ground. They figure on the enterprise’s books as holding all sorts of jobs – clerks, linen keepers, this and that, but their actual position is the same for all: slaves. And so the bay is bawling them out in Karakalpak, taking his lordly time about it, with artistic pauses for slurping some more tea, and they just stand there not daring to raise their eyes, let alone say a word.  The bay must have been finding fault with their handling of his cows, turkeys, and other livestock, of which he had vast numbers. A picture straight from the Middle Ages.  A whip, locally known as kamcha, was the only detail missing.

OK, so much for the bay, he is no more than background, and the story is not about him. Just one more little touch, though. On the night we arrived he gave a dostarkhan feast, on carpets, with pilaf and plenty to drink. He couldn’t very well omit the gesture, as it was required by custom, but it made him mad, and he didn’t bother to hide his foul mood. At some point he asked me why I hadn’t brought along any of my rock-climbing friends, whom I’d talked so much about last time. So I said, “It’s a sad story about the guys, you know. Some have smashed themselves up in the hills, others are drinking themselves to death—”  Here he interrupted me: “And still others have soiled their pants!” – only it’s much cruder in Russian. And he looked around smirking, while his lickspittles chuckled. Of course they would – the bay had made a joke. I saw both my new friends’ oily smiles; they’d quickly twigged where the fountainhead of favors was. I just shut my trap and kept it so.  It was all so damn ugly.

3
After the joyless feast we spent a flea-ridden night on the cold floor of one of the huts, and in the morning Viktor assigned a tractor with a cart to take us to CC-3, about fifteen miles away. As far as I could make it out, CC meant “collector canal” running with water off cotton and other fields somewhere upstream, liberally spiced with all sorts of chemicals and quite undrinkable.  We were therefore given a big barrel of the Amu Darya water, supposed to be somewhat purer. That was the lousiest bit: I was now tied to that barrel like an ass to his tail; couldn’t run away from it.

The ride took several hours.  We often got stuck in the mud and had to jump down and push that sickly tractor. The landscape had recently been the bottom of the sea, you could see that easily. For years already the Aral had been drying up, the shoreline receding, leaving a great many marshes and large and small lakes and just sheets of water behind, all of them edged or overgrown with reeds. Ideal habitat for waterfowl. Beyond the point we were headed for, this CC-3 spread out and disappeared in totally impassable solid thickets of reeds, beyond which in turn, invisible and distant, splashed the Aral Sea or what was left of it.  Our destination, a poachers’ hideout – the ruins of two mud-and-sticks huts without roofs, torn down to make firewood – graced the high bank of the canal.

We jumped out of the cart, feeling wobbly after hours of being knocked about like peas in maracas. The tractor rattled away on its return trip, following its own tracks, and the special quiet of the desert I love so much descended on the place. Only the reeds softly rustled in the wind.

The band of the “Muscovites” obviously followed a long-established routine: some started pitching the tents, others set the net in the canal, and the hunters grabbed their shotguns and ambled away in search of game to shoot. Oleg was no hunter. He’d made that clear from the start, though Viktor in his generosity had given him a double-barrel shotgun, very much the worse for wear, taken away from some poor poacher. So I told him: “Oleg, you take care of the camp, and I am off to get us some meat. Have to live by my gun, or we won’t last long.” No reply – he just gave me a sullen look. Well, I had no time to study his silly lineaments. My hunting fever was gnawing at my insides. I was itching, almost physically, to get out into the marshes, train my bead on something and bang away.  Hadn’t shot at anything for nearly a year. 

I turned my back on the canal and marched west along the edge of the mass of reeds. It was quite some time before I flushed my first flock of duck. No luck at all at first. Too excited, I fired at ducks rising far out of range. Then there was my new shotgun to master. I had just bought an MTs21-12, a luxury piece, a five-shot, twelve-gauge, automatic cannon somewhat like a pump gun, only you didn’t have to pump anything, the gun did all the reloading itself. All you had to do was keep pulling the trigger.  After my ancient Sauer, it was a heavy and complicated machine. You fired, the empty shell was thrown high to your right, and your eyes instinctively followed its flight – a damn nuisance, when your eyes should be on the game all the time.  Anyway, it takes time to get accustomed to any gun.

I wandered about for several hours, but knocked down just two ducks. The first one was a pintail that rose from a marshy spot rather far, but I fired all the same and it dropped dead like a fur-hat. Then I spotted a whole flock of mallard feeding in the middle of a little lake. I made a wide detour and crept up on the birds from the northern side of the pool where there was a low stand of reeds. I stood a long time crouched in the rushes, shaking with excitement and waiting for the ducks to raft together, that I might get several with a single shot. I was too worked up to wait long, though. I aimed at one of the larger drakes and fired, then loosed off a couple more shots as the ducks ripped away but missed with both. I felt ashamed – but not much. I knew that, as the start-of-the-season fever abated, I’d hold my own against anyone. The drake was beautiful and cast iron heavy. I kissed his green head. 
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With these joys and hitches, I didn’t notice the sun dropping behind the reeds. I reached the camp long after nightfall, slightly reeling, as I’d lost my way a bit and stumbled among the tussocks so long that my knees began to shake with fatigue. My friends had a nasty little surprise for me: they hadn’t pitched the tents nor cut any reeds for the fire nor, naturally, cooked any supper. I mean, they’d just sat there waiting for me to come and do the chores. I was dog-weary and hungry as a wolf, and all I got by way of greeting was a reproach: “Where the hell have you been?” So I said to my friend, as meekly as you please:

“Oleg, you could have put up that tent, couldn’t you…”

At which that ninny threw this curious statement at me:

“We didn’t hire out as anyone’s servants!”

See? They hadn’t hired out as servants. Then who had? Me, apparently. I felt disgusted to the bone marrow. The whole trip was clearly going to pot, and I had no one to blame but myself. I’d always stuck to this golden rule: Never test the untested. Keep company with your own. I go soft in the head for a minute, I invite a seemingly OK guy to come along, so now I eat this warm shit with a big spoon.

All right, putting up the tent was a mere trifle, but I had to cut down lots of reeds to spread under the tent. The ground was cold and damp, it was October, and without some good matting underneath all your innards would be in deep freeze by morning. Besides, I loved to sleep on something softer than bare ground after a day out in the steppe, running myself into a stupor of fatigue. I threw down the cartridge belt with the two ducks hanging from it and staggered off to cut down reeds. The task was long and tiring; besides, a heavy reed cut aslant pierced my thumb to the bone in the dark. I spread one layer on the ground, then a second, crosswise, and finally pitched the tent on the matting. 

I had no strength to do anything else, except perhaps have a light snack before turning in.  So I rummaged in my suspiciously light rucksack. Just as I had suspected: no bread, no sausage, no condensed milk. My dear friends had tucked into all that leaving me not a crumb, the scum. Hunger and fury kept me awake for hours. Those two tossed and turned at my side, too, although Viktor had given them a separate tent, and they could have put it up for themselves. Shit was too polite a word for it all.

Next morning came an explosion. There was bound to be one. I rose before dawn and went to try my luck with duck taking their morning exercise by a small lake or rather big pool nearby. All I shot was a couple of teals. The larger ducks and the geese were heading, high and fast, for the sea, so shooting at them was useless, I’d simply be warming the skies, though I’d seen Viktor and his game-keepers pick off birds practically from heaven.  On my previous trip, I had envied their skill madly, which was silly – the guys practiced the year round, year after year. Anyway, just watching the flighting was worth it: thousands and maybe tens and hundreds of thousands of birds filled the sky from one end to the other – flocks, couples, single birds, quacking, honking, wings swishing, beautiful! I had never seen anything like that anywhere, although I’d traveled a lot – God alone knew where I hadn’t traveled.

Coming back to camp, I stepped right in the middle of a tragedy. Ninka was sitting by the tent crying artistically. I asked her what was wrong.

“I haven’t come here to be insulted!” she screamed. “I’m leaving by the first car!”

This about the car was funnier than Charlie Chaplin. The tractor-cum-cart contraption would only come to fetch us in a couple of weeks or so, if then. No other vehicles were likely to pass this antechamber to the next world. Except a satellite dropping out of orbit, maybe. Anyway, I had to say something.

“So who has insulted you?”

In the end I managed to make out that she had taken my ducks from yesterday to Tatyana, who did the cooking for the other bunch, and that lady had naturally told Ninka to go jump somewhere unprintable. So I said, as gently as I could:

“She was right, you know. No reason why she should slave for us as well as their bunch. We ought to set up our own household.”

Here these two threw that line at me again, practically in unison:

“We didn’t hire out to be anyone’s servants!”

That was enough to try the patience of a saint. So I murmured, with a pensive sigh right from the depth of my soul:

“Just my luck, getting mixed up with a couple of shitheads…”

Oleg leaped to his feet, hissing in my face:

“Repeat what you’ve just said!”

I naturally complied with the colleague’s request, slowly and distinctly. Ninka went an octave higher, Oleg grabbed me by the lapels, I obligingly bent my shoulders forward, at the same time slightly moving my rear back, and in the same moment sharply straightened out, my shoulders swinging back, my stomach forward.  Oleg stumbled a few paces back and flopped on his fanny.  For some reason the swinging wallop with the stomach always looks comical, and one of the “Muscovites” guffawed, though the kick is not all that funny – my stomach is softer than an ironing board, but not much, and the bump is not unlike the thrust of a released bowstring. There the sporting part of the program ended. Oleg must have realized that I could break him in half just by blowing my nose, and no one would stop the fight, should there be one. The chaps from the other bunch were watching the entertainment with acute interest, but as for stopping the match – not a bit of it.

I picked up those wretched ducks of yesterday, and today’s teals, turned away, then threw over my shoulder:

“I’ll be back toward nightfall, so get the hell out of my tent by then. Put up your own. You may take the soup packets from my rucksack. Cook your own soup, and bon appétit.”

I went to the fire where the boys were resting after the twilight shooting, Tatyana puttering about, ladle in hand.

“Tan,” I said, “I see you’re saving goose and duck down. Take these, pluck them, why let a good thing go to waste. Then you may cook them or throw them away, I don’t much care. I’ve no use for them.” Tatyana silently took the birds; indeed, why throw away what you got for free.

Ignoring the hysterics a few paces away, I sat awhile with the guys chatting about the dawn shooting. Everybody agreed that the birds filling the sky at dawn was something out of this world, but the shooting was harder than any of us had done before. I could see they were all experienced hunters, but providers of meat for their families rather than sportsmen. I’d met folks like that, only never so far from home. Given the shortage of anything really edible in the shops, they aimed to bring home all the smoked and salted meat and fish they could get, for their kids to have a few delicacies in winter. There were fine hunters among them, all the same. 

Yuri, the oldest among them and clearly the leader, threw a snide remark about my precious teals: “Heavy, aren’t they? Must’ve been real hard to carry that load.”  The boor clearly didn’t care that Ernest Hemingway believed this tiny duck to have the most delicious meat of them all. Also they were a very sporting shot – flew like lightning. Yuri would only sneer at such talk.  Actually, he wasn't doing any shooting at all, organizing things in general and keeping close to the cooking fire and his wife Tatyana. The guy must have had a gut feeling about me as a born leader, and a leader of the detestable intelligentsia breed at that. He’d never miss a chance to run a needle into my ego. 

Yeah. A battle of leadership ambitions was all I needed right then to round off my deliriously happy state of mind…
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I crammed the dried bread left over from my darling friends’ feast  in my game-bag, where I always carried, among other necessaries, some salt, pepper and matches; filled my two-pint water bottle; and set off for the steppe for the whole day. I found a spot where the canal was wider and shallower than in most places, stripped off and crossed to the other side, wading neck deep. The water was about four degrees Centigrade, maybe slightly more, so my body felt as if freshly skinned, but that was all to the good. Things like that give me a real high, washing away any memory of humanity’s ugliness. I even hummed a German march; a wedding one, for no accountable reason.

After the row with those jackals I felt much, much easier in my mind. A burst-boil sensation. They now had their own company and I had mine – me, myself, and My Lord the God of Rough Shooting. I was no longer responsible for them, so let them go jump exactly where Tatyana had advised them to. I wandered on, my face lifted to the pale sun, smiling – not a very intelligent smile, I fear. Now and then some ducks took wing in the distance, also some larger birds; they could be geese, they could be swans, they could be flamingoes, for all I knew. Nothing came within shooting range, though. Never mind, what was mine would be mine.  I began to feel sleepy, hadn’t slept more than two-three hours. Well, why not. I cut down a heap of reeds, plumped down on them, still smiling inanely, and slept for about an hour.

I was awakened by a distant sound of someone thumping on a sheet of iron with a hammer. I opened my eyes feeling dazed – why the hammer? – and saw a wild goose flying low right over me. A few more of these ringing wing beats, and you could no longer hear anything, just see him turning his head from side to side like a snake as he streaked on. Of course I grabbed my shotgun, of course I leaped to my feet – knowing all the time it was a foolish waste of effort, the goose was already somewhere on the horizon. A Boeing of a bird, so huge and fast. It took my heartbeat about five minutes to slow down to normal. I sat awhile, sipped some water, nibbled on a crust, then wandered on.

This side of the canal was just like the western side, the same bits of marsh and small lakes, only the ducks were mostly not the sort I’d have liked – nothing but the red-billed pochard, local name kizylbash. I’d known the son of a bitch for ages. As a kid, I used to shoot away my whole meager supply of shells at them only to trudge home empty-handed. Old hunters know that this beast has a fantastic sense of hearing: he hears the pin hitting the cap and dives before shot hits him, he’s that fast. You have to shoot him either on the wing or with a .22 – bullets travel faster than shot. I couldn’t stand the temptation, though, wasted a few shells on them and got one. I first drove him under water, and while he was swimming down there, I ran up closer to the spot.  The moment he showed his bill above water, I fired – and he surfaced belly up.  To get the bird, I had to undress and take another cold bath. 

It was about three in the afternoon. My belly rumbled like an orchestra pit, so I decided it was time to feed my face, huntsman’s style.  I gutted the pochard, hacked off his head and feet, rubbed salt and red pepper on the inside, smeared a thick layer of clay all over him, feathers and all, buried him in the sand and made a fire of dry reeds over him.  In about forty minutes he was roasted in his own juice better than at the Peking, and I dispatched all of him to the last little morsel, bones and sand crunching on my teeth.

I wiped my oily face on reed panicles and again flopped down to rest, like a faun après midi.  That’s what paradise is, if you ask me: you don’t have to hurry anywhere, you don’t owe anybody anything, you wander on if you want to wander, you sprawl if you want to sprawl, gazing into cosmic distances, listening to the wind, watching the flowing clouds or just observing the goings-on in your own head. A bloody nirvana. Thoughts about the kind of swine human beings can be are hard to choke, but one can always try,  and then all sorts of pleasurable nonsense may pass through your head. 

The word faun triggered off a whole stream of consciousness about Nijinsky and that crazy stunt he once pulled off in Paris. A colossal row about him doing that erotic piece with a shawl, achieving, some said, an orgasm onstage. Booing, hissing, a slap in the face in the first row, and next morning a duel in the Bois de Boulogne. 

I wish I had their problems, I sighed, but the other I said, Bollocks. What sort of problems do you have from now on? It’s all cleared up, you can wander about to your silly heart’s content, shoot birds, cook them and chew them; you’ve plenty of salt; just use your water sparingly, and you’ll see Christmas. Main thing, don’t lose your way in the steppe at night. I’d forgotten my compass on the desk in my study in Moscow, the nitwit. The topography seemed pretty simple here, though: head west, for the sun’s afterglow, until you reach the canal, then turn right along the bank. Nothing to it.

I took up a position near a small lake for shooting duck as they do their exercises at dusk. Again, just as at dawn, squadrons and positive clouds of birds of every description filled the sky, flying this time from sea to land for a night’s feeding. Some of the birds were not migrating sea ducks but local ones. These flew much lower and even dipped toward the reeds edging the lake, skimmed the water, then rocketed in a sharp curve upwards. A few decoys might have helped a lot, but where was I to get any….

I crouched on my knees under a jingil bush and merely hissed angrily when small flocks careered low over the reeds. What use shooting them – wouldn’t find them anyway. At last a couple of large waterfowl came flying from across the lake straight toward me, rather high. The shot was very scenic but I only managed to bring down one of them – the other disappeared in the dark before I had time to shift the gun barrel an inch. The one I knocked down hit the ground about ten paces from me with a mighty thud, and my heart did an elated skip, hop and jump: I thought I had me a goose. I leaped for the spot where it lay, but it was only a ruddy shelduck, a large goose-like duck that nests in tree-hollows and holes in the ground, local name atai. I yelled with joy all the same.

I crouched there awhile longer, but it was a waste of adrenaline. Every now and then I eagerly shouldered my gun only to lower it a second or two later. I hate losing any game, and in the dark I wouldn’t be able to find anything on clear ground even, especially if a bird was only winged.

The shoot over, I started for home. Silly word to use, of course. Home was where someone waited for you, not the sort of muck I’d have to face. But things had sorted themselves out somehow. When I approached the campfire, those two lovebirds were sitting there with all the others, yapping as easy as you please. They seemed to be the sort of scum that could worm their way up anyone’s anus without soap. You drive them out the window, they slither back in through the keyhole.  I gave the atai to Tatyana, and someone grumbled in the dark: “Ah, shelduck. Tough meat, this bird has.” Well, what do you know. No way they’ll miss a chance to snap at an alien’s haunches. Of course the ruddy shelduck’s meat is a bit on the tough side, but I refused to play this zero-sum game of who scores more points. I was in my own world playing according to my own rules. Rule one: civility.

I sat down by the fire for a couple of minutes, for politeness sake, then crawled into my tent. I could have done with a mug of hot tea but was too proud to ask for anything. Thank God those two shits had put up their own tent, or someone had done it for them, out of pity. So I stretched out full length, flinging my arms wide. What bliss. Love this state of ultimate fatigue, when you can at last throw down your humming bones on something softer than bare ground. In a cozy corner, no wind in your face, no faces you’d want to bash. Sheer bliss.
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So that’s the way it went. I left camp when it was still dark and came back when it was already dark, taking care not even to look at the two stinkers, though they kept doing plenty of mischief. Ninka often got into rows with Tatyana, and I caught it on the rebound – why did I have to bring those lice with me, Tan would fume. Oleg broke the handle of my dear little axe that had seen countless years of service with me. Then he started pinching shells from my rucksack, shells that were worth their weight in gold out there.  I wondered what the hell he needed those shells for, to shoot crows near the camp? It wasn’t just the crows he had in mind, but I didn’t find it out until later.

What we had there was a classic incompatibility case, seamen’s, rock-climbers’ and astronauts’ eternal nightmare. The good old cabin fever, only instead of a cabin we had this huge space which I’d hate to leave and they couldn’t. There was this difference between us, though: after a while I almost ceased thinking about them at all except over trifles, wallowing in the delight of this life in the wild, so full of snags and stresses of its own; while they had little to occupy them except nurture their hatred for me. In the end, it turned to poison worse than a cobra’s. Natural, come to think of it. Oleg cut such a silly figure in front of too many eyewitnesses.  I should have been more sensitive to this – but whoever bothers about these things except when it’s too late?
On one occasion, a funny episode threw us in contact with each other again. After a long day in the field I had barely closed my eyes in the tent when I suddenly felt mice scampering all over me; one even cantered across my face. What the hell, I thought. That year was indeed a good one for mice, foxes’ delight, but mice parading in force in a tent? Ridiculous. My whole body was limp with fatigue, I wanted nothing more than to go on luxuriating in my sleeping bag, but from years of wandering I knew that you ignored nature’s oddities at your own peril.  Grunting, I climbed out of the tent – and just couldn’t believe my bulging eyes. By instinct, I had pitched my tent on a slight rise, for rain water to slide off, not seep under the tent, and now I saw that my hillock was already an island: all around it was shallow water. A flood in the desert! Unique in all of my far from tranquil life. The water level in the canal could have risen sharply, they could have emptied some water reservoir upstream, or else the wind had driven masses of water from the Aral shoreward, just like during floods in St. Pete, who the hell knew. But the fact was there, incredibly.

The gang of seven had apparently been soaked already. Excited yells came from where they camped, and there was bustling and hurried striking of tents.  The water level kept rising visibly – time for me to get the hell out, too.  All my stuff was carefully stored in the tent, so I just pulled the pegs, threw them inside, heaved the tent on my back like a sack, mice and all – the poor things must have headed for my hillock from all over the neighborhood – and wandered off, almost knee-deep in water and mud, to look for dry land. I didn’t have far to go: the only high ground there was the bank of the canal, rising over the flat steppe like a dike. That was where I settled for the remainder of the night. The other bunch followed suit. I decided not to put up the tent, but simply shook the mice out of it and used it as an additional sleeping-bag.

No sooner had I snuggled down and relaxed, though, than I felt Yuri shaking me by the shoulder. And you know what? The guy started lecturing me, not quite printably, on how rotten it was, leaving your comrades in the lurch. That’s not the way things are done “among us,” he says. Oh you pompous ass, I thought, if they are your dear comrades, then why don’t you go help them yourself. I’d forgotten all about those two twerps. However, I wasn’t going to start a disputation on ethics in the midst of a flood. Okay, to be quite frank, I hadn’t forgotten about them at all, I was even thinking maliciously that they were fully as miserable as they deserved. Well, this proletarian gentleman shamed me. With another excruciating grunt I crawled from the warm sleeping-bag and went to look for the lovely couple. Things were running true to form there. Ninka was completely absorbed in her favorite occupation, artistic hysterics; Oleg was senselessly pulling at some bits of twine; and all their stuff, what there was of it, had been thoroughly soaked.
Well, I put up their tent for them, cut plenty of reeds, kindled a fire, and grunted: “Get dry.” After that I at last crawled into my sleeping-bag, praying to God not to arrange an earthquake as well, not tonight anyway, for my batteries had run totally dry.
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Without any special effort on my part, contact with the gang of seven slowly became warmer. I just brought ducks for the common pot, sometimes five or six a day, and asked for nothing in return. Without a word said by either of us, Tatyana now kept a bowl of something warm for me when I came back from a day’s rough shooting.

I shot duck as well as any of the others, but geese were my biggest drama.  We all had a high respect for goose roasted over a fire on a skewer; but, no luck for me. On a rainy day I winged one in a burnt-out patch of reeds (where tender “goose grass,” a delicacy among geese, grows especially well) and then spent endless cold, wet hours chasing him all over the steppe. He couldn’t fly far, he’d just skip a few hundred yards, then alight in some puddle or marsh and take wing again as I crept up on him, never getting close enough for a good shot. Then at dusk a jackal snatched him from under my nose and dragged him away into the reeds while I stood there in a sea of my own filthy language.

One day toward nightfall I was heading for camp past the sheet of water where I’d had the good luck to bring down that atai, when I saw the silhouette of a goose in the reeds near the bank. My heart revved up like crazy: here was a sure thing, I thought. Never had I been more cautious in sneaking up on unsuspecting game. I literally crept up on him like a snake. But the further I crawled, the higher the worm of doubt raised its head. The goose was too quiet, like dead, you might say. Well, he was dead.  Lev, a big good-natured guy, a bit droll, a former heavy-weight lifter, had killed him during the day, and now, waiting for duck to start flying about at dusk, he had tied the goose’s head to a reed, to make an improvised decoy.  All in a lather, with no thought for anything but the goose, I hadn’t noticed Lev’s bulk in the reeds, and he must have had a good, quiet laugh watching my snake impersonation.

Lev and me, we did some nice shooting that evening. I usually shoot worse in company than alone, but this time I was in a curious mood and shot down four ducks; winged some, too, I was sure. There was one particularly beautiful scene when two massive ruddy shelduck came flying sky high, and I brought them down with what is known as a royal one-two: two shots, two birds.  Lev banged away with great flair, but I did not need to feel ashamed, either. True, before the Bolshevik revolution shelduck were regarded as inedible, but who cared about that. Before the revolution Russia had an emperor, and my own granddad nearly became a general.
On our way back to camp we chatted a bit, the way most folks do after an exciting half hour shooting, and I was given to understand that public opinion was by and large on my side.  At any rate, everybody was fair sick of those two. They were only useful for sniggering at them behind their back, and Tatyana had no qualms about doing it right to their face.  Ninka kept sneaking drinking water to wash her face with, at which Tatyana would go berserk.  Warming to the topic, I said that up in the mountains something would be sure to happen to those twerps: a rock might drop from a cliff, a rope might get frayed, anything. Justice was on the rough and ready side among rock-climbers, at any rate in the Caucasus. Lev said that he’d only been up in the mountains once, but Nikolai – a short, bouncy sort of chap – was a regular rock-climber.

I was awfully glad to find a kindred spirit. We even had climbed the same peaks, as we discovered, only I had done it years and years earlier, and with people whose names were legend, if not fairy tale, to young Nick. That happy night I found yet another kindred spirit among the gang: the fair-haired giant Volodya turned out to be a spear-fishing fiend like myself, and we chattered away of underwater mishaps and adventure far into the night, when everyone else had long crept into their tents.

Like I said, the gang warmed to me, although it was no idyll, of course – but wherever do you find an idyll? So-called simple folk are in fact the most complex and touchy creatures imaginable. You let an English or some other foreign word slip out, and things sour at once – people think you are showing off your education or mocking their own lack of it.  Sometimes you may think and worry all you want – and never guess what you’ve done wrong. You’re just an alien, so no special reason is needed.  True, they had rows among themselves, too, tufts of hair flying pretty freely. But that seemed all in a day’s work. Shop-floor friction, so to speak.

Generally, the less attention you pay to this sort of nonsense, the sooner it fades away. All you need in this life is the art of being yourself, I used to tell myself.  The rest is pale ashes in the wind.
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That’s how things went – routine, you might say – till one day out of the blue came one of my life’s most desperate and miserable adventures. That day Lev told me the whole gang was going to shoot wild boars from blinds in the reeds at night, and if I wanted to come along, no one would mind.  Sure I wanted to come along. That was serious hunting, not this knocking down of poor birds that were doing no harm to anybody.

We went down the canal in two baidarkas.  That nit Oleg tagged along, too.  The guys’ faces went pretty stony, but what was there to do?  They merely told him to stick closer to Sergei. To me, that is.  To get him from under their own feet. Naturally.

We disembarked when it was still light, one baidarka on the right bank, one on the left.  I was in the bunch that went right.  We’d meet by the boats at midnight. The first to return was to shoot three times at ten-second intervals, for the others to get their bearings in the darkness-enveloped thicket.

We marched off into the reeds. Mine was the position furthest away from the canal; Oleg stumbled behind me, breathing hard.  I left him in a burnt-out clearing among the reeds and trudged on.  About a hundred yards further out the reeds closed in in a solid wall, with just a tiny clearing in their midst. A boar might dash across it before you could blink.  I swore again at the source of all my misfortunes; I’d even had to let him have a much better corner.

Pushing down a clump of reeds, I made a nest for myself, settled back in it, then raised my gun a few times, noiselessly moving the barrel this way and that, working out where the boar might come from and the best way to shoot at him.  Then I just froze.  If you haven’t hunted wild boars or anything from a blind, it’s no use explaining how boring the business is.  The wild boar’s sense of hearing is beyond belief. If you so much as twitch at the wrong moment, he’ll be off crashing through the reeds like a torpedo, and you can go have your tea.  Looking at the watch is totally useless. The hands simply refuse to move.  Your principal occupation is sifting through marsh sounds in the hope of hearing the telltale squelching of sharp hooves in the mud, slip-slop-slap, and sometimes grunting as he roots for his delight, the chilim water chestnut. It’s because of chilim that the local boars’ meat tastes so fine, although the greedy bastard will gobble up with relish anything remotely edible – snakes, fish, frogs, carrion, as well as other animals’ and his own offspring.

When darkness fell, masses of ducks began to rise from the reeds, flying so low that you could almost hit their backsides with the barrel of your gun. Shooting was not to be thought of, of course, as it would scare away all wild boars for miles around.  Ruin everything. Still, ducks were a diversion of sorts. Then the ducks settled down for the night, too. For a while you could hear them quack, often so close it made you jump.  Other nocturnal birds joined the chorus, but only rarely.  A jackal raised a plaintive howl ending in an unearthly laugh and whimper, but soon fell silent. The tedium became even more unbearable. My whole body was a mass of pins and needles, but in my hunting frenzy I did not so much as twitch.  A belated, half-dead mosquito started droning in my ear. This had to be borne, too.

 All things end, and so did my waiting.  At about ten there came the slapping sound of feet on water somewhere to the left, the side where Oleg was. It wasn’t much like a wild boar’s tread, but I wasn’t thinking of anything else.  My heart set up a hysterical thud-thud-thud, like a double bass beat to support the singing in my ears, in tune with the ringing of my taught nerves.  Another second, and I’d start shaking. That would not do. I forced my lips into Buddha’s half-smile – grin, you son of a bitch! – and in a few moments had my nerves under control. Taut, but no shakes. My hearing was keyed to a point that a boar might envy. I stared in the direction of the sounds so hard that my eyes nearly popped out, but I could see nothing, the view being obstructed by a corner of the reeds. Then the slapping sounds stopped. The boar must have got wind of something – the bastard can hear your skin rubbing against the shirt – and halted.  Any second now the beast might dash into the reeds, and I could bear it no longer. I shifted forward, peering round the reeds, saw a low hurtling shadow at the edge of a narrow puddle and, just as I fired, realized two things in a flash: the shadow was no boar but a jackal, and I was missing him hopelessly.

Indeed, in the instant I pulled the trigger the jackal vanished as if he had never been there, and the charge only made a big splash in the puddle. At that moment, though, all this was knocked clean out of my head, for the thunderous report of my shot had not yet died down when there came another bang not too far away, and buckshot whipped at the reeds above my head. Without thinking, I sprawled face down on the clump of reeds where I’d sat, and not a moment too soon.  Another shot rang out from the side where Oleg’s blind was, buckshot rapped on the reeds again, this time lower, and something stung my right thigh.

I was lying rigid, face against the reed stalks, and feverishly repeated a single-minded prayer: come on, you pig, come check if I’m dead or alive, let’s see how I’ll slam into you all the four charges left in the clip.  And all the time I knew he would not budge from the spot.  It was one thing to let off a shot aiming for the sound of report and quite another to go stalking another shooter who will joyously pump a handful of buckshot in your belly, and – rest in peace, dear comrade.  These cases are automatically chalked off as accidents. He would be the guilty party himself, for he had no right to budge from his blind until the hunt was over.  I would not even have to stand trial.

Thus I lay there, reeds pricking my face, pictures flashing through my mind aflame with fury. That shitface – to have built up so much hatred, to have set so vile a trap… Unbelievable. All right, just let me get back to camp, let me get my hands on him – I’d tear him limb from limb, I’d kick him about till he shat blood.

Minutes ticked by. It was very quiet around, and I cooled off a bit.  Maybe he thought I’d shot at him? Rubbish, I’d seen my charge throw up a geyser of mud in the puddle.  I’d actually fired into the ground; it was an absolutely safe shot, not a single pellet could have ricocheted his way.  Could the jackal have run in that direction and Oleg have shot at him?  Rubbish again. Both his charges had come high, right at my head or thereabouts – you don’t shoot a jackal or any other animal aiming that high. No good fooling myself: he’d fired straight at me. The only question was, had he done it in the heat of the moment or in cold blood?  Could he have laid plans some time ago, and tagged along on this trip into the reeds where he clearly had no business to be?  It looked very much like the latter. Absolutely. A shooting accident – you couldn’t beat that for a safer way of rubbing out someone.  Think it out carefully in your snake-pit mind, and no law will ever touch you.

Somewhere far on the other side of the canal a gun barked twice in a hurried bass; a few seconds later, a third report.  This looked like Lev’s five-shot – he had a cannon exactly like mine.  Lev was a no-nonsense shooter. Must have knocked down a boar. I was practically sure. The third shot after a short pause was particularly telling: he must have fired it just to finish the boar off.

The lads would now be heading toward Lev’s stand, to help him carry the boar to the boat.  Time, half past ten; time to be getting out of here, anyway. Only – what was I to do?  Walk to the bank along the path leading past Oleg’s blind?  Suppose that louse was lying there in ambush, just waiting for me to come closer – to put me down for good, to carry through the accident ploy to the end?  If he went away now, I’d break him over my knee later; he knew it, and wouldn’t risk it. Should I sneak up on him myself?  Not a hope: you can’t move in the reeds without making a lot of noise, and in an open space I’d make a perfect, bulky target, with this moon out.

It looked like I had just one choice: to ram through the solid reeds, leaving Oleg’s stand far to the right and reaching the canal in a roundabout way.  Even if the boats had left by the time I got there, I’d be able to head for camp along the canal.  That would mean long hours of moseying along, but it wouldn’t be the first time, would it.

Very slowly, not to make the stalks creak, I lifted myself into a crouch and looked around.  Nearby there was a narrow gap in the reed wall – wild boars’ trail, no doubt.  True, the trail did not lead where I aimed to go; much more to the left.  I hesitated, then decided, What the hell. There was sure to be a transverse track, and I’d then turn right.
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I cautiously moved into the opening. The passage was so narrow I was soon in a muck of sweat from pushing my way through, inching ahead mostly sideways.  I guess I must describe, as best I can, those Aral reeds, the sort of plant they are, or it’ll be hard to understand the rest.  He who said “he’s as thin as a reed” obviously had not seen Aral reeds.  Old reeds here are thick and strong, rising to a height of twelve to fifteen feet, but the main thing is, they grow so close together that at times you cannot push the barrel of your gun between the stalks, let alone fight your way through this solid wall of unknown thickness. 

In the end, I came up against just such a wall. The trail simply petered out. Dead end. I had to turn back.

By that time I was dead beat, barely able to make any headway between the two walls and sweating worse than a pig, if pigs sweat. My mood turned brutish.  OK, I thought furiously, just let me get back to my stand, I’ll march on Oleg’s blind, firing from the hip. The swine would soil his pants and run away; sure to.  I’d be hardly likely to hit him, just scare the shit out of him.  That’s what I should have done right at the beginning. If only I had known –-

Right in the midst of this vicious mental turmoil I stumbled into a deep hole full of cold water nearly to my waist. Frankly, I panicked and thrashed there like a headless chicken as I clambered back onto more or less solid ground.  I stood there, wheezing and muttering: “You know what, old man?  It looks very, very much like you’ve lost your way.  Like a babe in the woods. Correction, not a babe but an asshole to end all assholes… There was no pit here a few minutes back – there is one now.  Where’s the left-hand side? Where’s the right-hand side?  Where’s my blind?  Where’s the canal? Where’s all this, I ask you?”  But what answer could there be when I’d bumbled around in pitch darkness, mostly by sense of touch, seeing nothing but the reeds in front of my nose. Even the reeds I had not exactly seen but just known they were there.  No light filtered down into this thicket.  God’s angels might lose their way there. Easy.

Caution redoubled, I set off along another semblance of a trail leading the devil knew where, and after a while slipped into yet another water-filled hole.  I got out of this one in a mood close to terror, and had some trouble talking myself into smiling yet another of those Buddha half-smiles. Calm down, man; it isn’t as if you’d fallen through the ice on a Siberian river, with temperature way below minus forty Centigrade.  There’d been this episode in my distant youth, and still I’d lived to tell the tale.  With some help from a friend of mine, who had one hell of a job fishing me out of the drink. But where is he now, that best of my buddies?  Dead and buried years ago, that’s where…  What a cheerful thing to remember right now. OK, let’s use our pate.  Let’s cut out this stumbling around in the dark and wait the night out right here.  Wait until daylight. Then we’d see.

Siberia it was not, but devilish cold and wet all the same, with my hip boots brimful of water.  I slung my shotgun on my back, drew my hunting knife and began cutting down reed stalks.  I kept at it for what seemed an age, and still the stalks would not fall; there was nowhere for them to fall. I just kept on cutting – what else was there to do? It wasn’t the time for bright ideas, just for hacking on and on and on… one hundred eighty, one hundred eighty one, one hundred eighty two… Blast, that was close, I nearly slashed my left hand with my famous damask steel blade…

As I was thus occupied, three shots cracked far away, at ten-second intervals. Turn my head as I would, I could not determine which side the sounds were coming from; too distant.  One shot seemed to come from the right, another, from precisely the opposite direction.  The wind tossed all sounds about, the reeds dampened and distorted them like cotton wool.  I looked at the luminous face of my watch: a quarter to midnight.  All according to plan; the guys would now be starting for camp. No one would go looking for me at night – totally useless.  I just ought to let them know I was alive, and let them go with my blessing.  I raised my gun, leaned back and fired straight up, then counted to ten and loosed off another shot.  My ears rang: the roar of my blunderbuss in that closed-in space was deafening.

That was that, then. I’d signaled that the lads could leave without me. Now back to making a nest for myself.  After another half hour of hacking at these hardwood stalks they could already be pulled down and crushed into a heap, but I went on swinging the blade till I had a really high stack. I then crawled on top of it, carefully placing my shotgun, game bag and all the other stuff by my side. Next task – boots.  After some acrobatics I managed to pull them off, squeezed water out of the foot cloths, and rubbed my feet dry with reed panicles.  That felt good.  “Life’s getting better, life’s getting merrier,” I muttered. That was Stalin. Never thought I’d live to quote the bastard. Well, I’d quote Churchill next time.

Because I’d cut down the reeds over a considerable patch, a bit of the sky was now visible, but nothing worthwhile was happening up there.  Little shapeless clouds had filled the sky, with pathetic moonlight sometimes seeping through them and forgotten little stars of umpteenth magnitude twinkling senselessly. That was all there was on offer in the way of skyscape. I could not see where the moon itself was. In fact, I had no idea where anything was, why or what for, as I’m sure I’ve said already.
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While I had been bustling, exertion warmed me, but soon I began shaking, and the trembling grew on me like palsy.  I rolled up into a tight ball, sticking ice-cold hands in my armpits, but the shivering would not stop.  There’s a funny thing I noticed long before: when you get thoroughly chilled, you become dumber by the minute. You sort of feel your brain cells switching off, one after another.  Nothing worthwhile comes into your head, just primitive stuff bordering on idiocy.  Like, how nice it would be to bash Oleg’s teeth in, but that was only natural, nothing to debate there.  Trouble was, the rest was roughly in the same intellectual category.  Not very spiritual.

I’ve read somewhere that at great depths, where it is really cold, scuba divers have all sorts of brilliant ideas, like why can’t they breathe oxygen straight from water. Isn’t it a fact that there’s plenty of oxygen dissolved in water, and fish use it for breathing, right?   And some actually tear off their masks.  I, too, had a flash of inspiration: why should I suffer from this damn cold, why not set fire to the reeds and get thoroughly warm?  It was pure luck that someone from an upper floor sniggered:  Sure you can make a fire, why ever not.  It’ll put you out of your misery for good. No chance of running away from fire in these dry reeds – you’ll choke to death on the smoke, and you’ll be done marvelously, better than a duck in a Chinese restaurant.  The jackals will just love your carcass.

Still, I had to warm myself somehow. So I slid off my perch and started doing knee-bends.  As I moved, I became aware of a pain in the right thigh, as if a splinter had got stuck there.  I stood still, mouth agape, recalling how something had stung me at Oleg’s second shot.  Oh you dirty swine, I thought, you’ve nicked me after all, you tow-headed rat.  I ran my fingers over the top of the hip boot: sure, there was a small hole in it.  A hole in the trouser leg, too.  I let the trousers down a bit and felt my thigh.  There was wetness there, and at one spot something hard rolled under the skin.

I held the awl of my pocket knife in the fire of several matches, clenched my teeth and partly squeezed out, partly picked out with the awl a “cherry-stone” pellet from the little wound.  The pellet had clearly come from a cartridge of my own – I alone used that type of self-made buckshot.  There you are, colleague, I muttered, the louse has had you hoist with your own petard. Lucky that the charge was spent, and anyway it must have ricocheted off the reed stalks.  The stupid jerk didn’t even know it was no use shooting at a man at a hundred yards with this kind of charge.  Unless you hit him in the eye.  I rolled the pellet in my fingers, then slid it into a breast pocket.  A nice souvenir.

I thought awhile, then used the same awl to spoil a shell, poured the buckshot into the water under my feet, the powder into my palm, spat on it and rubbed it into the tiny wound. Couldn’t afford to have it fester.  I also needed to mix a bit of earth with powder and saliva, according to an old Cossack recipe, only where was I to get any, it was marsh all around me.  Then I cut a narrow strip off the bottom of my sailor’s jersey and bandaged the leg.  This would have to do for now, and in the morning I’d think of something better.  I crawled back onto my perch and curled up as tight as I could, saving body heat.

After all that digging and squeezing the puncture was now giving me proper hell. I was sweating, and from time to time a shiver ran through my body.  Really, what kind of beast you have to be to shoot at a living human being… OK, just you wait till I lay my hands on you, you scum.  I remembered the way a pretty girl in the street put it ever so daintily: I’ll pull his balls round his ears.  That’s what I’d do. Punch him in the stomach, the lower the better, then smash the edge of my palm against the back of his neck and work on his kidneys till he pisses blood… I kept drawing these lively pictures in my boiling mind until someone in the back row grunted: Aw cut it out, you sissy intellectual. You won’t beat anyone on any kidneys, you’ll hate to soil your hand on this shit, except for slapping his silly face, maybe, in hot blood, and then you’ll feel sorry for the nit yourself.  We know your slaps in the face; people have a headache for weeks after.

It puzzled me, though, how he had nerved himself to do what he’d done.  He had all the earmarks of a coward. Insides as yellow as baby poo.  He must have thought this out thoroughly and convinced himself it was safe.  If he hit me, great; if not, no one would be able to prove anything.  No one would prove anything in any case.  Then again, he was someone in the Party at the nuke; they’re specially vetted for political loyalty at such establishments.  That meant a tie-in with the KGB, one hundred percent. And that bunch would stand up for one of their own even if he should shoot someone in broad daylight.  That was the way they were trained to behave, and they didn’t care a rap for the rest of us, for the silent herd. They were above law, those stool pigeons and bullies. They had one law – to take care of their own. Politics aside, though, that bastard might not be able to explain himself what had driven him to murder, and what kind of a snake pit or cesspool his soul was. If soul was a suitable word here.

As I entertained myself with these psychological studies, the amplitude of the shakes grew out of control. Hissing with disgust, I started cutting down more reeds, this time to cover myself with.  I piled up a heap, crawled under it, and indeed felt a bit warmer.  Not an eiderdown, but better than lolling bare-ass under the stars.  Time, too, had started inching along while I was slashing away at the reeds.  It was now close on two in the morning. The deadest hour.

Completely stressed out I dozed off despite the pain in the thigh, the all-pervading damp and the anger burning hot in my heart. I even dreamed of something, but can’t remember what it was and am not going to reinvent it.  There’s enough exaggeration as it is, here and there.
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I was roused from my half-sleep by the dawn chill and distant, barely audible gun reports.  That meant that the chaps were out to shoot duck flying to feed.  I still couldn’t make out where the reports were coming from, but it no longer mattered: the usual morning clouds of game were filling the sky, sometimes flying right over my head, nearly knocking my cap off.  All of them were hurtling toward the sea, that is, north.  So now I knew where the north lay. That was good. I needed to go south, but this mass flight of birds would soon end, and again I wouldn’t know where was what.  

The most intelligent thing, or so I thought at the time, would be to go west, with the rising sun at my back.  That way I would soon reach the canal. I couldn’t have moved far from it the day before – a tortoise could have beaten me for speed, easy.  Once on the canal, I was as good as home. An hour, an hour and a half, and I’d be back in camp. The main thing was to fight my way out of these accursed solid reed thickets.  The guys, too, might come looking for me in their boats. So I started off west.

No skill with words will help describe this fight with the reeds accurately enough.  You may imagine, say, the Battle of Izmail, in which the Turks and the Russians were packed in a crowd inside the fortress so dense that the dead swayed together with the living, everyone carried about by the press of the throng, not by their own will.  This wasn’t Izmail, though, and I was alive enough – so I tried to go where I wanted. Silly me. I rammed my shoulder against the reeds where they seemed thinnest, but often the shoulder rebounded, and no forward movement ensued. Then I tried to push the reeds down into the liquid mud and dirty water underfoot, but realized I was merely exhausting what was left of my strength – that way the pointer on the scale measuring my resources would soon touch zero. The reeds stood their ground as firm as Roman legionaries, and fighting them took as much out of me as carrying Mother’s piano on my back to the tenth floor and back.

I leaned against the stalks, panting and puffing in spasms, and gave it some thought.  After all, wild boars could scurry about here, right?  So I’d have to squat, to stand about as high as an average boar, and push like that along some tunnel the beasts had made.  It was not unlike doing the squatting dance, the Russian way. In fact, I was good at it, but not for hours on end, and not in filthy mud instead of on parquet floor.  Besides, roots and reed stems broken by boars lay across the trail under water, and I stumbled over these, splashing several times right on my backside. In the end I slipped into a hole up to my neck and opted again for walking erect. I’d do the squatting dance some other time, in a merrier mood.

No more birds flew overhead; it was quite light.  Up there somewhere the sun was shining, and I was rooting about down here in the mud, semidarkness, and damp, while my mind was flooded fast with honest to goodness angst.  Why-did-I-live, why-do-I-die stuff. The pressure of claustrophobia grew. I wished, to the point of hysterics, that I could fly up, break out by some magic from this narrowest of solitary cells whose walls kept pushing me in the face, coming together ever closer, or so it seemed.  The silliest of ideas jostled in my head: Suppose a caracal wild cat leaps onto my head and scratches out my eyes?  That was the first thing they did, according to local old-timers.

Then came the schizo tricks I knew from my previous brushes with the Noseless One.  I would suddenly catch myself doubting whether I was I, and wondering what that “I” was and what it was doing here in this incredible cesspit. Normal persons never end up in such shit.

In short, I was more like a textbook of psychiatry than a hardened adventurer. Such cerebral mess was damn dangerous; it froze the core in you. The will to live, perhaps.  It evaporated, and you slowed down to a stop and were unable to stir, like a chicken with its beak to a chalk line on the floor.  The heart stopped of itself from sheer panic and hopelessness.  I remembered a friend of mine, Grisha K.  Like me, he had lost his way in the same kind of reed thickets shooting ducks, only that was in the Volga delta.  He had a boat, water and food, and still when they found him three days later he was deader than the ducks he’d shot.  His heart had given out, they said.  Well, you could put it that way, too, I guess.

All r-right. Grishka had been young then, not even thirty, and I was an old dog, broken up and put together again times out of mind.  That old sod with the scythe was not going to get me that cheap.  I’d been through tighter places, and yet here I was, still kicking myself.  Okay, I was having temporary difficulties, but what sort of Russian would I make without temporary difficulties. Totally chimerical.  Use your wits, I told myself sternly.  If you don’t, you’ll really lie down and curl up here, terminally.  To be or not to be was something for ham actors onstage; in a fix like this, bloody-mindedness sans frontières was your own hope.

Using my wits was easier said than done. My head was so empty it might give a booming sound if hit, nothing but super-valuable ideas straying into it, like, would a tank be able to roll around here?  More likely to sink or get stuck in the mud.  I tried not to think about helicopters, for no one would be able to spot me from a chopper, that was for sure. Unless of course I lit a fire, but we’d already cleared up that matter of fires in the reeds.  Anyway, who was going to send a helicopter here?  One day they might, perhaps – when jackals had polished off the last of my skinny buttocks.  Big deal, someone lost in the reeds. People were doing it all the time, and no one any the wiser.  Reeds were reeds, and this was Karakalpakia.  Wanderers were no one’s responsibility.  You took a stroll, you strayed, you sank or swam – that was strictly your own private affair. In a week or two Viktor might travel to Nukus on business and report the thing to the police, if he were in the mood. Like, there was this idiot that had passed by my place and hadn’t been heard of since.  There would be a long wrangle as to whose jurisdiction it was.  The area, sea bottom only a few years ago, was no one’s business, least of all of the police.  Some day a fat local asshole with shoulder straps might be sent to investigate.  They’d ply him with vodka and pilaf, he’d stand awhile on the bank of a canal, perhaps even this particular one, write a report, so illiterate you’d split your sides laughing; and then it would be buried in  the archives. Finis. 
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I began clocking my progress.  Counting the steps and watching the minute hand, I found I was moving at the speed of about three meters per minute, if you could call that speed.  One hundred and eighty meters per hour.  Maybe slightly more, where the reeds were not as dense as everywhere else.  Say, two hundred meters.  In a turtle race, the slowest turtle would beat me by a couple of lengths. 

Heading straight west was just not on, as most of the time I had to go round totally impassable reed walls.  I could only slither where wild boars had passed.  All the same, it was past ten already, I had been on the march for more than five hours; even counting all the zigzags, I must have covered about a kilometer.  I should long have hit the canal, but – no sign of it.  When lost, people tend to move in circles, but that was out:  I’d steered by the tossing of panicles; at this time of year, the wind in these parts is constantly in the north-east.  That was all very well, but suppose the wind had veered? Suppose it was the damn аfghanets blowing straight from the south?  I was then forging ahead Allah knew where, and might crawl on for another month, getting – where? Closer to Thee, my Lord…

This about a month was silly, of course. I’d keel over right here, not in a month but any minute now.  I was all in, my shaking legs were giving way under me, but thirst was worst.  The chill of early morning was a pale memory. I was enveloped in clammy tropical heat; sweat was oozing down my body in rivulets though any liquid I’d had in me had long been squeezed out, I would have thought.  Whenever my eyes closed, I was plagued by a mirage – my water bottle.  The finest flask I’d had, brought from Germany ages ago. It was made of aluminum, but with a wooden casing. Surprisingly, it held a lot for its size, and water in it never went bad or grew warm. It only smelled of wine a little, because I liked to have home-made Isabella wine in it whenever I could.  This time, though, I’d left the flask in the tent.  Moronic. 

That of the flask was not as moronic, though, as getting scared of that shitface with his silly pea-shooter. Scrabbling around at night in these reeds.  I’d soon conk out in this stinking mud, turn into jackal feed, and serve me right. Get cold feet for a minute, and you pay for it in spades. Cowardice was truly bad for your health.

I was leaning back against the reed wall, half-standing, half-lying, taking a rest after a hysterical spurt.  My heart was slowing down to nearly normal, but the thirst was getting worse than fatigue.  I remembered Alain Bombard – the guy used to drink sea water as he crossed the Atlantic on a rubber raft.  On principle.  He said there could be nothing worse than dehydration, and though your liver might burst from sea water, it would take time.  Now, why should sea water be worse than marsh water?

I looked down.  I was standing knee-deep in some hole, and the water in it seemed fairly clear; there were even some tiny fry cavorting in it.  Why not try this?  After all, Bombard was a doctor, he knew what he was talking about.

I bent down, scooped up some water, gulped it down greedily, then did it a few more times and waited.  I had a taste in my mouth as if I’d sucked on a plaster cast or some other medical trash.  For a few seconds I tried to keep it down, but couldn’t – my stomach was turned inside out so bad that tears spurted from my eyes.  I leaned back against the reeds again, breathing in spasms and swearing in a helpless whisper.  I stared at the sky, but could see nothing useful going on there.  Only the reed panicles endlessly tossed about in short circular motions against a whitish bit of sky.  I was not much of a Bombard, it seemed.  I’d try to be myself, then. Got to push ahead, on a single wing and my honest word.  Forward, lad, and with a song in your heart. 

I straightened up and looked down again.  The tiny fry were vigorously pecking at – pardon me – what I’d thrown up.  It was disgusting, but I kept staring at it, while the dawn of an idea kept expanding in my head.  The school of little fish and that which they were pecking at gradually drifted further and further away, until they hit an absolute wall of reeds.  I rummaged in my pocket, found the wad that I’d mechanically stuck in it when I’d ruined a shell for medical purposes the previous night, and dropped it in the water.  The wad drifted, slowly, almost imperceptibly, but quite definitely, in the same direction as the fry.

I leaned back against the reeds once more and tried to still the mayhem in my head.  It was easy.  The thing was as simple as could be.  Right where I stood knee-deep in the water there was a current, and that meant I was standing in the canal I’d been looking for.  Except – I had wanted to reach the bank of the canal, but there was no bank here, and no canal proper. It had petered out somewhere upstream, and there were just these holes here with barely noticeable current and the same reeds as everywhere else. Perhaps a bit denser and higher, that’s all.

Terrific. Just terrific.  At least one thing was clear now, but I was completely in the fog as to what to do with this clarity.  Which way to go?  Upstream, south?  But I didn’t know how long I’d have to slog in that direction, and the holes would be getting deeper and deeper.  In a real swampy place I might even be sucked down.  A wild boar could swim in this mud, easy, but I was no wild boar. Just a bloody fool who’d got his ass in a sling.  Best to head for drier ground.  I’d push on the way I’d been going, and see what came of it.
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I took a deep breath and went on ramming my way ahead again, only I didn’t get very far.  I stumbled, my feet noisily splashing in the water, and a whole herd of wild pigs burst from a covert quite close, incredibly close, four or five yards away, and crashed through the reeds with grunts and squeals. Spasmodically, automatically I lifted my gun but could merely point it straight at the sky, hemmed in by the reed walls as I was.  Anyway, what would be the use shooting – I couldn’t see a damn thing, all I could do was just stand there and listen to the splashing, crashing and thudding fade away.  What swine, those pigs.  They could have given me a massive heart attack, the swine.

I rested my back against the reeds and gave myself up to some deep thought.  A childhood memory came to me. Rather, the memory of a book read in childhood – Phoenician Ship, I think its title was.  In that book a Phoenician kid is caught and dragged by the hand somewhere he doesn’t want to go; suddenly he sees a pack of dogs rush towards a hedge and disappear in it, though there’s no visible hole there. So the kid thinks, where a dog can slip through, a small boy can, too. He tore his hand from his catcher’s grip, followed the dogs – and got away.

Now, couldn’t a man with a gun, not too smart but lean, push through where a whole herd of wild boars had just passed?  True, the pigs had run away north, toward the sea, while I needed to move west or south, but right then I’d gladly go toward the sea or the devil himself, to get away from that reed-filled hell. I might fight these reed walls till all my strength petered out, till I couldn’t lift a finger anymore; and then this Hamletian “to die, perchance to dream” nonsense would freeze my will power solid. Nosir, right now I needed Shakespeare like a fly in my borshch…  O for a bowl of borshch. With or without the flies. 

I soon stumbled onto a passage left by that mob of boars, and started off along it rather briskly, at the cruising speed of a Galapagos turtle.  The passage grew wider.  A moment came when I raised my eyes – and hiccoughed with joy.  Before me stretched a narrow swath overgrown with chakan.  It was flooded with sunlight, the sky high and wide above it; there was even some sort of horizon, quite close, of course, but a horizon nevertheless.  No longer seeing reed stalks right in front of your nose, hour after hour, was ineffably sweet.  I don’t know the real name of this chakan thing, just the locals’ word for it, but I’d love to know, to remember it in my orisons or something.  It wasn’t nice, lush grass, its stalks were broad, its edges sharp, it formed tough, shoulder-high thickets; but compared to the oak-hard reeds, it was a cinder track.

It was through this stretch of chakan that the wild boars had plowed, so I easily found their trail and moved along it. I still kept stumbling and slipping, but it was walking, not breaking through a prison fence.  On both sides, the swath was still bordered by those hateful reed walls.  About a kilometer on, they again locked together, but the boars had rammed through them, leaving a narrow breach.  Compared to the agony before, pushing through it was a snap. 

After that, stretches of chakan alternated with reeds.  In the end I lost the boars’ tracks, but I still kept going north steering by the tossing reed tufts. The reeds were different here – few solid walls, mostly separate clumps.  The moment came when I looked between two such clumps and saw the uncluttered sweep of the horizon: I was standing at the edge of the sea.  There was no beach, it was the same old marsh, now ankle-deep, now knee-deep or climbing higher up my leg, but all the same it was a blessed relief.  I’d left the reeds behind after all.  It was time to decide what use it was to me, for I was, you might say, at sea. 

I walked some distance away from the reeds and stood there swaying.  I looked to the right, and I looked to the left. Nothing in either direction. Water as far as you could see, all covered with ripples that got smoothed out in the distance.  The splashing of tiny waves against the reeds and my knees.  I guess you could walk a whole day right out into the sea, and it would still be knee-deep; and then you’d just drop face down.  As nice a way to commit suicide as any. Not for me, though. I wanted to find some human beings.

Except for our camp, the nearest people were at Kazakdarya.  Who the hell knew how long a walk that would be – fifty kilometers, a hundred.  Quite recently it had been on the seashore, and now it was miles and miles from it.  But the locals from it must be hanging around somewhere here, grazing cows, fishing, poaching – trapping muskrats.  If I went in that direction, hope was I’d stumble into someone. To my right, east, there was nothing, sheer desert for hundreds of miles.  That was familiar ground, but best forgotten: I’d served a stint as a Robinson Crusoe on an offshore island there a few years back.  I’ve written it up elsewhere. No, east lay death.

So I set off west again.
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I stumbled on, my heavy gun across my shoulders, one hand on the grip of the stock, the other on the barrel.  That way you sort of push yourself forward, gun pressing on the neck, so it seems easier to walk.  Self-delusion, of course.  Sea to the right of me, reeds to the left of me. I wished I’d never clap eyes on reeds as long as I lived.  The place seemed more forsaken than anything I’d seen before; nothing but the wind rustling in the reeds and the splashing of water underfoot.  Very rarely ducks flushed from the thickets, but shooting and searching for them – thanks, not on your life.  You might search the thickets for weeks and find damn all. A couple of snakes maybe. Or the snakes might find you.

The sun was already shifting downwards, slumping behind tousled clouds, and I was still reeling on, stumbling at nearly each step. I stopped to catch my breath.  Another night in the reeds, I thought miserably, pulling my trousers up.  The jeans just wouldn’t stay in place; a distinct tendency to slip down, belt and all.  It felt as if I’d lost half my weight in less than twenty-four hours, and I hadn’t been exactly obese even before landing in this mess.

I swayed, moaned piteously, looked ahead – and stared, eyes glued to the horizon.  There was a black, narrow vertical smudge there; impossible to make out what it was.  Not a tree, not in this cross between desert, marsh, and sea. Man’s handiwork, then.  If only I had that damn spyglass with me… Stop whining, man.  A smudge on the horizon, that meant some four kilometers. I could do it.

Marching with a semblance of goal before you was much jollier than mindlessly putting one foot in front of the other.  The moment came when I could already work out what that black smudge was: a triangulation mast – several thin pipes welded together in the shape of a pyramid – on a tiny sandy island.  When I reached it, I simply dropped half-dead on the ground; been on my feet much too long.  I lay there for about a quarter of an hour, then forced myself to get up.  Reeds had to be cut down, masses of reeds – to make my bed, to cover myself with, to burn.  With this wind, and on the edge of the sea, the night would be much colder than in the reed thicket. The chill might maim me for life.

I built my lair inside the pyramid, piling up a mat of reeds for my bed, another heap against the wind, and a third one for burning.  I lay down for a while, listening torpidly to the lapping of tiny waves and the noise of the wind in the thicket.  I hadn’t noticed the sun drop beyond the horizon – been too busy.  It now grew much darker and colder. Ducks began to rise from the reeds, and the usual mobs of waterfowl came flying south from sea toward land, but I couldn’t be bothered with them.  One more job to be done; absolutely necessary.

I searched the minuscule beach, picked up a twisted bit of wood thrown up by the waves, chose a spot where there was a slight depression, and started digging in the sand with that bit of wood, my knife, and just with my bare hands.  I kept digging a long time, till what I scooped up was no longer sand but liquid mud.  I lay down again on my bed of reeds, waiting for water to seep through and the mud to settle.  In the dark, I rummaged in my game bag for a small silver vodka cup – thank God I hadn’t left that mandatory piece of hunting equipment in the tent, like so much else.  Very carefully, trying not to stir up the sediment, I scooped up some water from my improvised well and drank.  The liquid was a bit salty but well distilled by the sand, unlike the marshy mixture that had nearly poisoned me in the morning.  So I drank three more cups. I could do with some more, but decided enough was as good as a feast.  This was no Castilian spring, that was for sure.
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Though absolutely dreary and uneventful, it was one of those nights you remember all your life.  I kept the fire going, dozed off, came awake from shaking, and fed the fire again, napping and shivering.  The reeds had to be twisted into tight plaits, to make them burn longer and give more heat.  Once, half-dead with fatigue, I dropped off completely, and the fire began gobbling up my bed. I jumped up just in time, though, beat the fire back, and had just a singe mark on my boot to show for the fuss.

There wasn’t much in the way of thought; the ideas that did stray into my head were short and straight, without twists or forks. Like, how long I could reasonably hope to last, how fine it would be to take some water with me tomorrow, and shoot a duck at dawn, and not let the buckshot puncture start festering – it was still giving me pain.  But my whole body was a mass of aches and pains, so the little wound was just one more nuisance, lost among the rest. 

It merely reminded me of that bastard Oleg, but there wasn’t much heat in the memory. So he was a bastard, so what. All that had receded somewhere far, far into the past, as if seen through the wrong side of binoculars.  In fact, most things looked different from this distance.  You take that couple.  They were no villains; just a pair of wretches.  All they wanted was to mix with superlative company and get a free ride, and what they got was close to a fat zero.  Shooting at a living human being was definitely over the top, though.  That deserved a good spanking.

On second thoughts, even a spanking wouldn’t do much good. Mustn’t.  Just keep away from them.  I myself was to blame, rushing into this friendship, arms wide open. All my life I’d been taking people for granted, stupidly wondering afterward how I could have been such a bloody fool.  Who’d forced me to cozy up to these two? No one… Ah, I knew who I’d like to cozy up to right now.  A gal as big and hot as the Russian stove, a hot mouth, skilled at Hollywood-style kissing.  Damn nuisance, this shivering.  The wind from the sea was not strong but relentlessly vicious.

A jackal went into his howling-crying-laughing routine somewhere close by, and I thought:  Go on, brother, howl, you cowardly sneak. Me, I’m not much better than your sort.  I’d howl, too, if I had any strength left, only I haven’t, excuse me, brother…  Brother my ass. Jackals were jackals, and I wasn’t. I did not crap where I ate, and these bastards would gobble up anything remotely edible you’d left in your boat and then crap right there, not to leave you in any doubt about their feelings. Didn’t I know that. Jackal ethics: stealing your stuff and taunting you to boot.  Well, perhaps I needn’t come down on jackals so hard.  Shit they did; shoot, no.

I twisted yet another bunch of reeds into a plait, kindled it and sat nodding and sorting through all kinds of junk in my head.  I hadn’t brought my wife with me on this trip; that was good.  She’d have gone off her rocker with worry by this time if she were in the camp right now. She wouldn’t have cried, she wasn’t much good at weeping, but she did take things to heart when I disappeared.  I remembered diving for a couple of hours playing with a stingray on the Black Sea.  Such a cute bastard, that stingray. She’d raised alarm up and down the beach then. Luckily, there’d happened to be a long-sighted guy in the crowd. “There he is!” he’d yelled. “Don’t you see his flippers? He’s dived again!”  What could she have seen there, the myopic bat.  Yes, she really took these things to heart, I guess – but was it love?  Good point, after ten years of marriage.

Ought to sweep this rubbish out of my head.  That was all comédie humaine stuff; what we had here was different, a drama straight out of Jack London. Title, “Love of Life.”  I wondered what that guy from London’s famous story would have done in these reeds.  If claustrophobic, his heart would have burst.  I had a touch of that, too, yet somehow I’d coped.  But straying into those thickets again… Brrr.  I would have to, though, if the water got deeper.  Say, waist-deep.  One wouldn’t get far, stumbling about up to one’s crotch in the brine.  Well, no need to scare myself ahead of time.  I felt scared enough.

A high, uneven whistling sound came from above.  That was a flock of teals passing overhead, invisible in the dark.  These little devils were like jets over Red Square flying past: a second, and they’ve vanished.  Right after, the whole sky became filled with movement and noise:  the start of masses of waterfowl starting to fly at dawn. Crazy. I’d never get used to the spectacle, never.

Forgetting all about the shakes, I moved to the edge of the islet, replaced the buckshot shells in the magazine with shot No. 5, knelt down, cowered low and froze, looking up from under.  Only – this wasn’t my lucky day, either.  The sea ducks were flying high and fast, and the local ones flitted over the reeds; shooting them would simply mean feeding the jackals.  In fury I fired a couple of times at ducks that came flying toward the sea from behind the reeds a bit lower than others, but I was just fooling myself.  They were coming in as high as the rest; after a shot they’d merely swing over and fly on – not one stinker dropped.  I felt I could cry with rage, while my lips babbled incoherently in a four-letter key.

The dawn exodus was almost at an end when two large shadows floated out of the darkness heading straight at me, and a hot wave rushed to my head: Geese!  No. 5 wouldn’t even hurt them!  But my eyes and hands were doing what they ought to, bang! bang! – and both birds heavily splashed in the water behind my back.  With a low triumphant gurgle I rushed toward the floating black bodies, grabbed them by the necks, dragged them ashore – and slowly sank on the sand.  They were not geese; just a couple of hapless cormorants.  I touched their feathers, God knows what for.  A cormorant is a cormorant, here or in Africa.  In a rotten situation on the Caspian, much like this one, I had tried to boil one.  I had boiled him for about four hours, and nothing but a horrible, poison gas-like stench had come of it. I’d had to throw the mess away.

I spat on the wretched trophy and stumbled toward my lair, to catch up on sleep a bit.  I burrowed into the reed nest, rested my cheek on my fist. Tried a Buddha half-smile. Hopeless.

Yeah, brother, you really must have angered Folks Up There with your goings-on, if they keep throwing these stink-bombs at you all the time.  Take this habit of swearing every ten seconds; so sinful; could very well do without the folklore, you shitty intellectual. Just a nasty habit, like picking your nose. Ah shit, swearing was peanuts.  Ought to look deeper.  My whole damn way of life was wrong.  Filthy lust tearing me apart, sperm squirting from my ears, whole life wasted on adultery and such filth.  Divorces.  Month-long boozing sprees.  Egoism. Vanity and hustling.  One plus: I got me kicked from the stinking ranks of Soviet writers. If I hadn’t, I’d long have turned into an ass-licking son of a bitch… I wasn’t sure, though. My big conscience would have killed me first. I’d have gone nuts from DTs – or in the labor camps.  I couldn’t survive a labor camp, absolutely. Not a freedom-loving bastard like me.

I soon became bored with the slobber, and someone sitting on a fence, tail wagging, started making ugly faces at me:  Sure sonny, you ought to keep a diary, write down how good for nothing you are, worse than Leo Tolstoy.  Do me a favor – there’s no God, none whatever, God is dead, so just you go to sleep, okay?
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So I dropped off, and was only roused from sleep by the sun. Close to the ground I didn’t feel the wind much; was even sweating slightly. My body felt unpleasantly sticky, achy, numb, the mood lousy. Something had to be done.  I gave a doglike snarl, took off my clothes and walked out into the ice-cold sea, rubbing my skin with sand and splashing.  I couldn’t stand it for more than a minute and soon scrambled ashore, feeling like new, my spirits soaring cloud high.  Still snarling and yelping, I threw all the remaining reeds on the fire and danced round it – the twist, or it could have been Daghestani lezghinka.  Panting heavily, I dried my body with a handful of panicles, not without a touch of Narcissism – Yes, brother, you’ve got some nice physique here.  A pity if the jackals get it. Not if I could help it, though. 

I took off the bandage and examined the puncture.  The hole didn’t look like much, but the memory of our shooting instructor in my student years bothered me.  A silly co-ed fooling with a Margolin-22 at the shooting-range sent that tiny bullet in his buttock.  In the hospital he kept up endless banter with the nurses, but they overlooked a symptom or something – blood poisoning – end of jokes, end of coach. All in a couple of days.  It was Sunday, or holiday, or something.

Better resort to yet another ancient Cossack trick. I wasted one more shell, rubbed a little powder into the hole in the skin and, making a terrible face, put a burning match to it. There was a brief puff, a sharp pain, a burning sensation, barely bearable, but what would you.  I cut off another strip from my sailor’s jersey and dressed the tiny wound with blackened edges.  There was more pain now, but I felt easier in my mind.

I pulled on my clothes, drank some water from the “well,” and set off.  Frankly, I don’t remember the rest of the day all that clearly.  At one spot, as I recall, I had to go round a deepish stretch of water and was once more forced into tall, thick reeds.  Like the day before, I sometimes hung there, unable to push either forward or to the side or even, for some reason, backward.  There was a depressing moment when I got thus suspended, feeling like someone crucified, when suddenly a cuckoo started calling right above me, as regularly as its mechanical relative peeping from a clock.  I looked up, searched him out. I remember feeling mildly surprised that Central Asian cuckoos were so different from Russian ones. More like small hawks, really.  I looked and looked at him and he kept calling, clinging to a reed stalk, till I grumbled, “Stop shitting me, man.”  He took off and fluttered away, feeling hurt, I guess – but why? Wasn’t I right?  Each “cuckoo” meant another year of my remaining life span, and he had gone way past thirty or forty. Sheer mockery. Be lucky if I lived another day.

Here I noticed I was muttering these pseudo-thoughts aloud, and became a little scared.  In a fix like this you need a very clear head indeed; start mumbling things to yourself, and you’re a goner, or halfway there.  It’s like driving with the gas meter at zero.  Things like that happen, but we don’t have to like or accept them.

I took a grip on myself; not for long, though.  I was pushing against the reeds rather feebly already when I suddenly stumbled into a narrow strip where the reeds had been flattened as if by a passing tank.  A while before my thoughts had meandered stupidly about a tank passing there, remember? Now I was so far gone that I could easily confuse delirium with reality. Go off my rocker.  So I stood there staring dumbly at the flattened reeds and quietly trying to talk sense to myself:  Hold on, Serge, you have to deal with this real careful, like on a negative incline rock-face, or you’ll slip off your piton and land up the devil’s ass.  There must be the sea on your right, right? Right.  I looked to the right, and sure enough, about a hundred yards away the tank path, if it was a tank path, hit the seascape. Good. Fine. Now let’s look to the left.  There, the trail disappeared round a bend, but, if I knew anything about tanks or anything, it ought to go on quite far, even beyond the rim of the reeds. A tank just couldn’t have come flying to land in this thicket.  Things like that just didn’t happen. Tanks could float, true enough, but flying didn’t come that easy to them.  And it isn’t a tank at all, I suddenly growled angrily, bending to examine the caterpillar tracks.  Tank-shmank – just an ordinary LAT, a light artillery tractor; prime mover, in good old US.  Hadn’t I traveled in these contraptions…  In the tundra, they were used as cross-country vehicles. Horrible rattling conveyances.  You ride in one of these metal boxes for half an hour, you grow deaf and nurse a splitting headache for weeks after.

So what was the conclusion?  Elementary: there was somewhere near, but maybe not all that near, a military facility.  They were dotted all over the country like a rash, and they were all secret – you never knew where you’d stumble into one.  So these armored warriors had taken a joyride through the reeds on their militarist business some time ago. If you asked me, they’d been much more likely chasing wild boars here, to supplement their military rations, using “kalashnikovs” and suchlike government property.  Extremely reprehensible but quite useful to some, let’s not name any names.  So, long live our gallant armed forces…

I again cut short the senseless mumbling, turned my back on the sea and set off for where the LAT had come from.  It wasn’t a bit like taking a walk in Moscow’s Botanical Gardens, my feet kept slipping on the flattened reeds, and some of the more obstinate stalks had half straightened up after the prime mover’s passage and were now intent on jabbing me where it counted, between the legs or in the eye.  Still, it was better than squeezing your way through a chink in a wall or high-stepping it up to your private parts in sea water.  To be honest, it was just the kind of marching I was still up to, by then.  Any other mode of locomotion would be quite beyond me. Save for telekinesis, maybe.

Hunger, thirst, fatigue beyond fatigue, and lack of sleep ruthlessly addled my brain.  A couple of ducks flushed ahead and flew away from me, straight along the strip of flattened reeds, but, my mind in deep freeze, I just stared at them, though I might have knocked them off and they’d have dropped where I could find them. Swearing weakly, I took the gun off my shoulder, clicked the safety catch off and walked on totally prepared now. I had to march a long time, an hour maybe, before a bittern took off almost from under my feet and flapped away on those absurdly ungainly wings.  It took me half an eternity to shoulder the gun; I fired almost without taking aim, and still the bittern turned a somersault and dropped by the edge of the reeds, staring savagely at me when I came running, or better say shambling.  I bent to pick it up – and avoided its sharp beak only by some undeserved miracle: it had hit out straight for my eye.  I viciously shot away its head, point-blank.  A colleague of this bitch’s had run its beak right through the eye of one of Viktor’s game-keepers, the eyeball had oozed out, and the guy was now sporting an artificial optic.  That’s the kind of vermin they are.

I had never thought of bitterns as edible, but the local Karakalpaks had knocked that superstition out of my head; the meat had even turned out fairly tasty, a bit like a rabbit’s – yellowish.  I baked this one in the usual manner; thank God there were enough broken reeds to bake an elephant.  I gobbled it up to the last crunchy bone, without salt or any seasoning.  Panting, barely able to move, I sprawled on the readymade bed of reeds. The way I felt, I could have stayed right there for the night, but thirst drove me on.  You didn’t fool around with dehydration; even my wooly brain realized that.

It was almost nightfall when I crawled out of those damnable reeds. At the outer edge of the thickets I dropped on my knees and knelt there a long time, forehead pressed against the gun barrel, eyes gazing at the blessed picture – the vast Mother Steppe stretching toward the horizon and beyond.  Believe it or not, I was then thinking in just these asinine words, about Mother Steppe, and might have broken out in a maudlin folksong on the subject if my mouth wasn’t so dry.  No moisture for tears, either.

With a huge effort I rose to my feet, turned my back on the setting sun in all its splendor, and trudged on.  Things were now crystal clear: all I had to do was hike east along the edge of the reeds, and I’d hit the canal without fail. Loop the loop.  How soon? God alone knew. But everything passes – and this would pass, too.  Some Persian once said it.  Persians were great guys.  Only that particular one was long dead, and I was still alive. More or less.  Touch wood…

I stopped for the night by a smallish lake.  I didn’t dare drink from it but dug a hole in the ground by its edge.  While water was seeping into the hole, I crouched by the reeds’ rim for the dusk flight of waterfowl, knocked down a teal – and even found it.  I roasted it, but left most of it for breakfast.

That third night proved even more of a bore than the previous two.  Plenty of dark cloud had drifted in from the sea to the steppe, and at about midnight it started to rain.  It wasn’t much of a rain, but quite nasty.  It would start drizzling, then stop, only to start drizzling again in a few minutes.  Oh my oh my, where was my precious old tent, patched and darned but still sturdy… All decent people were sleeping in their tents, even those two twerps had a roof over their slimy heads, and I had to hunker down over this damn fire which refused to burn.  And small wonder – the reeds were wet. 

I crawled deeper into the reeds and somehow managed to build me a sort of Himalayan tent: I pulled my belt and gun sling round a bunch of reeds as close to the tops as I could reach and tightened the noose hard.  The shelter was tiny, a sort of cocoon, really, just big enough to plant my backside, but more or less dry inside.  I crept in and fell asleep, hugging my gun.  Just switched off the minute I sat down.

Must have been pretty tired.
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There’s not much to tell about the next day.  It was all walking and more walking.  Now and then I’d fall on my knees, rest, march on.  Of the thoughts that then drifted through my head I can clearly recall only one: life is a finite thing.  Like in math.  And the limit sometimes draws uncomfortably near.  This had to be accepted.  Not too pleasant, but somehow chastening. Curiously, the realization made me want to be a better man.  Life was finite, and all the more precious for that, like any thing of which there is but a little. Like gold.  If only I managed to slither out of this jam, I’d certainly try to treat this precious thing like… like something precious.  Was I dimly trying to ingratiate myself with some figure of authority up there? Kiss this Superior Being’s ass, in hopes He would help me just a little?  Can’t say. But this wish to be a finer, more clean-living creature than I had been, was very clear-cut. And memorable. Curious, isn’t it.

The night rain had cleared the sky, the sun was summer hot, and I was again horribly thirsty, like after a week’s binge.  Luckily I came on a biggish sheet of water, waded out almost to the middle of it, and drank a few cautious cups.  I stood awhile waiting for something to happen, but nothing did.

Toward evening I began to recognize familiar spots where I’d shot ducks, where the naughty jackal had snapped a wild goose from under my nose.  So I said to myself quite firmly, more like an order: now you’ll reach camp, come rain or shine.

And I did, you know.  It was night already when I saw the distant campfire.  For a long time it stayed where it was, refusing to come any closer, and then all of a sudden it was quite near.  I stood awhile, swaying, pulling myself together. I wanted to come up to the fire with a matter-of-fact air, as if nothing much had happened.  It wasn’t to be, though.  In the dark I stumbled on some damn tangle on the ground and absurdly flopped on my knees.  Call this flashing past the post, I thought sadly as I tried to rise leaning heavily on the gun’s stock.

A couple of figures rushed toward me from the fire, grabbed me under the armpits and more or less dragged me toward light.  They lowered me onto a seat.  A big mug of hot sweet tea was pressed in my hands.  I took a big gulp.  Never in my life will anything taste as heavenly, and that’s a fact. 

“And we’ve been searching for you for two days in the reeds.”  Must be Yuri speaking.

“Any success?” I asked.

Volodya the Big Moose guffawed – it didn’t take much to make him laugh.

“Tough job, finding you.”

I looked around. Yuri got my meaning.

“Viktor carried off your friends yesterday.  He’d come in a half-track, to shoot some pigs.  Oleg kept yapping you’d shot at him.”

“Jackal. I shot at a jackal.”  I sat silent awhile, then sighed. “The wrong jackal, looks like it. What did Viktor say about me getting lost?”

“Said not to worry, you’d get out of the fix under your own steam. No getting rid of that devil, that’s what he said.”

Here, Tatyana cut in.

“Listen, stop yakking a minute, will you. Let the man eat something. I’ve seen guys better looking in a coffin.”  She pushed a huge bowl of soup into my hands, with a chunk of boar’s meat in it the size of your shoe.  I looked at Lev.

“Your handiwork?”

“Well, we didn’t come here to pick our noses, did we…”

“Big boar?”

“Like a tank.  Pumped three bullets into him, and he just kept going.”

I guess I ought to have felt envy, but was too weak.  I started on the delicious soup with plenty of potatoes, onions, and rice in it.  Had to refuse a second helping – must be careful, after the fast.  I grabbed the tea mug again.  Volodya touched my sleeve.

“Come on, Serge, tell us how it was.”

I told them how it had been, but without much sparkle.  It was all too recent, and I still felt too shaken.  Even my exaggerations were uninspired.  They listened without interrupting, only rude Tatyana grumbled as she put something on the little black hole in my thigh and bandaged it: “The bloody son of a bitch. Just let me get hold of him, I’ll scratch his eyes out.”  She might, at that.  The guys chuckled some at my shooting the cormorants.  In the end, Yuri summed up:

“That’s something to remember CC-3 by for you, o Unsinkable One. Viktor must have been right about you…  Now, we’ve been talking about next year.  We have this idea about paddling down the Amu Darya.  We know guys have done it; they say some sheatfish there weigh up to a hundred kilos. Islands in the river; pheasants running about barefoot on them islands.  What do you say?”

I glanced at his face – the guy was clearly in earnest.

“Pheasants, that’s cool,” I sighed. “Pheasants, that’s dreamy.”

“Well? Deal?”

I looked round the circle of faces, and they looked back.  What the hell, they were decent faces. They were likeable faces, damn it.  And they’d been searching the reeds for me.

“Deal.”

Lev threw some more reeds on the fire.

“Aw, he’ll be bored stiff on them islands.  It’s a big river.  It’s all in the open, no jungle, no reeds, nowhere to lose your way.”

I grinned weakly.

“Don’t you worry. I’ll find something.”

A Pilgrim on the Volga
There never was a journey that was not a journey within.
Forget who.
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Probably the nicest thing about the wilds of Russia is that they're always just 'round the corner. Sure, you can climb aboard a plane and fly nonstop for a day or two and soon be right in a survivalist's paradise, among rapids, snowstorms, bears and lynxes and earthquakes. All quite nice in their own way. Alternately, you can board a local train, or elektrichka, ride a couple of hours out of town, and there you'll be, all set to explore the tamer but more charming, watercolor beauty of Central Russia's landscapes. Or, if so inclined, you can study wilderness of a different kind, the mysterious Russian, a.k.a. Slavic, soul mysteriously married to raging strong drink – and who can blame you if you prefer the lynxes and the earthquakes? 

I was lucky that way. In the early nineteen-nineties, I lived in Tver, right on the Volga, about a hundred miles north-west of Moscow.  Whenever I felt I couldn’t stand the then prevailing zoo any longer, I took a jump out of my window and paddled away for a few days, usually in the smallest of my dingies, the Swallow, mumbling Keats’ lines under my breath: “Och the charm // When we choose // To follow one’s nose // To the north” – except, of course, that I mostly followed my nose south, downriver. 

The Swallow is a little poem of a dinghy, though some people have compared it to a certain rubber item because of its diminutive size. Indeed, you put it on rather than sit down in it, but for the rest it is quite a worthy vessel, kayak-shaped, comfortable and reliable – in its own way.  It is divided into six separately inflatable sections, which is right and proper, for on one occasion some reed stumps on the Aral Sea – they must have used axes to cut down those reeds of incredible thickness – punctured two of her bottom sections, and I was still able to paddle on for several hours before managing to squeeze my way through the reed thicket to shore.  Carrying a lady passenger to boot. Nerve-racking, of course, but what’s adventure without a touch of fear. Stale, vapid stuff.

Having no keel, rudder, outrigger, centerboard or leeboard, she wiggles her behind rather obscenely as you paddle along, and is hard to trim and, generally, to please. Keeping her on an even keel even in dead calm is an art in itself. She takes it unkindly if you so much as take a deep breath. My ex, a great show-off, once found it out the hard way on one of our trips on the Aral Sea. You see, she thought she’d demonstrate the proper way to handle the craft to some gawking locals. The naughty thing plopped over without a second's delay the moment she sensed alien buttocks slide in, to the huge delight of the assembled unshaven ex-cons (now game wardens) with a sadly primitive sense of humor, and one of them muttered audibly, “Well, I could do that trick myself…”

I've had some nice adventures sailing that midget in the most bizarre places, on the Caspian and the Aral and rapids-filled rivers and vast Siberian lakes that don’t seem to have any shores.  In the process, I often peered into the abysses of nonbeing, as some highbrows put it, though they themselves mostly prefer to peer in these abysses from the height of their sofas, God bless their timid souls.  I’d be alone for weeks on end with no one but sea and desert and wind and molten sun to keep me company, until it got to a point where I wanted to pinch myself to assure my mind of –  what? I wish I knew. Something. 

In Tver, it turned out that none of that sort of thing was really necessary. The Volga proved to me I could do all the kayaking-cum-soul-searching right next door. Especially the soul-searching.
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Let’s start like this: it was a warm, quiet, sunny, but otherwise perfectly foul day, and I was in a particularly murderous mood. The publisher for whom I had translated a whole novel had vanished along with royalties due me for two previous novels.  Business, Russian style.  Just another sign of the country going to the dogs, via a possible civil war. My loved one had done a vanishing trick of her own for the summer. She obviously did not love me. No one loved me. I depended on love in lots of ways in those days, silly me, and there I was, high and dry. 

Then there was this son of a bitch on the suburban train, practicing love in his own way.  He glued his pelvis to the backside of a comely young woman in a crowd where you couldn’t move an inch. The lady burst into tears, I socked the bastard a good one on the nose, but I always have these nasty reactions afterwards. The human face was not made for bashing, for Christ's sake.  After all, it is said to be in God's own likeness.  Actually, He had his share of bashing, but as for hauling off Himself – not on your life.  True, I don't believe in God, but have this sneaky suspicion that He believes in me. That I’m not a bad sort at heart, I mean.

I came back home, knocked about my apartment for a while, and sat down to work on a South Sea adventure novel
 that had sat in a dusty pile on my desk for a few years, but it seemed as stale as a burp of last night's beer. Scared I might fall out of love with the heroine, I snarled, jumped up in a tizzy, threw some stuff in my rucksack, and was soon trudging towards a nearby birch coppice on the Volga bank. 

There I furiously pumped the Swallow with air from my own lungs (I never use a pump on the dear little thing; always mouth-to-nozzle) and pushed off. For about half an hour I plied my double-bladed oar so savagely that the stout duralumin instrument bent and creaked piteously – until I relented, dropped it across my lap, and lay back. Eyes half-closed, I watched the Swallow furtively perform her usual trick, starting to yaw to port – it was always to port – as soon as I stopped paddling, and coming to rest at exactly the right angle to her previous course. She was so obstinately sneaky about the maneuver I couldn’t help grinning.

I sighed, stretched out full length, resting my head on the rucksack lashed to the afterdeck, and looked around. I was drifting close to the wooded left bank. No one about, just empty liquid space with some buildings and figures on the distant right bank, all of which I resolutely ignored.  I was sick and tired of them all, but at a distance – let them live.  I felt the tight knot inside me loosen.  The boat rocked gently. The sun chopped the water nearby into bright little diamonds. In the distance, it simply set the river aflame.  The zephyr wafted puffs of air against my skin softly, as on a sick man. It was hard to believe that my present sunny self and the grouchy animal fretting himself to shreds over total nothings, forgotten by now, were the same physical person.

I had gone through this kind of transfiguration a hundred times before and still could not get over the contrast between the beauty and serenity of the God-given world in which we were so undeservedly privileged to live and the asses we made of ourselves in it, the hell we made out of it for others, but mainly for ourselves.  If only humans could feel this properly, then there would be no beastliness in this world.  After all, we are such vastly comical characters, both the hurters and the hurt, pulling and pushing at things like ants at straws and crumbs, greedily oblivious to the giant, indifferent foot ready at any moment to squash us to sludge. Ridiculous. Okay, somebody hurt me – I could always forgive them, couldn't I? And feel nobly generous about it. I felt I could even forgive the hulking moron whose nose I’d flattened on the train. I felt really holy.

It must have been the “you sin, you repent” system at work.  Your soul got hurt, so the best you could think of was, lift your eye toward the sky, where there was no sadness nor sighing but whoopee eternal.

It was a good place to feel holy. I pulled out my binoculars from a case stuck between my knees and trained them on the dome of the Ascension Cathedral at the Orsha monastery quietly rising at the spot where the Orsha flows into the Volga. It stands on fairly low ground, but can still be seen from afar. Pretty monumental. Getting closer, I saw scaffolding around the cathedral and felt disappointed, but not very. It was better than finding yet another disfigured corpse of a church, like the thousands that could be seen in every corner of Russia a short while before. Legacy of an atheist state.  Actually, there were plenty of birch-trees growing on bell-towers even in those days.  Sickening, isn’t it:  nature makes you feel holy, and then you come to a ruined church and you want to swear a blue streak at the scum that have butchered such beauty.  This often made one feel nostalgic for a Golden Age. It took an effort to recall that there had never been a Golden Age.  Not in Russia, anyway. But the scaffolding was a sign of rebirth. Thank God for that.

I turned into the Orsha, cozily narrow even at the mouth, and climbed out of the kayak to take a walk around the cathedral.  Even behind the scaffolding it stood ancient, impressive, and aloof.  Clearly in a different class from the quaint provincial baroque of the church at Vlasyevo next to the birch-tree coppice where I had started.  There, the heavy ornamentation was in faintly comical contrast to the church’s diminutive size, inviting a condescending pat on the back.  No such levity here, though.  You felt awed, whether you wanted to or not.

I ran my hand over one of the massive, seamless brick walls that exuded a somewhat frightening dignity, its surface unevenly divided by slightly projecting narrow supports – what did architects call them? Oh yes, pilasters, that’s the word. There was obvious genius about the apparently haphazard asymmetrical placement of the pilasters, also of the fairly small and only lightly adorned windows. Now, that living line of portal arches, almost audibly straining to support the heavy walls – that was never drawn with a pair of compasses, I could swear. More like God's own exercise in geometry.

I turned away, not to spoil that precious first impression, and walked back to my craft.  There was something that bothered me about the church's outline, like a rhyme stubbornly hanging back round the corner of one’s mind.  I looked back -- shades of Lot’s wife.  The dome… I didn’t even like to think the thought, but the dome looked slightly Islamic to me.  

The view nagged and nagged, so, much as I hate to have my ignorantly unorthodox opinions shattered by enlightened authority, I pulled from my rucksack a tiny guide to the Upper Volga architectural treasures, read a passage, then threw it down in disgust. There it was: monastery founded in the 14th century, present cathedral building dating back to the 16th, and originally, it was FIVE-DOMED. The 1976 guide did not mention when it had lost the other four cupolas – a sure sign of a Bolshevik decapitation. What pigs.  OK, you’ve no faith, that’s fine, I haven’t any myself, but why demolish the domes, why spoil the beauty, you pigs?

My mood soured again, and I gloomily started paddling up the Orsha. Now I fretted about fretting about the cathedral.  After all, what was the cathedral to me, what was I to the cathedral?  But no, the thing hurt me like a bad tooth.  This definitely came under my home-made definition of spirituality: an ability to get worked up about things outside your feeding-trough.  Like the sky, or a dog's pitiful eyes. Or even the eyes of a rapist smashing his face on my fist, the bridge of his nose cracking so wetly… 

No, I definitely had to get away from these visions.  By paddling up the Orsha, then some almost dried-up, overgrown narrow ditches, I could reach a series of biggish lakes dotted with islands populated mostly by morose-looking bears and surrounded on all sides by impassable marshes.  All this promised plenty of solitude and mosquitoes, in fifty-fifty proportion. For now, though, rows of metal-gray five-story buildings loomed ahead, and I felt a sudden revulsion, a flood of emotion not unlike claustrophobia.  I sharply stopped the Swallow and yanked her head back the way we'd come. She seemed to perform the maneuver with instant readiness and even relief. My precious. 

I slunk past the cathedral, ashamed to know its secret grief. On the whole, cathedrals were not much in my line. I mostly specialized in the tundra, the mountains, the taiga, and the like. A long time before I decided that, if I survived my exercises in survival, I would do Rheims and campaniles and museums – the lot – at seventy or so.  Back then “at seventy” seemed practically in afterlife, and here all of a sudden it was almost a gravestone's throw away. Scary.  I might, of course, put the museums off for another five or ten or fifty years, I was in no hurry, but the trumpet was calling.  Time to start thinking of the soul...  

I had long known, even as I frolicked around, that I would have a big problem there some day. My soul had run around loose, unconnected with any Church. The umbilical cord tying me to my Granny’s God had insensibly withered away, so now I’d have to explore this spiritual jungle from scratch.  Now was as good a starting point as any.  Sure, one could look at a cathedral as if it were no more than quaintly organized space. Architecturally, so to speak.  Like my Soviet-era guide, equally enthusiastic over post offices, palaces, churches, and former brothels.  Well, I just couldn’t be as laid back about these things, so let me go my way. Whatever it might be.
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Back in the Volga’s wide open space I felt better at once.  I located the next church far ahead on the right bank, in Novo-Semenovskoye, and started paddling quietly that way, listening attentively to the babble of voices in my head about how, or if, one could be good without believing in God, and whether God was more than just a label for all the nice things in me and others. You know, all that stuff long run into the ground by a host of other folks.  

Then there was this question: if one does not believe in an afterlife, what’s the use looking for one's true self?  OK, you’ll find it, like it was a cufflink that’s rolled under a sofa, and – what? While you've searched, the Toothy One will have crept up on you, and worms do not much care whether you've searched or not and whether you've found something worth finding – or spent your life like the worst kind of pig. They simply will not know the difference. They do not care, so why should you? A puzzle.  And yet there is something that drives you to go on looking.  What is it?  Nothing but puzzles wherever one looked.  Take this: I was feeling sad as a chained monkey, and all the while the sun was all smiles, one big glob of mirth. Who was it laughing at? Me, most likely.  Infuriating. In-bloody-furiating.

The Volga was getting a bit out of hand by now, stretching wider and wider. Feeling a bit tired, I lay back and closed my eyes, afraid to scare away tiny thought wavelets trembling in the corners of my mind, like sunlight through foliage. I knew that chasing these sun spots was hopeless: any idea I might arrive at in the end would be cruder or anyway simply different.  But the chasing itself was as pleasant as feeling the first drink of the night take hold.  And without this seemingly fruitless chasing the bits of the puzzle were never going to fall in place, right?

A hoarse, contemptuous rumble, starting well in ultrasound, nearly blew me out of the water in a loose cloud of semi-annihilated particles.  I waved my oar frantically to prove to the helmsman of a six-decked white monster that I was real, I was earnest, and a liquid grave was not my goal. But the damn Moloch paid me no attention at all. So I pulled for all I was worth and more, and was hit by nothing worse than a giant bow-wave. For a few moments I rode an aquatic roller-coaster, but the Swallow seemed to enjoy it; she takes this sort of thing with ducklike jauntiness.  My heart-beat gradually slowed down.  Better watch out, or all of this world’s puzzles might be solved for me sooner than I reckoned, and no one to look for my watery whereabouts.

It would’ve served me right to be run down like that, dozing off in midstream. Instead of being ashamed or scared, though, I felt immense relief and bawled at the top of my voice in a transport of almost drunken glee, Allons, enfants de la Patrii-e, Le jour de gloire est arrivé... as I cheerfully paddled away. 

The church was quite close by now.  To save time, I decided to do my sight-seeing from the river. Through binoculars, I could see all I wanted to – and avoid seeing what I didn't choose to.

There seemed to be quite a cluster of church buildings up there on the high bank. I slowly went over them, one after another, like slides in a projector. The bigger church was apparently the oldest of the lot, an engagingly naive blend of a basic Ancient Russian structure and early Classicist overtones, with curiously ambiguous pilasters unconvincingly pretending to carry most of the weight while merely stressing the thickness of the walls. 

The smaller church or side chapel was a different proposition altogether. Pure Empire, an unadorned, inarticulate, massive cube – even the windows were without casings – trying to look as important and impressive as it could, and almost succeeding. I idly wondered why the older buildings so easily touched one’s strings of worship within, while these nineteenth-century inventions left one... well, merely curious, I guess. Maybe the old 'uns were closer to eternity, having been around so much longer. Or else a certain simplicity and even crudity were essential.  It was as if they had always been there, and nothing could stand comparison with them with much success.

Next slide: a wide, squatty refectory.  Sure, refectories were necessary. Let it be, then.  Next: a massive bell-tower, also on the squat side.  This one said practically nothing to me, and I was glad I had decided to see the sights from my aquatic rocking-chair for once.

A wave from a barge puffing upstream behind my back shook me up. I took a few absent-minded strokes, trying to catch an elusive thought by the tail. Steady, mate… It looked like the intensity of my mystic feelings depended more on the talent or lack of it in some anonymous, long-dead builders than on any impulse from within my admirable soul, right? Right. And why not? We are all humans exchanging signals. A church is a signal just like a word is, both can evoke an echo, but for the love of God I didn’t get what God had to do with any of this.  I could see the point of Laplace’s impudent reply to Napoleon:  Sire, je n’avais pas besoin de cette hypothèse.  God was a hypothesis he had no use for.  A real gutsy guy, that astronomer.

Here I glanced over toward the tourist camp on the left bank, from whose beach plenty of signals were coming: women giggling and screaming like playful hyenas, men guffawing, deafening cannibal pop songs pouring from loudspeakers. No, I was definitely better off here close to the nettles and burdocks.  No one around except misanthropic, complex-ridden geese full of self-importance and suspicion like so many sulky Fidel Castros, ever ready to attack a hostile world.  OK geese, you stay on your territory, and I’ll stick to mine.  We don’t want any aggravation of tension, right? Détente’s the word.

Generally, I like paddling close to shore. You have a sense of motion there; in midstream you feel suspended in eternity like a fly in a piece of amber. Away from the shore, the movement of the landscape is more a matter of the imagination. This teaches one humility in the face of infinity, but gets boring after a while. Sailing is totally different. Sailing is often a way of sidling up to God, like a little white cloud, as someone put it.  Sighing for a sail, I had no choice but to go on pushing through space manually.

My left shoulder, held together by synthetic sinews after a dive down a crevasse many years ago, was burning fiercely, but there was nothing I could do about it.  Except try to outsuffer long-suffering Jesus Christ Superstar. But that gentleman had an assignment from his commanding officer. Nothing like that in my special case. I was totally on my own. Solo. An emblematic word that snugly fitted most of my life.

The sun was turning my willpower to jelly, anyway.  So I returned to the left bank and was soon paddling in the shade that the tall, thick woods cast on the river.  The cool made me feel as cheerful as a lark, minus the singing.  Now and then I stopped to pull up a water-lily, sniff at it and ceremoniously put it back where it belonged.  This made me feel a bit comical, but my eco-conscience was safe, and the sniffing broke up the monotony of dipping the paddle left... right... left... right to infinity and then some, until I began to suspect there was some sense in the Muslim, or was it Buddhist, worldview after all.  What did it matter if I arrived at my destination an hour earlier or later, and what were goals and destinations anyway? Mere illusion.  

I groped in my head for something deeper than this worm-eaten stuff but it was too full of nothing, so I stretched out on the resilient cushiony bottom of the dinghy’s womb and closed my eyes. My last thought was of drunken speedboats but, apparently steeped by this time in the Muslim spirit to the gills, I just muttered “Inshallah” and switched off.
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It wasn't speedboats that roused me half an hour later, it was mosquitoes. The dinghy had drifted into a backwater crowded with a biggish patch of water lilies densely inhabited with hosts of these hungry pests. I scratched and swore my way out of that patch. What was it old man Dostoevsky once said? Beauty will save the world? Rancid nonsense. There was always some filthy blood-sucker behind things of beauty like women or lilies, which were also women, in their way – weren't they called water nymphs? Ophelia o nymphet, remember me in thine whatchamacallems, and don't drown yourself, please, old girl, it doesn't do to get drowned, it solves nothing, honest. Merely complicates things outrageously, and adds misery by the ton. 

As I muttered these orisons, a sample of beauty of quite a different kind, the church in Gorodnya, was taking shape on the right bank, and I paddled hurriedly until I found the spot from which to see it best. A mighty bell-tower and a church, smaller than the bell-tower in size and more ancient, rose on a hill above the river and ravines surrounding them on all sides. From my spot down on the river they seemed to be soaring up in the sky, more like celestial guests than earthly structures, truly.

If you let your imagination race, you could see how things had been here in the 14th century and after, when there was a fort up there to protect the fords and the highway. The fort was called Vertyazin then, and it belonged to Moscow’s enemy, the Grand Dukes of Tver. So I might be a Muscovy scout on a recce. I shivered. Those were real rough times. How would it feel to have an arrow hit you between shoulder blades? Ugh. Better stay with the present. 

All that remained of the fort now was this church, maimed and then restored, with a small onion-shaped dome in place of the old helmet-like one. And still it was a marvel.  It made nonsense of one’s irony and snotty aesthetic posturing. There one was, one’s soft pulp at the core laid bare to doubt and fear and shame and jealousy.

I lowered my binoculars.  Believers had it fine. They were not guests in church, nor chance visitors on this earth, either.  If they behaved themselves in this world, they had the promise of even better things in the next. A bargain, like.  I’ve always had this dim idea that being good for nothing was more dignified.  Took greater courage. No pie in the sky.

But who was I to criticize these things? Me, an insignificant passerby dropped in this vale of snivel by sheer spermatozoidal accident only to be squashed in due course by a moronic Juggernaut, leaving no portion of me to enjoy the breathtaking spectacle of humanity studiously murdering itself and everything in sight by throwing up filth and more filth in which to wallow. Surely one had every right to feel envious.

I shook my head, remembering the time I had got as close as I ever had to believing, right up there, on the cathedral’s six hundredth anniversary. Russia was then merely beginning to recall it was an Orthodox Christian land, and that day the scene looked more like a May Day rally, with lines of cars stretching along the motorway from horizon to horizon and a throng of thousands outside the cathedral all pushing to get inside. Officials galore, ditto police maintaining a semblance of order, trading jokes with the folks and meting out ready justice in their usual ham-fisted way. I did get in, but mostly because of being on the broad-shouldered side, I guess. 

Once inside, I stood about awhile, cooling off after the tussle with the police, taking in the surroundings and sorting out impressions. There were none of those endless lines all pointing upward, as in Gothic churches. Each wall was simplicity itself, massive and smooth. But the whole thing seemed to be ready to take off and start flying at any moment now, so powerful was the pull of the infinitely high, light-filled conic dome beckoning the soul to fly up, up, away from this space below crowded with walls, icons, pillars, and people. Gradually, though, I began to feel more at home there on the solid stone floor. I could see now it was a really fine and even divine place to be in, after all.

Time shifted into a different gear, and I felt emotion rise like a roused cobra.  Any moment now it might start swinging its inflated hood in time with the fakir's flute. I tried to throw reason's lasso round the swollen neck, but the incense, more overpowering than the smell of shish-kebab, the gold and the reflected gold of the candle-light, the enigmatic looks of the straight-nosed folks in the icons, the hypnotic rumble of Old Church Slavonic, were as unstoppable as a rising tide.  They were pushing my absurdly sensitive soul into an alien dimension where it was no longer clear which of my I's held sway. In fact, even the very existence of those selves was doubtful – unless someone fired a pistol at the chandelier, but what would be the point? The hateful adjective “transcendental” floated idly by along the edge of my consciousness, then disappeared from view like a broken-off bit of fence in a flood.  The heavenly voices of the choir set my soul loose, it seemed to soar higher and higher. I felt moisture accumulating somewhere under my eyeglasses, my breathing growing quicker and more uneven, I suspect I went pale, and for some reason my heart overflowed with a feeling of great pity.  Pity for myself, above all, but also for these folks around me, brethren, I guess I should call them, and – what? Sistern? That seemed wrong, but what did words count? Nothing.  Zero. Not here, not now. 

Here the singing ended. I stopped myself breaking into applause just in the nick of time, and felt horribly ashamed, only that was nothing compared to the shock I got the next moment.

I had naturally assumed that most of the audience – sorry, congregation – were stray visitors like myself, rubbernecks such as always pervade public gatherings in Russia, even (or especially) at the barricades. Most were stolid-looking peasant types in their Sunday best, with a sprinkling of obvious intellectuals here and there (at a guess, newly converted from Orthodox Marxism to Orthodox Christianity), and some types who looked pretty criminal to me, thick-necked mobsters with tons of gold and jewelry prominently displayed.  May have been New Russians, for all I knew. Curiously, they also had that same stolid peasant look. To my utter astonishment, at a code word from someone – it could be Patriarch Alexy II himself, for he was present there and had even sprinkled some holy water on me – they all broke into an endless recitative of a prayer which must have taken years and years to learn by heart and went on and on and on, like the chorus at the Bolshoi.  

Honest, I felt like an intruder and impostor, a complete alien amongst these good people. So I waited for the prayer to end, then timidly pushed my way back to the police cordon and beyond, making room in the cathedral for someone more deserving of it. 
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The memory of that episode quaintly rhymed with the mystic vibes that were now making me feel abjectly grateful to Someone Up There for permitting me to revel in so much beauty all laid out for my contemplation and edification.  But the Devil, it seemed, was particularly active that day, too.

For at this moment I saw out of the corner of my eye a skiff – an eight – round the tip of an island and come flying toward me. When it came closer, my Swallow nearly keeled over in amazement and delight, for the eight was powered by the most delicious-looking assortment of sweaty young Amazons I'd seen, swinging their oars back, bending real low then falling on their backs as the blades ripped through water, oh my oh my oh my... Amazons, hell. Those silly cows used to sear off their right breasts in order to shoot their bows straight. Now, these beauties had absolutely the right number of everything, and very economically covered.  I had the greatest difficulty keeping my eyes on the landscape and my mind off the Folies Bergere, though I had never been there and, anyway, it was not likely to feature a double row of magnificent torsos and belly and leg muscles so important in the art of rowing.

As they drew near, I saluted with my oar and yelled:

"Attaboy, ladies! You're doing just GREAT!" 

“Just doing our best," they replied modestly, slumping in their seats, the way oarsmen (sorry, oarspersons) do as they rest.

The Swallow nimbly sidled up to the eight, and I had no choice but to hold on to the skiff’s gunwale.

"Where are you from, and where are you headed?" they asked. 

"Just following my nose, fleeing from heartache," I replied. 

"Alone?" they chorused, and it was my turn to act modest.

"Sure," I replied indifferently, and they sort of squeaked, as if it was terribly heroic of me. Then: 

"Are these binoculars?"

"Sure they are," I said again and eagerly handed them over. 

There was much oohing and aahing as they looked at the cathedral – and have you noticed that when someone looks through binoculars their chest sort of straightens and fills out in a particularly modest but breathtaking way?  So I hurried to start up a conversation with the petite coxswain – sorry again, coxperson – trying to keep from squinting back at the others and stick to the subject of the beauty of the cathedral, especially as observed from the river. Then I concentrated on the weather, which was indeed oppressive, so I shared my two bottles of mineral water with them. At this, the hearts really melted, and there were even shyly playful pleas to take them on board, to which I replied why not, the Swallow only looked a wisp of nothing, she was as bonny a craft as one might wish, while her skipper – oh, he was even bonnier, with plenty of hidden charms, yo-ho-ho and a bottle of mineral water.

On this buccaneer note we parted, with what I can only describe as a spasm of regret (mutual, I hoped). They flew away, showing off a bit, while I stayed in place a long time, wistfully following them with my eyes – through my powerful binoculars, need I say – as the phrase "vessel of sin" drifted into my mind. 

I resumed my lazy paddling, just as lazily rummaging in a heap of para-religious riddles. Why "vessel"? Why "sin"? What was the bloody idea? Why frown on delights of the flesh? To make them sweeter? Perverse. No wonder the poor things tended to be bitchy. It must really hurt to hear things like "living in sin" – and everyone knows what sin is meant. As if there were no worse ones. Even with all the proper rites performed, it's still sin. No Siberian peasant will lie with his wife before going on a bear hunt. For fear it might bring someone's wrath down on his head. Silly clods.

Or consider this childish question: Christ knew no woman in the proper biblical sense. You know, like Adam knew Eve. Why? For heaven’s sake, why? Christianity is one long book about love – and there you have a whole all-important chapter ripped out most crudely. I might understand it if He had gone up to heaven before puberty, but He was right in his prime. Me, I fervently wished I were still His age, thirty-three, I'd show them some nice ways to mortify flesh. To screaming point and beyond. Of course, He knew all about love as He knew about everything else in His divine wisdom. Theoretically, so to speak. But you could have this sort of knowledge kicking back somewhere on a cloud. No need to ride His donkey all over Galilee only to get into that terminal mess. Anyway, what’s mere theory? Grau, teurer Freund, ist alle Theorie Und grün des Lebens goldner Baum... Well put, don’t you think? Some Post-modernist might hit the point even harder: When in love, make love; Platonic love is just a childish erotic game. Not to be compared with the real thing…

Or take this issue of suffering, now. If you want to know suffering in a practical way, so to speak, first thing you do, you fall in love, right? Absolutely. But for Him it was deemed unseemly, I guess. I really think that the Hindus had it better thought out. When Rama's Sita got kidnapped or something, the fellow really ran amok.  He just ripped Ceylon in half, according to some reports. 

It's enough to make you wonder if the Gospels weren't at one time censored by some meddling catacomb bishop, and there had been more to the Magdalene angle than now meets the eye
.  After all, she was a pro.  See how vigorously she went to work on Him, washing His feet in tears, wiping them with her hair (I’d bet Freud sat up and took notice of that hair), anointing His feet with ointment. And as for kisses! “This woman since the time I came in hath not ceased to kiss my feet” – how about that! You may be divine three times over, but some sort of byplay is inevitable.

I sighed again, for the umpteenth time that funny day. There was so much I would have to sort out before I lay down on my death-bed omniscient (barring sclerosis) and generally perfect – only what use would that perfection be to me then? I again ended up with my nose flat against that particular wall. Just then, though, I did not feel like bothering my head about that sort of stuff.  Recent scenes kept flitting through my brain, my lips were distended in the silliest of grins, while my mind was flooded with pleasant if unrealistic ideas, from which I was only distracted by a rude clap of thunder. 

Startled, I looked around.
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A tiny dark cloud, obliterated from my mind by a stream of impressions, Freudian and otherwise, had now grown to fill the whole sky. The gentle zephyr of a few minutes before suddenly went berserk, fiercely hitting my naked body with huge, heavy, cold drops. There came a Moscow Art Theater pause followed by an avalanche or deluge or some such French word. I suddenly found myself in a very small and ruthlessly violent world, surrounded on all sides by a light-gray streaky wall of rain – more like another, vertical Volga.  No sky, no shore, no company but a dinghy bucking and rearing under me like a bull at a rodeo, treating me as an intrusive chump to be catapulted from the seat. My skin was sadistically lashed by what seemed to be a gale force wind slinging grape-shot, but that was the least of my worries, the Swallow being what she is, trimwise. All of a sudden she was eager to slip from under my buttocks, given a hundredth of a chance, and I had to draw on every ounce of my sense of balance apparently centered in that organ or organs – not the most intelligent part of the human body and terribly prone to error.

Besides, the wall of rain might any second be parted by the proud prow of a roaring hydrofoil doing – what?  Thirty or forty knots?  Didn't make much difference to my chances of survival. I concentrated nervously on plying my two-bladed oar, a most vital instrument of keeping your balance in a kayak. It’s much like a tightrope dancer's pole, and should you stick the wrong end of it into the wrong wave at the wrong millisecond, it's oopsadaisy and please throw the man a ring-buoy before you run him down. Somewhere at the back of my mind a line from Pushkin kept throbbing (translation mine): "There's delight in a fight..." while in a different compartment someone snarled in a most ungentlemanly manner, "Delight my ass!"

Then something dark loomed ahead, and my heart nearly went through the roof of my mouth, for the thing looked for all the world like the bow of an enormous vessel bearing down on me. The next second, however, I saw it was merely the high wedge-like upstream bank of an island. I slipped under its lee, beached my craft, crawled out of it and was trying to loosen up my tense muscles and guts and everything, shaking uncontrollably, when I was suddenly overpowered by what seemed like a platoon of men, women, and children solicitous for my health and general well-being. These proved to be folks from a nearby village across the Volga, two couples with their broods, relaxing in the womb of nature in the approved Russian manner. 

They dragged me into their tent to sogretsya, an awful verb purporting to mean, innocently, "to get warm." In the event, I got warm to such an extent that I told them the whole sad story of my family rupture, to much enthusiastic, compassionate comment in four-letter Russian, even from the women, although the general consensus seemed to be that females were a pretty deadly species, and that I was well out of it.  And that on the whole I had got off cheap – if I hadn’t kept a grip on myself, I might have ended up in the clink. Easy.  

Then we unaccountably swerved into politics, recalling how we had all used to love Yeltsin "for his sufferings," as Sasha, a railway guard built like a particularly well-muscled bull, put it, and what had happened to Russia and the people of Russia after the bastard had become czar – at which point the swearing assumed a sort of masterly sparkle. 

After politics, religion. I was still trying to straighten out some of my confusion over faith, and I spoke on this at great length, grappling with the longer words, which by that time had become rather a hurdle.  To this Sasha replied that we all turned to God when we got our asses in a cleft stick... He may have got the wrong idea, but I may be as mistaken about this as about everything else.

I don't remember what else we discussed, and "discuss" is perhaps too strong a word, for it was mostly yelling and laughter and tears and moist kisses by that time.  I only recall an orphan-like thought drifting about at the back of my mind: I might drop on the ground anywhere in Russia, and I would be comforted, if there was anything to be comforted about, and even if there wasn’t. I would feel warm anywhere here, like that guy said, whatsisname, he's dead now, let's drink to his eternal memory, and let earth lie as light as down on his chest... 

Here I grew totally maudlin and went to get my entire supply of "hunter's sausage,” really fine stuff, and handed it round, first to the kids, then to everybody else. It was clearly a rare delicacy to them, and I was touched to see them munch the things ecstatically.

In the meantime it had grown dark. The rainstorm had blown itself out. I made them memorize my address (what a hope!) and solemnly promise to pay me a return visit some time soon. Then I helped them pack their tent, nearly getting packed myself in the process. This was so funny that I had to extract Sasha's wife, helpless with laughter, from a stray bush which she had practically squashed under her Slavonic backside, although by that time only my Hussar charm and pride were keeping me vertical.  After another round of indiscriminate kissing they roared off into the night in their motorboat, leaving me full of incandescent love for the whole human race. And all was peace.

I started putting up my tent and doing all the other camp chores, only my hands kept getting in each other's way, and every now and then I would stop and stare dully at some point in the air, besieged by all sorts of ideas about those eternal Russian questions, like Who is to blame? What is to be done? What’s the score? 

That was all rubbish, though.  The real Russian question seemed to me to be Listen, man, do you respect me? These good folks apparently had an innate need to be respected or, let's put it crudely, loved. That was very touching, only you had to drink your way to the point where that question could properly be asked, and how was it to be answered? It was no good responding "Sure do, man," or "You bet your ass" or words to that effect. To do justice to the question, you must be prepared to square up and take on board a perfectly lethal dose of booze, usually vodka of the most gullet-scorching sort.  Then there was the whole alcoholic repertoire to go through: settle between drinks the world's most pressing problems; discover the meaning of life, sex life and life-after-death included; share intimacies that would make your diary blush; shed a tear or two for some totally unsuitable subject; exchange slobbery kisses and, perhaps, just to round things off, a few punches – over what? That's for you to puzzle out the following morning, along with sundry other issues, like who you are, and could it be you groaning so piteously, and why you should be alive when you never asked to be born in the first place. 

I remembered someone telling me that half the American citizenry had never tasted alcohol. There was fine living for you.  One wondered, though, what it was in aid of…

I crawled into my sleeping bag, closed my eyes, and the world instantly went into a dizzy spin. I could not even make out if it spun clockwise or counter, slipping down some funnel with a muted buzz. My eyes flew open. Feeling truly scared, I stared into the dark for a while, then crept outside and staggered towards the water's edge.

A huge shaggy moon hung low over the distant shore, looking absolutely primeval over a stand of similarly primeval, dark, shadowy trees. A dense mist hung over the water's surface like some special effect in a stage production of the sillier sort. My flesh crawled from the river damp or another attack of mysticism, not quite sure which. Must have been some cosmic force at play, for I felt it pluck at my inner strings, but the tune that came out was definitely jazzed up, as if a tipsy god were playing a fugue in ragtime. I listened awhile, then the mosquitoes and fear of a blistering hangover on the morrow drove me into the water. I churned the moonlit path, lap after lap, until I felt I'd had enough.  When I stepped back on the little beach, I could not tell if I was shaking or reeling. I gave myself a vigorous rubdown and climbed back into my eiderdown sleeping bag, feeling warm and snug and about three years old. 

I was afraid the world would start spinning cybernetic pirouettes again, but it merely did a half-twist off a spring-board and slid round a corner.
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I was roused from sleep almost immediately by a Zulu doing the click song, the kind that carries over two miles, right in my tent. The thought drifted into my head that I was back in South Africa listening to Miriam Makeba, only that didn't seem right, for there was no Zulu in my tent, and I had never been to South Africa, not as far as I could remember. Which wasn't too far. I kept puzzling the riddle out while the clicker went on exploding his clicks right inside my skull. I started to snarl some obscenity. It was in Russian, and all things fell in place with another existential click. I was in Russia. I was to all intents and purposes Russian. And the singer was an innocent nightingale of the Russian plains, endowed with an excellent voice and sense of harmony but no tact to speak of.  No idea about when to use that heavenly voice and when to shut up. "Shut up!" I bawled in a horrible, raucous voice, nearly taking off the top of my skull, but – would you believe it? The melodist did not depart from the score by a single sixty-fourth. "Beat the bugger to a pulp," I decided, furiously unzipped the tent door, stuck my head outside – and froze just as I was, standing on all fours.

Yesterday's rainstorm had washed the world beautifully clean, and the sunshine now put a final gloss and polish on its slightly silly, smiling features, so that it looked like its own picture on the cover of a glamor magazine. Even Aeolus or whatever his name was held his breath in wonderment. Not a puff of wind, not a stirring of leaves. The eccentric upside down world in the river, clear in every shaded detail, looked even more irresistible than our more stolid Euclidean universe.

I barely caught my soul by the heel as it whooshed out of the body soaring up, up, up! I forgave the singer all its sins (a generous act it ignored completely), crawled out into the light of day and stood awhile, feeling myself dissolve in this paradise.  I sighed for an Eve or two before breakfast, but those were but idle dreams, so I gave a Cossack yell and took a noisy running dive in the river.

Here I cavorted a long time, neighing and screaming and diving and shooting out of the water up to my waist, like a water-polo goalkeeper.  And here I would like to leave myself quoting Faust, Stay, moment, thou art beautiful.  The moment, however, just wouldn’t. Stay, I mean. That was very sad, for when we are young, we believe that moments like this are as plentiful as rabbits in Australia, and all of a sudden they are all back in the past, leaping over the edge – down a stinking pit that is calling us all. You too, man.

Moral: don’t grudge yourself a bit of gamboling, before the final entrechat, and let afterlife take care of itself.

The Czar Bear and the Financier
They are a rough lot, these Alaskan bears. Watching them through binoculars from a neighboring hill, it made my flesh crawl to see a pair of them click their curved dagger fangs at each other, swing their huge heads, haul back and hit out with their monstrous paws, and generally misbehave. I at once dubbed one of them Old Mobster; he must have weighed more than half a ton, easily. Young Hood was on a more modest scale, mass-wise, but what he lacked in mass he made up for in stupidity, rushing forward like he was in a Roman arena and the Mobster a puny Christian. The Old One did his best to knock that delusion out of the idiot's head, locking his fangs on the scruff of his neck and tossing him into a neighboring snowdrift like an Alsatian would a kitten. But the young ruffian wasn't crying uncle, not yet. He closed in again, clawing and biting, but all it earned him was a mighty bone-crushing, flesh-ripping swipe with a giant paw that sent him rolling again, leaving dark blood smears on the snow. This time he'd had enough, and beat it for the alder thicket nearby. Vowing speedy revenge, no doubt. 

The winner took a few turns in the ring, cooling off. It made one uneasy just to look at his heavy, aging bodybuilder's muscle roll under the shaggy skin. A real mastodon. After a while he stretched out full length in the snow. About ten feet from nose to tail, no less. More, I’d bet. 

I lowered my binoculars. Our guide Michael pointed with his chin -- Forward, men! -- and started sliding fast on his short legs, followed by Mikhail, also on the squat side but red-haired, not black. He was the boss here, young and tough and dripping dollars, as if living up to the cliché of a New Russian. I brought up the rear, being just a modest associate professor, and also, on this trip, cabin boy-interpreter-photographer responsible for all, including the weather, unarmed except for my Kodak. But where would I get all those thousands of dollars to pay for the guide, the license, the flight, and all that? Actually, I was being paid myself. Not much, of course, but I would have been willing to pay good money just to watch this sort of hunt. I would – if I could.

We burst into the alder scrub, and here I nearly cracked up, sinking to my neck in the wet, loose, spring-time snowdrifts. Although I followed in the others' tracks, I wallowed in the deep snow more than I walked, especially when we began to climb. I was absolutely winded, and those two were leaping upslope like mountain goats. Why wasn't I thirty anymore, I'd show them... 

The thought of age pricked me like an awl in my backside, and I spurted ahead, though we had had some ten hours of this crawling about in the wind and snow the day before, and three or four hours of the same fun since this morning. The wind in the thicket was not as skin-flaying as in the open, but the air was still damp and frosty, a really nasty combination.  The altitude, though not all that great, sapped my strength like a sponge, too. 

At last – thank God – we stumbled from the thicket into the bald tundra. Here we flopped on our bellies and started raking the countryside with our binoculars. The Mobster was not hard to find at all, lying near a bush snoozing happily without a care in the world, the murderous hulk. Our Aleut had done a good job, taking us almost within firing range. Actually he was no Aleut at all but a Koniag. They were mostly Koniags here on Kodiak Island, sort of Eskimos, and good old Christians, too. Baptized by our own forebears, Russian bearers of firearms, firewater and the cross. Good God, the kind of rubbish that keeps sloshing about in one's head, when one ought to concentrate on crawling and breathing, not wheezing like a couple of steam engines.

We had crept within about a hundred yards of the bear when he opened his eyes to look straight in my pupils, or so it seemed. I simply went all cold, then jumped about a foot as the guide gave an ear-splitting whistle. I thought for a moment he had gone crackers but then remembered that my father had taught me the same old trick about a hundred years ago. Animals are curious people: a wolf, a bear, or a fox will all stop to find out where the whistle comes from. We kept plowing through the snow on our wet bellies, the distance now not more than seventy yards. The bear was on his feet already, sniffing the air. His eyesight was obviously not too good, just as in all predators, but he was already shifting from foot to foot, ready to scram any moment now, and the guide nodded to Mikhail – do your stuff, man.

Mikhail hurriedly checked his gun, and I felt I could throw up with envy. My usual sensation when looking at his Remington Model 700. I thought I'd give my last chemise for a gun like that, and spend my life wiping specks of dust off its chromium-plated surface. A real diamond among guns. I bitterly recalled the perverse piece of junk that used to hang fire whenever a current Siberian bear prepared to deal with me in the time-hallowed manner. I didn't think Mikhail had ever fired his Remington in anger or sport; these workaholic financial geniuses never seem to have time for simple pleasures. In hunting, though, just like in life in general, character and luck outweigh all else, and Mikhail had both in spades. There he was, lying flat on his belly in the snow as if he'd earned his bread that way all his life, butt-stock fused with shoulder, eye glued to the 'scope.

The gun cracked viciously. The brownie just tossed his head, but a second crack came almost instantly, and the bear dropped where he stood, his huge head half-buried in the snow. We leapt to our feet and eagerly rushed towards our trophy, but covered less than thirty yards when the beast rose groggily and reeled over the hillock out of sight, leaving just an empty horizon behind.  Mikhail let off a fast burst of choice Russian, Michael yelled something in Aleutian, or was it Eskimo. I could have contributed in a few languages, too, if I weren't too busy wheezing. 

We topped the tiny ridge at a shambling run, and here some distinctly unwarlike emotion stopped me dead in my tracks: the bear was charging upslope straight at us, his rump, as huge as a haystack, going up and down, up and down. I clicked the camera shutter furiously, Mikhail firmly planted his feet in the snow, shouldered his gun and froze, concentrating on the most vulnerable spot. The bear seemed to be within touching distance already, I yelled, "Shoot, you red-haired fool!", but as Mikhail pulled the trigger, the Aleut knocked his barrel aside, screaming "Wrong bear! Wrong bear!", and started shooting in the air himself, then into the ground right in front of the charging, bellowing bear, the bullets throwing up little fountains of mud and pebbles that hit the animal. He swerved and went down the slope at an even faster gallop, looking over his shoulder from time to time with evil eyes.

Michael started bubbling something in his Aleutian English, but things were pretty obvious anyway: Young Hood had hidden somewhere close after throwing in the towel, the shooting had flushed him from his cover, and he had nearly lost his life rushing around in all the confusion, the luckless jackass. True, I had heard that some of the bears here had grown really wise to the game, galloping toward the sound of shooting to take away the hunters' prey – deer and other bears, as if they knew exactly that the hunters had a license for one head only. We could not stop to discuss any of that, though, for we had to find the wounded Old Mobster.

There they were, his bloody tracks leading down the slope. In about fifteen minutes the trail brought us to another alder thicket, and we sat down to rest on its edge. The guide explained in sign language and whispers that we had to give the bear time to weaken through bleeding, his wounds to stiffen. With any luck, his broken bones would do him enough internal injury, and he'd be dead by the time we reached him. You'd have to be quite a few varieties of damn fool to go into a thicket after a bear wounded just minutes ago.

The Financier pulled a flat silvery flask from a pocket and handed it to the guide. The fellow took a healthy swig, grunted in amazingly Russian style, his eyes growing oily, and passed it on to me, but I only wetted my tongue and handed it back to the owner. I had to take care of my health right now; I'd get my own back down below. The boss tilted the flask bottom up, and I noticed that his hand was trembling slightly, as were his lips. Good.  It proved he was practically human, tycoon though he was, always surrounded by bodyguards, dolls and all. I felt warmer towards him. 

Generally I had kept him at arm's length. Had to, because of my subordinate position. These nouveaux riches seldom had Ivy League manners, and I wasn't starting to take crap from anyone, not at my age. He'd been fairly decent, though; rumored to come from an intellectual background, laboratory head or something. Money did strange things to people, though. Besides, I'd heard all sorts of rumors about him, too; a really tough cookie, according to some.  In my opinion, though, he could be a role model for his peers, doing this manly thing out here, not pushing Cartier diadems up some dim-witted model's ass on Lake Geneva's shores. 

He had really surprised me, a city boy like him to have this sort of passion. But he must have read lots of Jack London's tales in his teens, to want to try raw bear's meat. At our chance meeting in Moscow he had talked rubbish about grizzly bears, about how they were the most terrible monsters on this earth, but I had lost no time in explaining to him that Alaskan brown bears were the hulkiest of the species, real czars among bears, especially the salmon-fed ones of the coast. No inland grizzly had a chance against the brownies.

We were sitting on a fallen spruce, exchanging quick glances and a few soft words, gradually cooling off. By and by our Aleutian grew talkative; must have been the effect of that mammoth swig. It appeared that about a year before he'd been mauled by a bear rushing at him from behind some bushes. Michael had shot him in the shoulder, then his gun misfired, and he had discovered that his client had chosen that particular moment to investigate something of great urgency on a nearby hill. Michael had had to play possum, and he had come out of the affair alive, though much the worse for wear. He had managed to reload his gun when the weakening bear's attention wandered, and had finished him off instead of being finished off himself. No wonder he now looked at his namesake with such shy, friendly eyes. Here was a really reliable client, so welcome after a sad disappointment enough to ruin one's faith in mankind.

We went on talking in painstakingly slow, quiet tones, with a quick smile now and then, only some thin string inside kept vibrating very fast, almost below perception level. Soon we would have to get up and go after the wounded animal, and God alone knew what would happen in that thicket. I shifted my gaze to the landscape. It sometimes helped. You let your spirit fly far, far away from the here-and-now, from the stage where you were playing a role, and that gave you a sense of proportion. All sorts of internal fidgeting ceased to trouble your eyes, the world was filled with light, and the soul was stretched tight on a solid crystal lattice. Very convenient.

As for the landscape – well, mountain tundra was the same everywhere, on Yamal Peninsula, on Chukotka or here on Kodiak Island south of Alaska, also endearingly known as the "fringes of hell", with freezing weather, bare rock, ice, snow underfoot and snow falling from above. Or rain, if you were really lucky. Also wind, and more wind, invariably hitting you in the face wherever you were headed. To me, this was the most beautiful scenery on earth. Here the soul, swept clean by all the wind, tended to drift into a sort of cosmic mood; one felt one could commune with God without intermediaries. True, it's an elusive beauty. Rockwell Kent tried, with brush and word, and what came of it? A clumsy scratching of the surface.

The Aleut stirred, lifted his head, then stood up. Some bird of prey that had lounged high in the sky was now circling over a patch of the alder thicket nearby. I must have paled; I know that weakness of mine before an all-out fight. The Financier raked me with his eyes, hurriedly pushed the detachable clip he'd been twirling in his hands into the slot, and also sprang to his feet. 

We broke into the thicket in this formation: Mikhail, then the guide, then myself, bringing up the rear again, Kodak in hand. We had pushed maybe a hundred and fifty yards into the jungle when it all happened. The classical wounded bear scenario: the brownie had doubled back on his tracks and lain in ambush, letting everyone go past and then moving in for the kill, with a deafening roar, on the last man in the line – which just happened to be me, who else.

The rest will have to be taken in slow motion, if you want to understand anything, for it all took no more than a couple of seconds. I first heard a slight crackling of twigs, and turned to be stunned by an earth-shaking bellow and catch a fleeting vision of a shaggy mountain falling on me. I threw my Kodak into the air above the huge head with its white, flashing fangs which snapped like a pistol report, and in the next instant I was knocked over flat on my back by the reeking mass. If it hadn't been for the snow, I'd have been smeared in a thin layer on the ground by that half a ton of rabid fury. As it was, I was just knocked groggy and saw everything that followed as a sort of shadow play.

The Aleut wanted to leap to one side out of the trench trodden in the deep snow, stumbled and fell. He managed to squeeze off a shot as he dropped, hitting the bear’s hind quarters, nothing that could do real harm. The Boss leaped to the other side, pivoting and shooting, too, but the bullet went wild as he jerked the finger past the trigger guard, and in the same moment his clip flew from the slot: in his hurry he hadn't properly slapped it home. So there he was, with just a harmless bit of wood and metal in his hands, but the guy thought really fast.  He slammed the butt against the bear's skull, once and twice, before the beast had time to tear me in half. The brownie kept trying to reach him with his claws but his hind legs were useless, Michael's bullet must have broken the spine. Finally the guide tore himself loose from the snowdrift's embrace, pushed the barrel of his gun against the brute's ear, a muffled bang – and everything was still. Just a last posthumous roar and our ragged breathing.

I must have moaned or something, because the guys hurriedly turned the beast on his side, dragged me from under the weight that was squashing me, and leaned me against a tree trunk. By and by the scene began to look more solid, just a bit misty round the edges. I stared dully at the ten-foot-long black hulk on the white snow, expecting it to come alive and do us in.  It was hard to believe he was dead and I was practically alive.

Sticking from the mass of tangled hair on the left side of the animal's breast was the top of a knife handle, very much like my bowie's. I'd dreamed of getting me one like that all my life, and paid three hundred bucks for it. I weakly grabbed at the sheath at my belt; no knife there. I wished I could remember when I'd... 

The Financier bent down, pulled the knife out with an effort, wiped it with a handful of snow and handed it to me, gazing at me rather speculatively all the while. I looked away. My eyes focused on the Remington lying in the snow, minus butt and 'scope, and I wheezed:

"You asshole. Ruining a gun like that..."

"I'll get me another. Better take a look at your Kodak," he replied, still scrutinizing my shopworn visage. I peered around.

Indeed, the camera looked more like a poached egg than anything else. I wondered how my head would have looked, if I hadn't... Oh, well.

"Wish I could have a drink. To celebrate," I sighed.

"We'll celebrate. Don't you worry about that." He looked at me some more, then feinted a hook off my chin. I poked him in the ribs. The Aleut looked on with his wise slits of eyes. 

The Financier shifted his gaze to the shaggy mountain growing cold in the snow.

"Ought to cover the whole floor in my den. Wall to wall. Pity his fucking skull’s all smashed."

"Don't you worry, we'll darn the hide. It'll be like new."

Grunting, I rose to my feet. We started skinning.

Passions on the Mologa
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The Mologa is a nice enough river, except it flows where it shouldn’t, if you ask me. Paddling downstream from Bezhetsk, as I did this time, I was mostly headed northeast, and that’s where the wind mostly blows from in August, right in your face. The paddling is pretty hard, especially if you are in a rubber dinghy and its hull, virtually all of it above the waterline, pushes you back like a damn mainsail.

For the rest, the trip was fairly pleasant. The river was quiet, practically no people. Coniferous and mixed forests along the banks, berries and mushrooms in the woods, fish in the river, ducks in the sedge and cat’s-tail along the banks. It rained, of course, but not much: a rainy squall now and then that soon blew over; none of this round-the-clock ugliness like in autumn. The scenery was stunning. So beautiful it made your heart tingle, and you forgot to paddle in open-eyed stupor. Little white wooly clouds arranged themselves in elegant rows filling the whole sky, on the square-cluster principle. Then they would rearrange themselves, slowly and intricately, like a well-trained corps-de-ballet or visual Bach, harmonious and hypnotic.

With me, these pleasant little trifles were overlaid with sweetish nostalgia. Ten or fifteen years previously, that is, in the early eighties, before this whole perestroika ruckus started, I had paddled down this pretty river. By now all the rough bits of that trip had evaporated from memory, so it seemed like a journey through paradise. It was mostly the earlier meetings on the river that I now recalled; uncommonly nice, all of them.

Here a charming young couple in a baidarka had overtaken me; they kept wondering at my LE-3 raft. Of course she was mostly intended to cope with rapids and looked a bit too arrogant on the quiet river. Outsize and overstuffed. So what; I felt ever so comfortable lolling about in it, like a sultan on cushions. 

Then I met a spear-fisher, and gave him my supply of sausage; I thought it was about to spoil in the sun and was afraid for my freakish liver. The poor guy did not know how to begin to thank me. Those were the times when sausage, especially the better kind, was totally unknown in Russia’s provinces; diamonds were probably easier to find.  

 Further on a game warden descended on my bivouac and was awfully stern and suspicious at first, but after a couple of glasses of good vodka he grew sentimental and kept pressing a brace of duck on me. It was the start of the shooting season, and in the commotion he had shot a whole sackful of duck on the q.t. for his own use. Only I didn’t want any of his birds, I knew a thing or two about poaching myself. 

Here by this steepish slope three drunken peasants asked me to ferry them over to the other bank. One of them was fool enough to plant his rear on the side of the wobbly raft, nearly capsizing us. Thunderous guffaws all round. 

Over there a big wooden raft with a powerful motor came at me round a bend, carrying a whole crowd – men, women and even kids, folks from Moscow University’s Biological Department. They said they came to the Mologa every year about this time, motoring up and down. You could see at a glance they were old hands at this business. One of them brought down a rocketing drake with a creditable shot, at quite a distance.

Here to the right there was a truly fantastic spot, a clearing on a high bank where a whole bunch of sculptors and artists must have camped for a few weeks, turning dead trees into sculptures to produce an open-air museum. You entered the clearing by a sort of gate – two huge dead trees sculpted like a couple of drunken peasants, man and woman, leaning against each other. All over the place a variety of monstrosities were scattered: a Skeleton guarding treasure; a Wood-goblin; a Striped Horror with a long nose, also striped; a Papuan Woman with pendulous tits and full bright-red lips made of a rusty can. And a great deal else, much of which I have forgotten. You could see at a glance they were nice jolly people having lots of fun here, and they left the place as clean as a Japanese garden.

I had stopped for a couple of days in that clearing, translating some poetry for a literary magazine. Those nice artistic people had built a long trestle table complete with benches there, so I could work in unaccustomed comfort. Can’t quite recall whose poetry I was then translating, but it couldn’t have been too bad, or I’d remember it. In the blissful state of mind I was in, the poems got translated by themselves, as it were; all I had to do was jot down the lines.

On the second day, toward evening, a couple of young guys, Lyosha and Sasha, had come paddling in a self-made inflatable catamaran, and a very sturdy craft she was, too, with bulky floats, long duralumin oars and the rest to match, eminently suitable for transporting elephants, I thought. The chaps politely asked my permission to land in that spot; I gladly helped them to disembark and unload their stuff. Afterwards we paddled on as far as Pestovo together, but first we had stayed there a few more days. They would go into the woods for a whole day to gather cowberries: they had a man-sized cardboard box on the cat, also self-made, which they intended to fill with cowberries. They planned to lay in a supply of the berries for the whole winter, for, as all the world knows, cowberry water is the best remedy for hangovers. The older hands will keep a whole barrel of this potion at home; the first thing they do in the morning is take communion from that barrel, to get through the day somehow.

In the evening, having shaken off masses of elk lice from their clothes, the lads would sip pure alcohol, in reasonably moderate quantities. In general, they were quite respectful, especially when they learned what I did for a living. “Ah,” Lyosha drawled. “Us, we have more to do with metal…” Both came from an industrial township near Moscow. They wondered why I didn’t join them on their tramps through the woods, but I really had to meet a deadline, with a whole lot to translate yet. Besides, I was a bit worried: how could we leave all our stuff, the boats, the tents, all the equipment here in the forest? There was a dirt track running past that spot, anything could happen. But they told me one was quite safe in that area; they had been there many times before, leaving their tent for days on end without so much as zipping it up. The local folks were very patriarchal and honest in their ways, for all their predilection for strong drink.

Like I said, I was now paddling downriver past the well-remembered places, though not in an LE-3 but in a wiggly, tiny rubber kayak. This time, there weren’t any nice meetings on the river like in the old times. All the guys I saw on the river looked dour and unfriendly, and I could see why: without jobs or money, they were poachers to a man, straining through their nets the poor river, pretty fished out by now and the money long drunk away. As for hikers, not a soul. It looked like people had had plenty of leisure under Russia’s curious kind of socialism; now everybody had to earn their daily bread, no time to loiter around rivers. Those who had leisure flew out to Turkey, Egypt, the Canaries, or wherever, while the rest were plugging away at their jobs or thieving, or both, and everyone was drinking. Too busy for anything else. Myself, I had to be content with sweet memories.

Which I was.  As I paddled up to the open-air museum, a pensively happy smile must have hovered around my lips. Presently it vanished in a flash, though. The moment I rounded the bend in the river, it was as if a cold hand squeezed my heart: something very ugly was going on in the clearing. A huge off-roader stood there, and next to it there was a tangle of naked bodies out of which came a wild, endless scream, then the dull sound of a blow, and another, a groan, a whimper, and again the choking, dying scream in which you could barely make out the strangled “…e-e-lp!” The screamer was obviously a young girl, though you could hardly see her, just  her jerking legs in the air, while three young bulls were raping her with gusto – two of them holding the poor thing down, one doing his damndest, and all laughing like hyenas.  A fourth one sat apart under a pine-tree, bottle in hand, closely watching the scene.  

I acted by reflex, without thinking. Two or three strokes with the paddle brought me to the bank, I leaped from the kayak and rushed toward the tangle of bodies, yelling something incongruous, like any helpless intellectual would – “What are you doing! Stop it at once!” – that sort of thing. Only I didn’t have time to say much. One of the swine punched me smack in the eye and I staggered back toward the water’s edge. I managed to roll with the punch a bit; still, the wallop was tremendous. For a couple of seconds everything went black, I only knew it was a good time to get out, and fast. All three were heading for me, their bloodshot optics the eyes of animals lusting to kill, while behind them there loomed the fourth figure, no longer a bottle but a gun in hand.

This sort of episodes can’t be recalled with any accuracy, they surface in one’s memory in separate takes or sequences, often in the wrong order, so I can only remember that I leaped back into my kayak, couldn’t say how, and was next furiously paddling toward the opposite bank with three thugs swimming after me in hot pursuit. The fourth stood on the high bank firing his pistol, only he was afraid to hit the others and kept shooting high, the bullets going into the water by the side of the kayak with a soft splash, and then he stopped firing – I was too far already.

Two of the thugs were soon left far behind, but the third, apparently a first-rate swimmer, was eagerly chasing me at a good, fast crawl, clearly set to catch up with me. He might, at that, for the puny rubber kayak was a slow enough craft, and as for overturning her, there was nothing to it – she was naturally inclined to roll over, given half a chance. By that time, however, I was already beside myself with rage. I stopped paddling, got set, and when that champion came flailing within the right distance, the blade of the duralumin paddle slashed at his head, once and twice; then I jabbed at his bloody mug as with a spear and at once resumed paddling with all my might, not looking to see what had happened to him. Went under, most likely. The slashes hadn’t erred on the light side, that was for sure. Don’t ask me why the boat hadn’t capsized, though; it had been bound to, with all that vigorous exercise.

Thank God a low, densely overgrown islet lay near the left bank, opposite the mouth of a medium-sized tributary of the Mologa. I must have been subconsciously aware of that island all the time. Now I slipped behind its lower end and stopped at once, for a sorely needed breather. My lungs were bursting, my heart was going at a gallop, my hands shook uncontrollably; I felt in fact like a scared animal trying to shake off a fatal chase. Which was precisely what I was doing.

There had been a kayak on the bank where the rapists were doing their stuff, I recalled it distinctly. A heavy, ordinary collapsible baidara from the Soviet times, the Salute or the Neptune type. If, instead of leaping in after me like pups, those animals had shoved the craft off the bank, they’d have caught up with me in no time flat, and I’d now be lying on the Mologa’s bottom with a slit belly, sure as hell. They’d been too drunk and too eager for their own good.  Their bulging eyes must have had visions already of blood spurting from my gullet; a couple of strokes, and I’d be in their hands.  I was a lucky dog, luckier than any dog had the right to be, but the hoods could still catch up with me.  They could get back ashore, jump into their boat, and unless I thought of some really bright dodge, like at once, I’d be a goner.

I had to come up with something, fast, but my mind was a blank. There was no escape.  The odds were too slim.  Just this crazy hope – that they would not come tearing after me but vanish quietly in their glitzy bus. They would, like hell. Eye-witnesses like me did not just get killed, they got cut into strips. And I wasn’t merely an inconvenient witness, I had shed their blood, too.

O God, what was the use sitting there scaring myself silly.  I slipped out of the boat and crawled to the side of the islet facing the river. Here I cautiously peered from behind a bush, and at once felt a jot easier in my mind.  It looked like I’d given that champion swimmer the slashing of his life: the other two were pulling him toward the shore while the fourth was pushing the baidarka off the high bank, apparently hurrying to their aid.  I might get a brief reprieve.  They would waste a few minutes helping that bastard. I prayed to God that he had swallowed enough water so they’d have to give him mouth-to-mouth or something.  After that, they’d come chasing after me, not much doubt about that.

Keeping my head low I crawled back, still shielded by the bush, scuttled toward the kayak, jumped in and started paddling with all my might toward the mouth of the tributary, but then just as abruptly backed water.  If the hoods decided to hunt me down, they’d go straight for the tributary – that was clearly the only way for me to take.  I could go neither up the Mologa nor downstream, for they were bound to catch sight of me in either direction, from the bank or from their boat.  But there was a third escape route, to the left and up a narrow channel separating the islet from the mainland.  True, the channel would lead me again to the big river, but that would be a little further upstream.  I’d have less chance of hiding there, or so the enemy must think, if they were able to think at all.  So into this crevice I must therefore slip, then see what to do next.

I resolutely turned left.
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The channel was old, twisty, practically without current, its surface covered with duckweed; in places it was overgrown with sedge and dazzlingly white lilies. More like a bit of marsh than a river channel.  In the tighter places I could feel the muddy bottom with my backside through the rubber, and that made me almost elated: a baidarka could not possibly pass here.  My kayak’s draught was nearly zero, and at times I used my paddle like a pole, pushing myself along, while those bastards, if they decided to turn into this channel, would have to step out of their baidara and drag it along, sinking in the mud up to their tomatoes.  That was good.  What was not so good, a few ducks rose from the sedge, wings flapping deafeningly, and hurtled away above the treetops, betraying me to anyone who had eyes in their head. I could do nothing about it except curse a blue streak in a strangled whisper.  If there were hunters or former commandos among the hoods, my chances of escape would be nil.  I tried to remember what they looked like, but could only see their sweaty trunks and vodka-besotted, toothy faces.  I wished I could pray to God, only I didn’t know how…

Still, I knew I was making headway. At one spot I had to get out of the kayak and drag it over a tree-trunk lying across the channel, shore to shore.  I was glad to see that trunk like a dear brother.  Then there was another one like it. This one would stop them dead, for sure.  After about twenty minutes of crazy paddling and profuse sweating I slowed down by the upriver tip of the island and listened. Dead quiet. No voices, no splashing of paddles, no chirruping of birds behind my back.  No sight or sound of the treacherous ducks; they must have flown away or settled back in the sedge.  I heaved a deep sigh – I’d broken away from the enemy.  Time to think what to do next.

I looked around.  On my left was the marshy islet, obviously flooded in spring, completely overgrown with bush and tree, bole to bole, no gaps.  Covert, in shooters’ jargon.  Crawl into the covert, drag your kayak behind you, and no one would ever find you without a dog, and what would those bastards use for a dog?  In front of me, beyond a shallow sand bar, the broad surface of the Mologa shimmered under the sun, while on my right stretched the low, marshy, mosquito-infested woodland.  I could head that way, too, and no one would ever get at me there.  Only an idiot would go in there to be eaten alive by the mosquitoes. The hoods would never do that, but me, I had no choice apparently. I’d have to grin and bear it. I’d deflate my kayak, roll it up, pack it in my rucksack, and slip away, leaping from tussock to tussock.  Find some high ground and wait it out there. Totally safe, if highly disagreeable.

I did neither of these things, and don’t ask me why.  I guess the girl’s screams still rang in my ears, and I could still see her helplessly jerking legs viciously pushed wide apart.  Who the hell knows what went on in my subconscious.  

I climbed out of the kayak and pushed my way, with the greatest difficulty, through the scratchy tangle of scrub to the outer bank of the islet, parted the solid wall of rose willow, peered out, but saw nothing of interest at all.  The river was empty, the clearing on the other bank invisible behind a thick stand of firs on a promontory.  I wished I could stay at my observation post a while longer, but the mosquitoes were stinging like mad, right through my camouflage fatigues.  I could have stood that hellish torture, I guess, but saw no reason why I should.  

Fiercely scrubbing the bloody mess of mosquitoes off my face and hands, I returned to my kayak and for a while sat in it, playing with my paddle. Then I started paddling, cautiously but without hesitation, out of the channel and on up the river.

The way I reasoned things out was simple: if I could not see the clearing, then they couldn’t see me from the clearing either.  They could only spot me from the river, but there was no one on the river.  For the time being, that is.  Any second now the enemy boat could come ripping within my field of vision, but that would only be by the sheerest accident, the sort of joker you couldn’t plan against.  One thing was clear: they wouldn’t deliberately come looking for me upriver.  Only a moron would try to escape pursuit out in the open, and against the current at that.  Well, I was precisely that moron.

I was telling myself all this while I paddled as close to the bank as I could, and still I felt weak at the knees, scared stiff, or it could be excitement beyond endurance, can’t say which.  I was partly hidden by the trees hanging over the stream, but I knew that glints off the double-bladed duralumin paddle were visible from afar; no overhanging branches could conceal them.  At last I reached a tiny enclosed cove, its entrance completely overgrown with sedge, and hastily turned in there, to rest a bit and recover from mind-freezing fear.

Once behind the stand of sedge, I sharply turned the kayak around to face the river and leaned back, breathing heavily.  Eyes closed, I tried to think out what was happening to me, what had happened, and what was likely to come of it all. Like anyone who automatically gets involved in a street brawl that most people would step around in disgust, I’d had plenty of experiences of this sort, and each time there came a moment when I distinctly felt an uncertainty about the reality of it, and of myself. The situation is so abnormal that your presence in it seems impossible. And still your are in it; not just suspended in it but knowing you must act fast, despite your ardent wish it were just a bad dream.  Well, it is not. You are wide awake and up to your ass in this manure. Comic, isn’t it.

I shook my head and peered through the sedge.  The river was empty as before, no movement on the opposite bank, either, though I knew that a dirt track ran there along the river. Of course it was the sort of road where, if a cart creaked by in a whole day, that was heavy traffic.  No use waiting for rescue from that quarter.  Even if some son of the earth came rolling by in his cart, he would never take on a band of armed Mafiosi in a posh car.  The thugs were clearly of the local Mafia, amusing themselves in their own fashion. Or they could be hoods from elsewhere, from Moscow even, relaxing in nature’s lap.  They might be here on business, too – out to strangle lonely old women in the empty villages and take away their ancient icons.  That was a whole industry these days.  Must be hand in glove with the local law.  Just look at them, gang-banging the poor wench in broad daylight.  They feared no one, the bloody freeze-brains.  Animals. Baboons. Shits. O tempora, fuck you, o mores.  Come back socialism, I’ll forgive all your socialist nonsense.

All right, what use gnashing your teeth.  Must think hard, hard, even if it wasn’t quite clear what about. I could safely say I’d given the thugs the slip, almost.  Might paddle over to the other bank.  Surely the bastards would never look for me on their own side of the river.  It would never enter their heads.  I’d be absolutely safe there. Drag the kayak into the undergrowth and sit tight.  The other bank was quite close; the river was a bit narrower here, about thirty, forty yards wide, not more.  Besides, the Mologa made a loop at this spot; they couldn’t see me from the river even, let alone from the clearing itself; I’d moved far enough upstream.

I sat there a few minutes longer, nerving myself for action, then took a deep breath, breathed out, took another deep breath, breathed out, and was off to a furious start.  Still, crossing that narrow strip of water seemed to take ages.  The momentum carried nearly half the little kayak’s length onto the clayey bank, I instantly rolled from my seat onto the ground and dragged the craft into the dense undergrowth by the riverside, right into the thicket. Anyone could pass within two paces of me and never see a thing.  Not that anyone was likely to venture in there.

Still panting, I looked at the watch: the spurt across the river had taken less than a minute.
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On the higher, right bank the mosquito clouds ought to be less dense, but only in the more open spots, where there was some wind, while in the thick undergrowth, with not a breath of air and plenty of grass, the damn things stung just as ruthlessly as on the marshy left bank.  I pulled my jacket from the rucksack, pulled the hood over my head and cyclist’s gloves on my hands, but those vermin found their way into every crevice, they attacked the strip between trouser cuffs and trainers, they buzzed about the ears and kept stinging, driving me mad.  I just couldn’t stand that insect torture anymore.  I’d certainly never make a Chinese monk, the kind that are versed in the martial arts. I’d read they could go into a trancelike state in which they’d not even notice this mosquito silliness.  Well, I couldn’t.

There seemed a lot of things I couldn’t do.  I apparently couldn’t turn my back on this whole affair, run away into the woods, burn a chunk of rotten wood to drive away the mosquitoes and sit out the night or the few hours until those pigs drove away.  They were hardly likely to stay the night in the woods.  Before they left, though, they’d finish off that poor crucified girl, if they hadn’t done it already.  They’d cut her throat, slit her belly, and drop her in the drink.  Her body would drift downstream, close by the bottom, all the way to the Volga.  Or on as far as the Caspian, why not.  Maybe she had an hour or so to live, or half an hour – and what could I do?  I’d tried to rescue her once already. Barely got away with my life myself.  Not any more.  I was middle-aged, unarmed, and single-handed.  Those pigs were four, they had a pistol and, I was sure, a great deal else, AKs even, for all I knew. They simply had had no time to use them, the morons.  It was just my luck that I’d done for one of them. Good hit.  Even the duralumin blade had got bent a little.  Only it wouldn’t help that poor gal at all. The opposite, if anything.

Not to sit around there like a rat in a hole in a wall, I pulled a gardener’s clasp handsaw from my rucksack, crept up to a birch sapling and began working on it.  First I quietly sawed through the bole, some three feet from the ground, then began to dig in the soil around the butt end, with knife and hands, sawing through the roots.  In the end I had me a perfect little cudgel with a hefty knob.  It wouldn’t be much good against a pistol, but if anyone tried to take me on with a knife or knuckle-duster, they’d be entirely welcome.  I’d brain them with the utmost delight.

I sat in the bushes a while longer, scratching at the mosquito bites and playing with the club.  Come to think of it, where was the risk?  Creeping up on the clearing through this thicket would be a snap.  I had a clear picture of the area in my head now, no trouble with orientation, but the main thing was, they’d never expect me to steal up on them from this side. I’d done enough to fool them completely.  If I couldn’t help the poor kid, I might at least memorize their license plate number.  I’d then write an anonymous letter to the minister of the interior: Comrade Minister, I’ve witnessed such and such a scene, please take action.  He would – when pigs began to fly.  Well, what else could one do. You’d have to be a few varieties of fool to go to the local police.  The local sheriffs were either on the Mafia payroll, and you wouldn’t be able to tell them apart, or else they would be scared stiff.  They had their families to think of, and one thing and another. It was all sure to be paid for, wasn’t it.  So the thugs ran a bit wild, so what. The way things were, they could bang anyone to their heart’s content.  Bandit capitalism was in full swing all over the land.

All right, let’s leave the speeches for later.  Time to go on assignment. Like a valiant guerrilla.  I don’t know about guerrillas, but at first my knees wobbled at every step, and I kept asking myself, Look, old man, is it really worth it?  There was no answer, nor did I expect one.  Besides, I soon had no time for debate at all.  Had to move stealthily, no cracking of twigs, no rustling of the boughs; which wasn’t easy in that thicket.  Must be careful not to flush any birds, either.  Luckily there were no magpies.  Magpies are the most treacherous of birds.  They’d kick up such a row, any fool could guess there was an enemy of the people stealing up on them.  At one spot a woodpecker suddenly began hammering at a trunk right above my head; I nearly fell on my bum.  But after a while we both went our separate ways.

Then I stumbled into a hole.  I took a closer look: it was a sort of ditch.  Sure, there ought to be a ditch here. I remembered it from last time, because I had wondered what it was doing there, and the boys had explained to me that it had been dug along the edge of the forest to stop ground fire.  It was all overgrown now, but a shallow trench still remained, and it came in very handy.  The clearing was quite close already.  I stuck my club in the belt at my back, went down on all fours and moved on along the ditch even more slowly and cautiously than before.

I can’t say how long I crawled like that, slowly moving my hands and feet, crocodile fashion.  I only remember it was a damn nuisance; not the most convenient form of locomotion, if you are not a crocodile. My muscles soon began to ache abominably with strain.  I was on the point of straightening out when I heard a noise that made my stomach flutter: the sound of a human snoring, no doubt about that.  I froze as I was, on all fours, for a minute or two, then crept on several paces ahead, where the thicket ended. Slowly, very slowly I raised my head above the rim of the ditch and peered out from behind a low, young fir-tree.

The “museum” clearing lay in full view, only there weren’t any wooden sculptures in it anymore.  These bastards, or their brothers in Antichrist, must have burned them all.  The table was intact.  At the table, head on his arms, sat the erstwhile pistol-shooter snoring like a tractor, only with long pauses, after which he each time exploded in a tremendous horse-like snort.  Next to his head stood a big bottle – looked like Beefeater gin.  Empty, of course.  Lots of other bottles – empty, half-empty and full – crowded the table.  A big crate of beer cans.  Scattered on the table were also metal skewers, some empty, some with remains of shish-kebab on them, onions, that sort of thing.

Nearby, on the inflatable mattress on which the shooter had lolled, now lay a hulking young thug wearing swimming trunks and bandages on his head. Rusty blotches stood out on the white bandages.  My handiwork, I noted with satisfaction.  

No other living thing stirred in the clearing. The baidara was nowhere to be seen either.  The car stood where it had been, under another pine-tree.  A tent, an ordinary old canvas tent was pitched at the other end of the clearing.  I hadn’t noticed it the other time. Being otherwise engaged, as you know.

Question: Where is the young lady?  Where are the other two thugs?  This about the young lady was more or less clear: either in the car or in the tent or at the bottom of the Mologa.  The two thugs, now.  In this heat, they couldn’t possibly sit either in the car or in the tent – sweltering.  Then there was that missing boat. That meant they had gone hunting.  Hunting whom? Me, who else.

Funny, I never bothered to look at the license plate, as I had promised myself to do.  I had simply been fooling myself, I guess.  Pulling the club from behind my back, I took a deep breath, leaped forward on soft-treading feet, and with a few whacks beat the daylights out of the two hoods.  The younger one on the mattress remained where he was after a single blow, only his legs jerked once or twice. The one at the table, older and burlier, tried to rise from the bench and reach for his hip pocket, though blood was dripping from his forehead.  So I had to give him what he was asking for, and he went down for the count.

His bare torso was all covered with jail-bird tattoos, but I had no time to admire them.  A pistol grip stuck from his pocket; it turned out to be a gas-shooting revolver altered to shoot ordinary bullets.  Not a mighty weapon, that; no wonder he had kept missing me. Could have hit one of his own.  I flipped the cylinder open – every chamber full.  I found a handful of bullets in his other pocket.  That was good.  That was simply great.  I could now have a real heart-to-heart with the other two slobs.
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I stood a moment listening.  Still, nothing stirred anywhere.  The hounds must have indeed gone chasing after me.  I couldn’t tell how long they had been absent; might return any minute now, for all I knew.  If I wanted to perform any other good deeds here, I would have to work neatly, without haste, but very, very fast.  

Item one: cover my rear.  My pockets are always full of bits of cord and rope, the things you constantly need on a hike. There’s always something you have to tie up.  With shaking hands I pulled out a couple of bits of cord, then another, and bound the senseless hoods hand and foot.  I tied them up thoroughly with reef knots, thin nylon cord cutting into their skin.  

Leaving them where they were, in more or less natural postures, I rushed to search the clearing, revolver in hand.  Peered in the car. Empty. Then on to the tent – and there they were, not only the naked young lady who’d got into such a bad fix but, lying next to her, a husky chap of about twenty-five.  Both were tied with brown scotch tape, their mouths taped, too; both were wearing an assortment of bruises and scratches, and both were obviously alive, as they stared at me with eyes bulging with horror.  They must have been thrown in the tent, out of sight, should anyone passing along the dirt track take an interest.

Here I made my first mistake: I peeled off the scotch from the girl’s mouth, and she naturally went into full-blown hysterics, screaming and sobbing.  I slapped her cheek, and that was my second mistake: the kid went out like a light.  I have these sledge-hammer type hands, and mostly bear that in mind, but it’s not always easy, especially not in this kind of jittery situation.

I looked at the guy.

“I’ll peel the tape off your mouth now, but no yelling, understand?  Quiet in the studio, you’re on camera, clear?” He nodded.  I tore the tape off his phiz, not too tenderly, but it was hardly the right time for tenderness. “What’s your name?”

“Kostya…”

“Now, Kostya, tell me what’s going on here, how you’ve got in this jam, only quick.”

“Me and Svetka, we were paddling down the Mologa, we stopped here for the night…”

“So the baidara is yours?”

“It is.  The tent, too. We stopped here for the night, and in the morning these bastards came… At first it was OK, they grilled their shish-kebab and drank, then they invited us, too. Then they started pawing Svetka… I said something, and they bashed me and kicked me, then trussed me up and stuck me in the tent, and as for Svetka – well, you know…”

“I know. How long since those two left in the baida?” 

“Must have been when they pushed Svetka in the tent… About forty minutes ago, I guess.”

Which meant they were bound to be back soon. In this heat, and full of liquor, they’d hardly be eager to go whistling for me all day, when they could keep banging this babe.

“Listen to me, Kostya my friend.  I’ll cut your fetters now, yours and your girlfriend’s, only you’ll see that she behaves, or I’ll have your ass, see?  Not a sound out of her, understand?  Sit here quiet as mice.  It could be a long time; can’t say how long.”

“And where’s… the one with the tattoo?”

“Resting, I’ve persuaded him to.” Kostya took a frightened look at my bloody cudgel. “I’ll go tape his mouth now. Can’t have him talking out of turn.”

I pulled out my knife and quickly cut their hands and feet free of the tape. A spool of scotch lay right there.  I picked it up, crawled from the tent, and took a look at the river.  Still empty.

He was a tough customer, that tattooed jailbird. When I approached the table, he had had time to recover, and he met me with a terrifying bellow, a string of the most horrible abuse, enough to scare anyone out of their wits.  I got so scared that I smashed my club against his dirty teeth as hard as I could. Where the club hit, there was now a bloody mess, and I heard no more of those horrifying oaths and threats.  I then added a couple of whacks for his kidneys, right and left, and not too lightly either, to make him behave while I wound the tape around his mouth. I also tied him to the bench, so that he now sat there like a dummy.  He must have felt those clouts to the kidneys most acutely, for his eyes had a tendency to pop out of the orbits.  To relieve the pain, I gave him an almost gentle thump back of his right ear, and his head dropped on the table.

While I was working on those tattoos, the sporting gentleman, our great swimmer, had also come to. When I turned toward him, he began to shake and whine most piteously:


”Don’t, uncle… Please uncle… Don’t, don’t, please…”

A fine nephew, I don’t think.  Must be thirty or so.  They were about as tough as diarrhea, these scum, when you had them by the short and curlies.  That’s what I told him, playing with my club:

“Shut your trap, dear nephew.  You swim too fast. It’s the finish line now.”  

Still talking, I batted him one on the forehead, and he lay there like a rag doll.  It was some headache he had earned himself.  Last him a month, maybe more.

I sat him with his back to the pine, cut the cord around his wrists, pulled the hands behind the tree trunk and tied them up there, then wrapped some more tape around his head, covering the mouth.  He could now moan, maybe, but as for articulate speech – not likely.  

I scuttled over to the rim of the water, to review and admire my handiwork. 

The tattooed one sat in a posture that seemed natural to him, with his mug in the salad.  The swimmer couldn’t be seen behind the table, just his size eleven feet and the edge of the mattress.  The two in the tent were as quiet as mice.  Everything as it should be.  Now to wait for the guests, or rather the hosts.

I climbed into the jeep. Frankly, I had a powerful urge to step on the gas and get the hell out of the place, no matter which way.  Take those young fools along and fade away.  To hell with the boats and stuff, one’s skin was dearer than a whole fleet.  But – where would we be off to?  I softly moaned in anguish.  The country was vast, but there was nowhere to hide.  Without the papers, we’d run into a highway patrol, and they’d be the first to hand us over to the mob.  They were all hand in glove here, the scum.  Simpler even, those two hounds would return, find the car gone, boss beaten up, they’d raise their mates in town on the mobile phone, and help would be heading this way like hell on fire.  What then?  Hollywood-style car race?  They only ended well in Hollywood productions.   No, once on the guerrilla path, make like a guerrilla.  My woods would not let me down.

The windows of that luxury toy were exactly as I liked them, tinted: I was invisible but could see all. I opened the window facing the trestle table and prepared to wait.  It was stifling hot inside, enough to make you faint, and there was a sharp stench not unlike vomit, but I didn’t know how to switch on the air-conditioner and was afraid to push the buttons at random. Something might start honking and blinking.  I’d just have to clench my teeth and stick it.

And ponder over my outrageous conduct.  According to Hollywood canon, I ought to have stepped into the clearing calm and assured, told the enemy how ashamed of themselves they should be, and then put on a great fight, long and scenic.  Easy to imagine how many punctures the Tattoo would have made in my skin.  Whacking folks in their sleep wasn’t quite heroic, granted, but that was the way things happened in the real world.  Sure I’d exceeded the limit of lawful self-defense – and how.  Any judge would throw me in the clink for at least five years.  But why worry about those five years when I wouldn’t live to see the trial even.  The hoods would lynch me, in some perverted form.  

I had to wriggle out of this scrape as best I could, on my own. Just my luck, having this couple of young fools around my neck.  I had just one friend, and even that one was home-made.  I stroked the revolver: don’t let me down, you son of a gun.  Time was, in the paratroops, I used to pump bullet upon bullet in the bull’s eye, but when was it?  Thirty years ago.  And the pistol I had then wielded was worthy of every respect, a TT, one of the ten best handguns ever made, according to expert opinion. Not this bastard of a weapon.  It might even blow up in my hand.  Unlikely, though. It couldn’t be that bad.

I must have been closely examining the weapon when the baidara skimmed into the open from behind the island; I first saw them almost in midstream.  My instant wish was to crouch in the car, though I remembered all about the tinted windows.  They were swinging the paddles higgledy-piggledy yet moving pretty fast, and landed in a couple of minutes or so. I even had no time to pull myself together.  With me, it was always like this before a big fight: my hands and even head started shaking uncontrollably.  A jittery type.  The second I went into real action, all that would vanish, but these several moments or minutes before the gong went were torture.  For what seemed the umpteenth time that day I took a deep breath and slowly breathed out, and then time had run out – those two were already climbing the high bank.

The taller one was well-built, a veritable Adonis; even his features looked classical.  In his hand he held a short-barreled pump-gun with a pistol grip, not a stock, 12 gauge, popular with private security establishments, also known as racketeering mobs.  A pump-gun of that caliber is an awesome weapon at close quarters, it can blow your head right off.  The shorter guy, a cube-like Neanderthal man, was swinging a pair of nunchaku. Quite a serviceable weapon, too, with a considerable reach and stopping power: a single blow could brain you.  

At first they ambled at a leisurely gait, then moved faster – must have realized something was amiss – and were soon abreast of the jeep.   At the distance of three or four yards they might at any moment now spot me with lateral vision, so I raised the gun level with the open window and bawled in a terrible bass:  “Drop your weapons!”  What followed happened in a couple of milliseconds.  They both jumped at my yell, and the one who held the pump-gun discharged it in the side of the jeep but practically in the same moment received a bullet in his thigh. He dropped his weapon and keeled over.  The squat one, seeing that my gun was aimed rather firmly at his stomach, threw the nunchaku aside and dropped to the ground without further prodding, hands clasped on the back of his head. Well-trained, this particular baboon.  

My ears were ringing with my own bellow and the roar of the double shot, my knees felt wobblier than ever, but I did all that needed to be done without fumbling: slipped out of the jeep, kicked the pump-gun aside, picked up the nunchaku and swung it twice.  Two more headaches, making it four in all. That would do for now. I could take a breather.

I must say that people had tried to kill me before this episode, too, more than once, and each time I had felt awful after the action. Positively disgusted.  Generally speaking, these things belong to a quite different level of being, not to be measured or explained in ordinary terms. You can, of course, arrange the actions more or less in the sequence in which they occurred, the way you remember them, but it is hard to tell which things you do remember and which you work out in your head.  On the whole, though, it must all have happened as described.  What I recall quite clearly is sticking the nunchaku in my belt, picking up the pump-gun, clicking the safety catch on, and standing there staring at the big hole in the door of the car.  The charge had gone into the seat.  Slightly higher, I thought, and I’d be sporting that size hole in my belly.  Unpleasant.  All right, we’d save emotions for later. 

I yelled: “Kostya-a!”

In a couple of seconds Kostya stood at my side, pale and trembling but seemingly quite capable of movement and even of using his head.  I shifted the gun to my left hand, pulled out a couple of pieces of cord from my inexhaustible supply and held them out to Konstantin.

“Kostya, I’ll stand guard and you will please—“

Before I could finish, though, the chap, not heeding me at all, let out a savage snarl and started pummeling the felled Adonis with his extra-heavy fists.  I yelled again, “Kostya!” but it was no use, the guy had gone completely berserk.  So I had to pull the nunchaku from my belt and give him a smart wallop on his backside.  He leaped up, grabbing his flesh where the nunchaku had connected and staring wildly.

“What – what – ’”

“I’ll tell you what.  Cut out this nonsense, we must get the hell out of here. Get as far away from this place as we can. No noise, no dust, very quiet, so that neither the cops nor the hoods may find us.  If you wish to stay here, just say the word. I’m getting out.  By the way, you’ve just earned yourself a nice stiff sentence, assaulting a wounded man. Wounded and unconscious.  That should be worth about three years in the clink.  That is, if you live to see the trial.”

Kostya’s face went ashen, but there was a glimmer of reason in his eyes now.  I held out the bits of rope.

“Bind them.  And fast. No loose knots.”

When this was done, I plastered the sticky tape over their mouths, then used more of the same tape to stop the hole in Adonis’ thigh.  It wasn’t much of a wound, the bullet got stuck in the flesh, the blood had stopped flowing, but I wasn’t taking any chances.  Then Kostya and me, we dragged the two of them to a narrow, densely overgrown ravine with a brook softly bubbling along its bottom and threw them down there.  After that we sent the other two crashing down as well. More fodder for the mosquitoes.

The urge to vanish from that spot, forever damned now, at the greatest possible speed and without a moment’s delay, was growing ever stronger in me, but the natural inclination for neatness just would not let me.  All the loose ends had to be tied up, for me not to be kicking myself later.  I hastily searched the goons’ clothes and the car and threw all the valuables – papers, money, thick gold chains, shells for the pump-gun and the revolver, switchblades – in a bag I found in the jeep.  The food – sausages and a great deal else – went into another large plastic bag.  Then I pushed the gearshift into neutral, released the handbrake, opened all the windows and closed the doors.

“Come, Kostya, yo-heave-ho.”

We leaned our weight on the car; it easily rolled downhill, did a clean summersault off the clayey cliff, splashed with a mighty report on its roof, and slowly went under.  I had feared that the wheels would stick out of the water, but there apparently was a deepish pool there, so the jeep disappeared without a trace.  I could imagine the hoods’ grief.  If they themselves survived, that is.  They would, though. Hardy vermin.  They’d come to and crawl out of the ravine, eventually. One could only pray they didn’t catch up with us.

I looked around.  Everything seemed neat now. At any rate, nothing would catch the eye if someone glanced in from the dirt track.  The table looked a mess, though.  I put away a couple of unopened bottles in a bag, hurriedly threw the rest into the ravine, then cast another look around.

The heroine of the whole nightmare was timidly peering from the tent.  I beckoned; she crawled out into daylight and, stumbling, trotted up to me.  A tall blonde, nice figure, face probably pretty but you couldn’t really tell, with a couple of enormous black eyes, lips and cheeks fiercely bitten and bruised, and the whole covered in blood, tears and snot.  Hair sticking out anyhow, body trembling, face twitching. Pathetic.  She was wearing a sweat-suit now, but it looked just as pathetic, torn into strips here and there and the skin showing through. It had obviously been torn off her in a great hurry and not without the aid of knives.  

I was mortally afraid of yet another attack of hysterics, but this was spared me. She merely clutched my arm in both of her hands and clung to me, shaking.  I awkwardly stroked her hair with my left hand, murmuring some soothing nonsense, like “There, there, everything is OK, you’re OK,” but then mostly addressed myself to her boyfriend or whatever he was to her.

“Look, you guys, we have to beat it, and fast.  Get away from the Mologa.  We may get into bad trouble yet.  If we are caught, we won’t be able to prove anything to anybody, and we’ll be in a nasty mess.  Clear?” Kostya nodded. “We must disappear, do a fade-out.  I know how.  I’ll go fetch my little kayak, and you pack in double time. Give you ten minutes, not more.”

I tried to pull my arm gently out of the girl’s grip, but she only let out a soft howl.  So I had to lead her to the tent and order her sternly: “Pack your rucksack.”  She meekly crawled into the tent; I gave Kostya a wink and trotted off to my recent hiding place.

Passing by the brook, I peered into the ravine, but everything was still in there. Like in a grave.
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I’ll have to tell this story to the end, I guess, though at this point it is already rounded off, more or less, with Vice punished and Virtue fairly triumphant, even if its garments are not quite spotless. Thoroughly soiled, in fact, but life is like that, isn’t it? Always with a touch of shit thrown in.  Trouble is, what happened next was also quite a mess, which I am tempted to suppress.  A long time ago, though, as I was just starting to write down these tales, I swore to myself to “tell it exactly like it was,” this being the genre most to my taste.  Any story-teller knows, however, that it is not always crystal clear exactly “how it was.” Things sometimes seem to have happened like this, and a short time after slightly different, with a tiny shift of angle that may shake the whole scene out of kilter, while you stare at these pictures unable to make head or tail of them. It could have been like this and it could have been like that, and if you start thinking how it might have been, you may just as well throw in the sponge.  So I think I’d better tell it with all the detail I can recall, rather than do any pruning.  That way one has at least this consolation: if the story is messy, it wasn’t much better in real life, either.

So here is how it was in real life.  We slipped into that tributary, apparently unseen by anyone, and pushed up it the rest of the day and half the night.  The current was not too strong, but if you kept fighting it hour after hour, the effect was pretty disagreeable.  The scenery was just as breathtaking as before, the banks covered with dense conifers, but if I gave it any thought, it was only mechanical; primarily I felt relieved that the area was so uninhabited.  It was mostly marshy, so what would people do there? No villages at all.  Even fishermen gave these shores a wide berth; you couldn’t reach them on foot because of the marshes, and there was no getting through by boat, either: too many old log jams and beavers’ dams.  We carried our kayaks round them. It was hard work, and dirty, but all the same I felt elated: we didn’t want any watchful eyes spotting us.  

No prizes for guessing why. I didn’t wish anyone to remind me how roughly I’d treated the goons.  As it was, visions of those martial scenes pursued me unrelentingly, sending cold shivers down my spine. It had all been much too ugly.  Besides, the whole thing might have turned out quite differently; I could visualize all too vividly how differently it might have turned out. Yuk.

By midnight I was completely pooped out, the kids even more so. So the moment I spotted a slightly higher bit of bank, I gave orders to land.  The ground was tussocky, the place nothing but undergrowth and mosquitoes, but we hadn’t come there in pursuit of cloudless happiness, had we.  We did not start a fire and pitched our tents guided by sense of touch alone.  After that I gave everyone a slice of our booty of sausage and bread, also a tomato apiece.  We gloomily chewed our food, washing it down from the bottle, also part of our booty. It turned out to be whisky – gullet-scorching stuff.  

There was not much in the way of conversation; we badly needed to sleep and rest our fagged-out bodies.  That was what I said: “Well, off to our tents, now. We start early tomorrow.”

At this, Sveta again clung to my arm like a medicinal leech.

“Anatoly Yefimovich!” That was the name I had given them, to be on the safe side; it was in fact the name and patronymic of my brother-in-law, but I didn’t think he would mind.  Life had long taught me not to share my accurate passport particulars under dicey circumstances like this. “Anatol Yefimych, please, may I sleep in your tent… I’m afraid, can’t you understand? I’m scared, scared!” 

Sure I could understand that.  There was a distinctly hysterical note in her voice, just like before.  If I had had to endure what she had, I’d be trembling even worse.  She could have gone off her rocker completely; given the circumstances, I’d say she was keeping a good grip on herself.  But now she was breathing spasmodically, in broken gasps, and was clearly headed for full-scale hysterics.  Still, I tried to laugh the matter off.

“Now, you needn’t be scared at all.  You have such a fine protector.  See, he’s twice as big as I am.  He’ll protect you, if anything—”

At that point she just exploded.

“Oh sure he will! He has, already! This louse a protector… They tortured me, they told him to bang me, so he went at me… This louse… and they laughed and laughed… Only he couldn’t get it up… They banged him dog-fashion himself, those pus-oozing sods… And this… this slippery slug, I could kill him…”

Ouch. Here was an abyss of passion before which I simply quailed. Any second now she might be seized with convulsions, or start bawling to scare all creatures of the forest for miles around, or go for her boyfriend’s fine head of hair.  The boyfriend cringed, and I hurriedly mumbled:

“All right, all right, Svetik, just calm down, bring over your sleeping bag or whatever, crawl into my tent, only quietly, please quietly, one mustn’t yell here at all, OK?”

It turned out that they had just one grungy sleeping bag, double size, so we had to leave it to Kostya, while his girlfriend climbed into my spacious, downy Italian one and curled up there quieter than a mouse, as if afraid I might change my mind and turn her out. That would surely send her over the edge, after the day’s nightmare. 

I stood awhile on the bank, straining to hear or see something out of the ordinary, but in vain.  All was silence, as if we were in the taiga at the world’s end, some place on the Lena or somewhere like that.  You couldn’t even hear fish splash.  Well, that was all right, that was fine by me.  Peace and quiet, that was exactly what the doctor prescribed.  Emotions would come later, they would last me a whole year. It had been a long time since any such horror had happened to me.  I’d ponder on it later; what I needed now was just – to switch off.  To die, to sleep, perchance to dream…

Only I could not sleep, not at once, for an obvious reason.  The moment I got into the sleeping bag, the girl convulsively clung to me from top to toe, and I couldn’t very well push her away, seeing how she was shaking all over. I must mention here I usually wear nothing but my swimming trunks in my sleeping bag, just a habit of mine. For some reason it’s warmer that way in the sleeping-bag, ask any hiker or mountaineer.  This resulted in a certain male inconvenience, and I puritanically took her by the hand, lest she should accidentally hit on something.  In the end we fell asleep like that, hand in hand, as cozy as two turtledoves in their nest.

That scene was the budding stage of the plot.  Whichever way you look at it, this nocturnal scene was perfectly predictable.  Then again, what followed, the denouement included, also moved from stage to stage quite relentlessly.  From this point, everything that came later could be clearly seen, at least as a possibility.  I might have kept it all within bounds, only that chap Kostya proved too big a shitface.  But all in good time.

Our progress was fairly slow.  The nearer the lake from which that stream flowed, the more frequent were the log jams and beavers’ dams, and it took us four days to reach the lake.  Frankly, I was in no hurry; we had to stay in the wilds, as far away from people’s eyes as we could, for at least a week, until the marks of violence, the bruises and scratches, faded away from the kids’ faces.  They were too easily spotted.  

Back there at the battle scene, the hoods must have come to their senses by nightfall and started climbing onto the dirt track. Once there, they’d be leaping like kangaroos toward wherever they had come from.  Then it would be their luck against ours.  They could have come across some people after a few hours; then again it could take a day or even two.  In a couple of days the news of the mêlée would inevitably spread throughout the neighborhood. We had to wait it out until the fuss subsided; thank God we had plenty of food.  Then we would head somewhere where we were least expected.

I had a plan mapped out. We would reach the lake from which this river flowed and slip over to its south-western corner; there ought to be a channel there, overgrowing with sedge and stuff in summer, which led to another lake.  The ditch was about three or four miles long; not an impossible obstacle to overcome.  From that other lake it would be but a stone’s throw, along a stream with the wonderful name Tikhomandritsa, to a third and largest lake. A few hours of paddling across that, and we would arrive at a small town with a railway station.  From there we could take a train anywhere we wanted; the mob could go whistle for us.  For the time being, though, our best bet would be to take our time and stay out of sight. That was pure commonsense; besides, I’d had some combat experience, and it came in right handy now.

That was what I told my young companions in the morning, and they looked – well, if not quite cheerful, then a little less gloomy. At least they no longer started wildly at every rustling sound.  The river was quite narrow there, the crowns of trees locked together over it, the woods too dense for a mouse to squeeze through; all was darkness and gloom and dead quiet.  When one is young and not too woodcraft savvy, these things are extremely depressing. I had not yet forgotten the time when I was young myself.  Now, after what I told them, they saw a tiny light at the end of the tunnel; it made them slightly easier in their mind.

True, it was not exactly a peace-on-earth-goodwill-toward-men situation.  There was constantly an invisible high-voltage arc between the former lovers, so that I was constantly on the qui-vive, ready to step in and avert an explosion.  The girl fiercely snarled at her boyfriend at times; he growled back just as viciously.  He was obviously one of those young people who are never to blame for anything, while everybody else is.  An all-too-familiar species. 

I could well understand the girl’s feelings – the guy had really showed himself a major swine – but still I tried to bring the, well, moral climate in our little gang to a semblance of norm.  On a tough hike like this it was absolutely essential; any other way lay disaster.  On the second night she climbed into my sleeping bag uninvited, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. I gently hinted that, as long as we three traveled together, the fury level ought to be kept to a minimum, for hatred could bring nothing good but any amount of bad.  My well-intended speech brought nothing but tears, though.  It transpired that, during the little interlude back in the clearing, this beefy fellow had tried to vamoose, leaving his beloved at the goons’ mercy, and, when caught, had groveled at their feet. This had been followed by the ugliness of which we found it awkward to speak even.  After that, I preached the philosophy of non-violence no more.

Frankly, I myself now looked at Konstantin with distinct loathing not unmixed with abstract curiosity.  There were men who were cowards, I knew that much; I had felt cowardly myself on more than one occasion, but making cowardice one’s constitutional right – no, that was something I did not understand.  Such human beings were not of my genus and kind, in the biological sense, and I tended to regard them as curios. I guess the reason was, I had grown up in wartime, when you were either a hero or you were nothing; it was simpler to go and hang yourself.  Since those far-off times, behavior deviating from that standard tended to fill me with shock and amazement.  

With her female gut feeling about this, the girl clung to me like a limpet. Very fast indeed.  Well, I did not exactly shy away from her.  It was a trifle but a pleasant one. Like I said, the girl was tall and willowy, amply endowed with all that nature sees fit to provide tall blondes with, just the way we dirty old men like it.  If Konstantin hadn’t turned out the two-hundred-pound slippery slug he had turned out, I’d certainly have felt pangs of conscience or whatever people should feel on such occasions.  As it was, he could go jump in the creek.

Besides, I thought the whole intermezzo would not last more than a week or ten days at most, after which we would quietly split, head for our respective habitats. And that would be it.

Only the split didn’t come about quietly at all. Quite the reverse, in fact. The mess that came before was overlaid with the mess that came after.
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On the third day we saw signs of human habitation: a clearing in the forest, then another, and in their middle, the cone-shaped pole frames around which haystacks are built.  There were no haystacks, though; the clearings had not been mowed, you couldn’t even say when the grass there had been mowed last; but there might be people somewhere not far off, anyway.

I took a look at my map.  We were approaching a spot where the river and a dirt track intersected, with a little village not far from the bridge.  A recce was indicated, to see if we could slip by unobserved.  The chance that someone might be waiting for us at the bridge was one in a million, but life had long rammed into my head this simple truth: what you do not prepare for is precisely what happens.

I explained all this to my companions. We dragged the kayaks ashore. Lazy Kostya was, of course, glad of a chance to lay about, Sveta eager to tag along.  I did not object: solitude à deux will beat plain solitude any time.

The walk proved delightful.  Almost at once we hit on an old forest road. It was overgrown with bushes and young saplings, but quite passable.  We walked along, swatting mosquitoes with broken-off branches and talking quietly of this and that.  Who we were, where we were from, that sort of thing.  

Out of habit I was lying my head off, can’t remember now what all the fibs were. The kid seemed to be truthful enough.  I cautiously probed into the mystery of how a nice gal like her could have gotten mixed up with a pig like Kostya. No mystery at all: the young man was from a well-to-do Muscovite family, set to graduate next year; Sveta, a provincial, was in her third year at the university and, like all such nice girls, eager to marry into the metropolis.  But now it was all finished, she said, her face darkening. And I believed her, the old fool.

We then played at scouts a little, crawling to the edge of the woods and lying down side by side under a bush, like a movie patrol, watching the road and the houses in the distance and exchanging a few whispered words.  There was nothing much to watch.  The road was empty all the time we lay there, the houses looked dead.  No human figures, no dogs, no cows, nothing.  The hamlet was just like any other village these days: abandoned homes and a couple of ancient crones in the huts that showed signs of life. Soon even these would be empty.  Had there been just one man or boy living here, he’d be sure to stand on the bridge, rod in hand, but – nothing like that.  We could move right ahead, I decided; still, better to slip past the village at night.

I turned on my back and gazed at the sky and the tiny off-white clouds crowded like silly sheep in one corner.  Lying like that was a delight, but hardly  because of the clouds; the presence at my side had more to do with it.  A distinctly exciting presence.  The pain of the recent trauma was clearly still fresh, the girl felt scared in this evil world when she was not holding my hand or otherwise lost contact.  I’d seen the same thing with kids, sticking to their mothers like plaster.  

With this sense of safety, she now felt like fooling a bit. She pressed herself against my shoulder and, grinning, ran a straw through my gray bristles.  I shifted my gaze to her battered face above mine, then gently touched a black eye on the left side. All the light went out of her face.  Well, wasn’t I an idiot.  I patted her cheek and said, as cheerfully as I could: “Come on, these things will disappear in a couple of days, you’ll forget all about them.  Not a trace will be left.  Those pigs back there will not get off so light. They’ll need some intensive care, I bet.  Let’s go, it’s getting late.”

I jumped up, slung the pump-gun on my shoulder, held out a hand.  She lay there awhile longer, then reluctantly held her hands out to me. I pulled her up gently, and we started back.

The air was muggy, our hands and faces were covered with mosquito bites; we itched to take a swim. Which we did.  Coming to a nice deep pool, we undressed, taking turns behind a bush, got in and frolicked about in sheer bliss.  The kid giggled and romped like a mermaid, splashing water in my face, so I had to catch her and squeeze her a bit.  Women are awfully like cats – have nine lives at least, I thought.

In short, the jaunt proved enchanting. All the uglier was the scene back in camp. While we were away, our handsome coward had put on a one-man feast, nearly finishing off our bottle of whisky and gobbling up practically all our sausage; not more than a quarter of a pound was left.  The funniest thing was, on the very first day I had thought of him in those same words: this lad is perfectly capable of going at the company’s sausage.  In my youth I had done quite a bit of mountaineering, and an episode from those times stuck in my memory for good. One day we had gone up some puny peak leaving one of the crew, an idiot who had let his boot rub his foot sore, in camp. Back in camp by nightfall, we’d discovered that the clod had put away all of our remaining sausage.  Up there, one does get ravenous.  He is a Ph.D. now, a professor and head of a department, but we still invariably refer to him as He-who-ate-the-sausage.  This slob Kostya proved the same sort of bastard.

As if that were not enough, he had the Dutch courage to goad me, lips curved in an ugly grimace:

“Well, knight in shining armor, had a bit of fun with my fiancée?”

Sveta went off like a petard, of course.

“You bloody animal, you louse, you pig, pig!” she screamed.

At this, her boyfriend really went bananas.

“Shut up, you whore!” he bellowed, hauling off.

I must admit I have a pretty short fuse at the best of times, let alone in a low-life scene like this. Before he could bat a drunken eyelid, I tore the pump-gun off my shoulder, lunged at his mouth with the barrel, and nearly rammed a couple of his front upper teeth down his throat.  I was ready to follow up, only the young lady threw her arms round my neck. That stopped me dead.  She’d really come back to life, complete with normal female instincts – pity for that louse welled up in her heart right after an explosion of fury, practically without a break.  What was there to do; Russian women, they were like that.  I’d seen enough of this sort of thing… I wondered if she wasn’t feeling sorry already for the bastards who had done their best to rape her.  Pathological, I’d call it.

Whining softly, the object of her pity was slithering away.  I stood a moment over him, trying to get my breathing under control, then hissed through clenched teeth, slightly stuttering with fury: 

“Listen you asshole, you better watch your dirty mouth, with all the com-com-company’s sausage in your belly.  Have some pity for your mom and dad. If I bury you under a bush somewhere here, im-imagine how they’ll weep. Now get in the boat and start pulling. Get!”

He must have believed me, or he may have sobered up enough to realize the error of his ways, but I heard no more from him except some more bleating.  His broken teeth must have given him plenty to whine about.

Soon we slipped past the bridge, then paddled on for an hour or so.  I would have thought I was excessively cautious, only I knew that caution is never excessive.  Have to be cautious even when you go wild.   And that was, in fact, what happened that night.  The going wild bit, I mean. No use glossing it over.

After our first night (not in that sense, of course) the kid had copied my habit of wearing an absolute minimum in the sleeping bag, and even that minimum was pretty ragged.  That was sweet torment to me; still, something was holding me back from what seemed so natural. Perhaps I didn’t want to appear a stinking, opportunist old goat or something; hard to say.  The girl must have been sure of the outcome, so she was in no hurry. Only -- now and then I caught a slight smile light her bruised face as if at a secret joke.

But that third night was special.  Although I was dead beat, sleep would not come, with all of that day’s excitement.  I turned away from her and lay on my side, only she nestled on the same side, and I was feeling her warmth all along the contour.  In a while the fatigue got the better of me; I dropped off, like a pebble in a pond.  I could not say how long I had been asleep before I felt my shoulder shaken and heard the feverish whisper:

“Anatoly Yefimych… Anatoly Yefimovich!  Wake up, please… There’re noises… thudding…”

With my left hand I pulled her head down, almost under my armpit, to keep her still; with my right one I groped for the pump-gun. I always kept it at hand, day and night, fully loaded and with a live shell in the chamber.  My thumb on the safety catch, I froze, listening hard.  In about five minutes there indeed came a thud and a splash, as if a big tree-stump was dropped in the river or a sixty-pound sheatfish slapped its tail.

I settled back in the sleeping bag, laughing softly. Sveta pressed herself against me, face to face, shivering all over – I sensed she just could not contain the trembling.

“What?  What is it?”

“Relax, honey.  It’s just an otter.  Keeps sliding down a chute off a clayey bank, then boom-splash in the river.  Like kids in an aquatic theme park.  A sort of sideshow hereabouts.  Life is boring in the woods, so they have to amuse themselves somehow.”

“Honest?”

“Sure, sure.  Just listen awhile, there’ll be another thud.  They can go on fooling like that for hours.”

“I’ve been listening a long time… It scared me to death.”  Her voice still sounded all worked up, her body in a shiver.

“Yeah, you can get really scared in the forest when you don’t understand things.” I stretched, my bones cracking. “Now go to sleep. Fear nothing. Nothing to be afraid of.”

“I can’t sleep, now.”

“Come on, get some rest, there’s a good girl. Come, let me give you a kiss on your pretty little nose; you’ll fall asleep at once.”  

She bent down over me, and a phrase from a nineteenth-century romance flitted through my brain: “airy breath.”  It did not end in a peck on the nose, of course. In something completely different.  There was a mad, teeth-to-teeth kiss with a groan, I couldn’t say whose, that set off a natural catastrophe, a protracted cannon volley with a rainbow at the end, out of which we surfaced gasping, in a state of total, drunken bliss. If there were moments of absolute, total happiness in this life, that was one of them.  I should probably be speaking for myself only, but it was one of those times when you knew everything about the other with your whole skin, not just your mind.

After that time flew fast, much faster than I would have liked.  We moved, slowly but surely, from the river into the lake, from the lake into the channel, and although that channel, about six feet wide, was indeed completely overgrown and we spent a whole day pushing and pulling the boats along, that day came to an end, too, like all the other days and particularly nights.  My lovely looked lovelier by the hour.  Her eyes shone almost unbearably bright, so that you no longer noticed the bruises and welts, which by now were vanishing anyway.  Two inseparable sensations from those days live on in my memory, endless bliss and savage exhaustion. In the daytime I sometimes dropped off between two strokes with the paddle.

And from time to time some cold slippery worm raised its head and gave tongue: soon it will all be over. Burp!
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It was indeed soon over, and the ending was as nasty as they come.  It happened on the northern shore of the third lake, where we emerged from the Tikhomandritsa toward the evening of I don’t remember which day.  From that spot you could already see the distant smoke stacks of the power station on the southern shore and hear the far-off rumble of the railroad.  A few fishermen could be spotted here and there sitting on the banks or in rubber boats joggled by the ripples; some rocked on inner tubes, not boats.

To be honest, the scene gave me no joy at all. If anything, it filled me with sadness. The worm had been right, the Roman holiday was over, the rules of everyday life would soon enforce themselves, and something wonderful would come to an end.  Konstantin the Slippery Slug, or just Slug for short, kept ominously silent these days, visibly storing masses of hatred. The signs of civilization must have given him courage; the fool was priming himself to be a hero.  As for what the girlie felt, I mean really felt, I don’t dare guess at even now.  After all, you take that scene in the Garden of Eden. It didn’t enter God’s head that, the moment Eve was let loose in that garden, she’d start pinching apples and generally acting up, with the most severe physical and metaphysical consequences.  Where even Jehovah had slipped up, I had every right to be a damn fool. The more so that I did not even believe in Him. Mostly.

To avoid contact with the fishermen, I decided to stop for the night on a little island, one of several in that corner of the lake, with signs of previous camping on each.  We disembarked quickly, pitched the tents, kindled a cooking fire, and supped on thin soup.  Before going to bed, Sveta and I went for a dip in the lake: another of my habits she now copied.  The water was fine, warmer than the air, one felt one could stay in forever, and we luxuriated in it a long time.  We swam beyond a point, away from camp, and that scene has stayed with me for good – the darkening sky, darkening water, the girl gamboling in the lake like a mermaid, wearing nothing but a mermaid’s crown of flowers on her head, me treading water and looking on enthralled.

Later, feeling at peace with the whole world, sad and quiet, we swam back. As we stepped on the bank, the Slug rose from the fire, all drunken eyes and fierce grimace, pump-gun in hand.  He jabbed the gun at my stomach, yelling so that saliva spattered through the gap in his teeth:  “Down, you scum! Get down on your knees, you bastard!”  I went down on one knee, leaned on my hands and was in perfect position for a low start when Sveta rushed him.  He was distracted for a second – switched the gun to his left hand and with his right one sent her sprawling with a mighty swipe, roaring “Whore!” At that moment I threw my body forward as if from a catapult, butting him in the face with a sound like a splitting watermelon.  He dropped to the ground heavier than a sack of potatoes, letting go of the gun and holding his nose. Me, I just had no time to put on the brakes – grabbing his wavy hair with my left hand, I slashed at the bridge of his nose with the edge of my right palm, and the cartilage went snap.  I raised my fist again, ready to turn his face into bloody mush, but the girl made another rush, this time at myself, grabbing my arm and gibbering incoherently.  At first I struggled to break away, with an animal bellow, but then took a look at her – and turned to jelly with pity. The poor thing was standing there naked, shaking and weeping, her beautiful crown of flowers awry but still miraculously clinging to her hair.  

I picked up the pump-gun and automatically took a look – the safety catch was on.  That numskull could not handle a weapon properly, let alone human beings. Then I pulled the garland off Sveta’s head, threw it aside and patted her in the region of the back.

“All right, kid, just calm down, it’s over.  Go take another dip, then towel yourself hard and climb in the sleeping bag.  Everything will be fine, no trouble.  We’ve had enough trouble.”

I took a few turns under the pines, trying to calm down but not succeeding much.  All of a sudden I was sick and tired of the whole damn scene.  I felt childishly hurt: I was putting myself out to save these two from God knew what unpleasantness, and what did I get for reward?  A gun barrel stuck in my belly.  There the Slippery Slug lay whining, but could I make him understand how goddamn unseemly his behavior was? Not on your life.  If he should take it into his head that he could play some scurvy trick with impunity, he would play it, as sure as eggs is eggs, blast the rotten worm.  His mom and dad must have covered up his pranks all his life.  There was just one medicine to cure that, push the barrel up his anus and pull the trigger.  But – not to be thought of.  It would not be humane, see.

I fervently wished I could turn my back on it all, pack up my stuff at once and go away where my spirit moved me, alone, neither kicked nor licked, as Mother used to say.  Not to be thought of, either.  Who the devil knew what that nut could do to his ex-girlfriend.  The punk could vent all his malice on her. Might go and drown her.  His parents would cover up for him again. Or he could set me up for the fall guy.  Should I take her along?  But would she want to come?  I had to think it over, and talk it over with her.

All this was enough to set my mind spinning.  I had my behind in a proper sling, that was for sure.  

In the end I sighed heavily, tied the whining pig up, lest he should get some more ideas, pushed him into his tent and climbed into mine.  I tried to talk to the little one, but nothing came of it.  What was the use talking when she was again at the end of her tether; all she could do was shake and cry.  The poor thing’s nerves were all shot. With that handicap, she had to cope with a couple of brutes quite willing to murder each other because of her.  So I had to comfort her in the most ancient manner of all. In the end she quieted down and fell asleep.  

After a while I also dropped off. During the night I dreamed that the kid had slipped out of the tent; I even thought I heard soft voices. I knew I had to get up and investigate but convinced myself it was just a dream, so I needn’t fuss. In short, I blooped, and all through terrible lack of sleep in the previous nights.

It hadn’t been a dream, after all. How I wished it had been. 

I must have woken up properly at about six.  Sveta was asleep, her head on my shoulder. She looked so lovely that I lightly kissed the traces of a black eye.  Then I began to crawl out of the tent, and here some mystic force interfered, or it could be extrasensory perception, I don’t know.  I pushed my head out of the tent and in the same instant pulled it back, the way you sometimes do in the mountains, ducking a falling rock without seeing it. His club smashed against the ground, missing my head by a few inches, and I grabbed it with a bellow. The Slippery Slug was also yelling, and we stamped about there in front of the tent rather stupidly, trying to tear the club away from each other, until I had the bright idea to kick him between the legs.  He grunted and let go of the club, and I raised it – if not to crush his head in then to put him out for the count – when my blonde honey threw herself upon me from behind, with all her weight and a heart-rending scream. She swathed me so tight I could barely breathe, let alone knock anyone out.  The Slippery Slug used the moment to the full, slugging me right, left and a straight right that sent bloody snot flying as if from a fountain. My head began to spin, and I knew I could go down and out any second now.  The game was turning dead serious; the guy outweighed me by about forty pounds, and was putting his whole idiot heart in the punches.

Something had to be done; I dropped the club, grabbed Svetka’s hands clutched around my neck, hit her lower body with my buttocks and in the same moment bent sharply forward, so that she flew through the air straight at the Slippery Slug, not unlike an absurd, flailing, cuttlefish-shaped cannon-ball.  Boiling with fury as I was, I didn’t want her to break her neck or back, so I gave her hands a jerk up at the right moment, then let go, rolled over into the tent on my back, grabbed the pump-gun and let loose a deafening shot slightly above the Slug’s head, nearly hitting his forehead with the wad.  He dropped on all fours, and Sveta’s body slackened in a faint.

I squatted there breathing hard, staring at the Slug’s face even harder.  His face loomed double, but hitting it would not be a problem. The Slug seemed to see that. He crouched there limply, sweating.  Whenever he stirred, the barrel shifted, too.  Finally, I ceased to see double; at the same time Svetlana opened her eyes.  The eyes immediately filled with tears, but I no longer cared.  Staring at the ground between them, I made a short speech.

“I give you five minutes to pack.  I want you out of this place in five minutes.  If you aren’t, I’ll spike your boat and leave. Do what you like then.”

They didn’t manage it in five minutes, of course, but in about ten they had thrown all their stuff in the baida and climbed in themselves.  I came up to the water’s edge and gave my very last speech, in a somewhat hoarse voice.

“Paddle for the power station’s smoke stacks.  You ought to be there by about three pm.  Go home at once.  No contacting cops, now or later.  I’ve taken a look at your passports – check you out later.  You won’t even know.  And remember this, Konstantin.  If anything happens to Svetlana, I’ll find you anywhere, be it in Africa or wherever.  I’ll take my time killing you; you’ll beg me to do it quicker.  Tear your balls off one by one.  Clear? Is that clear, I said?”

I was beginning to see red again, and the Slippery Slug said hastily through broken teeth:

“Yesh, yesh.”

“Push off.”

I stood there about ten minutes watching the baidara and what was in it go out of my life.  At first Svetlana pulled hard, in sync with the Slug, then she laid the paddle athwart and stared backwards a long time, while I sent up a silent invocation:  Come on, jump; you swim like a mermaid, don’t you. Let’s swim away together, mermaid.

She did not jump.

I stood there awhile longer, feeling my left eye swelling and closing.  He’d biffed me one with all his might, the punk.  Blood had ceased dripping from my nose, though.  I laid the gun on a rock, took a few steps into the lake and held my face in the water a long time.  That was better.  I went back ashore and sat on a rock awhile, but it was no time to sit around.  People could have heard the shot, they might come round to ask what the commotion had been about.  Time to leave quietly.  That’s the adventurer’s first rule – get lost in time. There was a channel leading from the lake into a tributary of the Msta; might paddle down the Msta as far as Borovichi, if I wished. There was a railway station there. Civilization, in short. So I might spend another couple of weeks paddling, fishing, shooting the rapids. Some nice murderous rapids near Borovichi. I would have plenty of fun with them, and erase this whole rubbish from my memory.

I got up and began packing unhurriedly, crooning a nineteenth-century love song through my brutally battered lips:

By chance, in a life that was crowded

With glitter and noise, at a ball,  

I saw you – but mystery shrouded

Your face like a tumty-tum pall…

I crooned on and on, then grinned. Of course, the balls and palls and mysteries were neither here nor there, but what had just ended on this lake was truly as old as the hills. A bit painful, but the pain would soon pass. Everything passes, right?

THE END
�	 None of the events or characters are imaginary.  The author did not even have the strength of mind to change the characters’ names, but that is all right.  Most of the protagonists are dead, and those who are alive will forgive me, after all these years.  The hero, the “I,” is slightly colored, but what narrator can withstand the temptation?  Some fibbing is inevitable.  There was also a great deal that proved impossible to squeeze into the narrative, but omission seemed preferable to boredom.





	The story was originally published in book form by Moskovskie Novosti Publishers, Moscow, 2002. copyright Sergei Roy 2002 ISBN  


�	 Incidentally, the novel (The Cruel Cruise, Moscow, 2011. – Originally written in English but published in Russian) got finished many years later. Ars longa, you know. Longa than one might have wished, anyway. 


�	 Curiously, this particular passage was written long before The Da Vinci Code. That was not the reason, though, why I hated Dan Brown’s concoction, an abomination in terms of taste and style, apart from all else. Bad enough to make one feel disappointed in the human race that falls for such trash.






