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THE HISTORY MASTER



We had not been going to the High School long. Before, all our chaps used to go to the Town School. Its yellow walls and green fence were easy to see from Zarechye, where we lived. And if the bell started ringing in the playground there, we could hear it at home. You would just grab your pencil-box and books and make a dash to get to school in time.

And you did get there in time.

You would fly down Steep Street, shoot over the wooden bridge, then up the cliff path to Old Boulevard, and there you were—at the school gates, with just time to run into the class-room and sit down at your desk before the master came in with his register.

Our class-room was quite small, but very light. There was not much space between the desks, and the ceilings were low—not like at the High School. Three of the windows looked out on the Old Fortress, and the other two, on Zarechye. If you got tired of listening to the lesson, you could look out of the window.

If you looked out to the right, you could see the Old Fortress with all its nine towers rising above the cliffs. And on the left was our own beloved Zarechye. From the school windows you could make out every street, every house.

Down on Old Estate you could see Petka Maremukha's mother hanging her washing out to dry; you could see the wind blowing bubbles in those great big shirts that the cobbler wore.

Then out of Steep Street, to catch dogs, comes the father of my friend Yuzik Starodomsky. People call Yuzik's father Bandy Starodomsky. There is that long black van of his, the Dog Prison, bumping along over the cobbles. Starodomsky turns right and leads his skinny nag past my house. Blue smoke is curling out of our kitchen chimney. That means Aunt Maria has already got the stove lighted.

And I wonder what we shall have for dinner—new potatoes and sour milk, hominy and dried fruit salad, or corn on the cob?

"Now if only it's fried dumplings!" I think to myself. Fried dumplings with giblets inside are what I like best of all. Would I change them for new potatoes or buckwheat porridge and milk? Never!

You start getting thoughts like that at a lesson, as you look out of the window at Zarechye, and all of a sudden, right in your ear, comes the voice of the teacher: "Now then Mandzhura, go up to the blackboard and help Bobir."

I crawl out from behind my desk, look at the other chaps, and for the life of me I've no idea what help I'm supposed to offer.

Hopping from one foot to the other, that freckle-faced Sasha Bobir is waiting for me at the board. He has even got his nose smudged with chalk.

I go up to him, take the chalk and, without letting the teacher see, make a wink at my friend Yuzik Starodomsky, whose nickname, by the way, is Weasel. Keeping a wary eye on the master, Weasel cups his hands round his mouth and whispers:

"Bisector! . . .Bisector!"

But what is a bisector? Call that prompting a chap!

The maths master comes up to the board with slow, measured steps.

"Well, my boy, what are you thinking about?"

But just at that moment the bell goes outside.

I start off glibly: "A bisector, Arkady Leonidovich, is a . . ."

But the master has stopped listening to me and is walking to the door.

"Nice work," I think to myself. "But I nearly had it that time—"





The master we liked best at the Town School was the history master, Valerian Dmitrievich Lazarev.

He was not very tall, had fair hair, and always went about in a green blouse with patches on the elbows. At first we thought he was just an ordinary master—nothing special about him at all.

The first time Lazarev came into the class, he spent a long time coughing and peering into the register and polishing his pince-nez before he said anything to us.

"Here's another one of those four-eyed blighters!" Yuzik whispered to me.

We were on the point of inventing a nickname for him; but when we grew to know him better we got really fond of him, fonder than we had ever been of any other master. Who wouldn't be fond of a master who thought nothing of going out for a walk round the town with his pupils. That was an unheard-of thing in those days!

After his history lessons Lazarev would often call us up to his desk and, screwing up his eyes slyly behind his pince-nez, say: "I'm going up to the fortress today after school—who wants to come with me?"

Who didn't! Lots of us wanted to go. There wasn't a stone in the Old Fortress that Lazarev did not know everything about.

Once we spent a whole Sunday up at the fortress with Lazarev. He told us a lot of interesting things that day. We learnt that the smallest tower was called Ruzhanka, and that the half-ruined one which stood by the fortress gates bore the strange name of Donna. And next to Donna rose the highest of them all—the Pope Tower. The Pope Tower started off at the bottom with four sides, then in the middle it became eight-sided, and at the top, under the roof, it was round. Eight dark slits in its walls looked out across the town at Zarechye, and down into the fortress yard.

In ancient times, Lazarev told us, the land round here had been renowned for its great abundance. The earth was very fertile and the grass in the steppe grew so tall that the horns of even the biggest oxen were invisible from a distance. A plough left out in the fields would be covered with thick, juicy grass in three or four days. There were so many bees about that they couldn't all live in hollow trees; and so they nested in swarms, right on the earth itself. Sometimes golden streams of honey would spurt from under the feet of those who passed. Sweet wild grapes, as well as apricots and peaches, grew untended everywhere on the banks of the Dniester.

Our land had seemed particularly tempting to the neighbouring Polish landowners. They were always getting here and setting up their estates and trying to crush the Ukrainian people with fire and sword.

Lazarev told us that only about a hundred years ago there had been a prison for exiles in our Old Fortress. The walls of the ruined white building in the fortress yard still had bars in them. Behind those bars used to sit the prisoners whom the tsar had ordered to be sent to exile in Siberia. During the reign of Nikolai I, the famous Ukrainian rebel Ustim Karmeluk had been imprisoned in the Pope Tower. He and his men used to waylay the nobles and sheriffs and bishops who passed through Kalinovsky Woods, take their money and horses, and share it all out among the poor peasants. The peasants used to hide him in their cellars and in the hayricks in the fields; and for a long time none of the tsar's watchdogs could match the daring Karmeluk. Three times he escaped from penal servitude. He was flogged, and how they flogged him! Karmeluk's back bore over four thousand strokes of the rod and club. Starved and beaten half to death, he would break out of prison every time and, not seeing as much as a crust of dry bread for weeks, make his way back across the wild frozen taiga to Podolia, his homeland. Counting only the road to Siberia and back, so Lazarev told us, Karmeluk must have walked about twenty thousand versts on foot. No wonder the peasants believed Karmeluk could easily swim any sea, that he had the strength to break any fetters, and that there was not a prison in the world from which he could not escape.

It was a Polish noble, the landowner Janczewski, who threw him into the dungeons of the Old Fortress. Karmeluk escaped from this gloomy stronghold in broad daylight. Afterwards he intended to organize an uprising against the Polish nobles, but was murdered by one of them on a dark October night in the year 1835.

The cowardly nobleman was afraid to meet Karmeluk face to face even in this last encounter; so he hid round a corner and shot Karmeluk in the back.

When the daring Karmeluk was imprisoned in the Pope Tower, so Lazarev said, he composed a song that went like this:



Look, Siberia's sun is rising! 

Awake and march with me. 

Trust in Karmeluk, my tads, 

For a life that's proud and free. 

Some folk call me a bandit, 

They say that death is my trade.

 I bring death to the rich and greedy, 

To the poor I bring my aid. 

What the rich man doth lose 

The poor man doth win.

Tis, thus, by sharing men's riches 

I make my soul free of sin.



The round dungeon in which Karmeluk had been imprisoned was full of litter. One of its windows looked out on the fortress yard, and the other, barred with a twisted iron grating, on to the street. Having inspected the Pope Tower from top to bottom, we went over to the broad Black Tower. When we got inside, the history master told us to lie flat on the rotten floor-boards, while he himself made his way gingerly along a rafter into the dark far corner.

"Count," he said, and held up a pebble over a hole cut in the floor.

The moment that little white pebble vanished through the floor, everyone started to mutter: "One, two, three, four . . ."

It was very quiet in the Black Tower. All you could hear was the murmur of a stream far below, under the rotting timbers.

"Twelve!" I whispered, and just as I did so, the tense silence was broken by the sound of a splash rising from the dark depths of the well. The sound echoed against the vaulted roof of the tower. :

"Quite so, eighty-four feet deep," said Lazarev, making his way cautiously back to us along the rotten rafter.

When we left the musty darkness of the Black Tower and came out into the fortress yard, Lazarev explained how there had come to be such a deep well in the Black Tower.

That same Sunday, just by the Donna Tower under a bush of sweet-briar Weasel found a rusty Turkish dagger. You can still see it today in the Town Museum with a faded notice under it: "Presented by Yuzik Starodomsky, a student of the Town School."

On one of our expeditions to the fortress we helped Lazarev dig an iron cannon-ball out of the wall of the Pope Tower. It fell to the ground with a heavy thud, splitting a lump of wood that happened to be lying there, clean in half.

We put it on Sasha Bobir's tarpaulin jacket and carried it all the way to Lazarev's house. That was when we found out that he lived very near Doctor Grigorenko, in a little side-turning opposite the doctor's mansion.

His clay-walled cottage with its little wooden porch was tucked away in the corner of a small court-yard. Like sentries, propped up against the rails of the porch, stood two stone-carved women without any noses. Lazarev had dug them up in the country, on a burial-mound near Nagoranye. The whole yard was scattered with moss-covered gravestones, cracked earthenware pitchers, bronze crosses, and pieces of stone bearing the imprint of leaves. A low clay wall divided it from the street, and it looked like a little old cemetery.

We dumped the cannon-ball on the ground right by the Porch, and when we said good-bye to Lazarev he promised to take us along the old underground passage that started near the fortress. We agreed to go there next Sunday. Weasel undertook to find torches and Sasha Bobir promised to bring along a whole spool of telephone wire. We were nuts on the idea!

The first I had heard of this underground passage was from Weasel. His theory was that it linked our fortress with the ancient castle of the Polish prince Sanguszko, who had once been lord of this district.

The underground passage, so it was said, stretched for thirty versts through the cliffs, passed under two swift-flowing streams and ended up in a secret chamber of the castle. And this prince's castle was hidden from man's eyes in a dense pine forest, on the shore of a broad lake, with lots of fat mirror carp and gold-fish swimming about in it.

I believed Weasel, and thought of the prince's castle as a gloomy, mysterious place with heavy iron bars over the windows.

"On clear nights the Lake must look blue in the moon-light," I thought, "and the battlements would be reflected in the water. It would be pretty frightening to bathe in a lake like that at night."

I waited impatiently for Sunday to come.

But our expedition to the underground passage with Lazarev did not take place.





A GUEST IN THE NIGHT



Rumours were abroad in the town that the Red Army was retreating, and that Petlura and the Pilsudski troops ( Petlura—leader of the counter-revolutionary nationalist movement in the Ukraine 1917-21. He was backed by the Entente, and by the White Poles under the command of Marshal Pilsudski.) were already near the river Zbruch. Then notices went up on the fences saying that the Red Army was withdrawing from the town temporarily in order to transfer forces to the Denikin front.

On the eve of the withdrawal, late at night, our neighbour Omelusty came round to see my father. With him was another man whom I did not know.

I was already lying in bed with the blanket drawn up to my chin. Father was sitting at the table, and with a well-sharpened knife was cutting a wad of coarse yellow leaf-tobacco which, for some reason, he used to call "selected self-rub."

A tattered Cossack bashlyk dangled from Omelusty's shoulders, he had a round black lambskin hat on his head, and the pockets of his green field-jacket were stuffed with papers. His companion, a shortish man in a fur cap with ear-flaps, came in behind him, taking slow steps as if he were afraid of falling. He was very pale, and a coarse black stubble sprouted on his sharp chin and sunken cheeks.

Taking off his cap, the stranger murmured a faint greeting, sat down on a chair and unbuttoned his soldier's quilted jacket.

"Rotten business this, Mandzhura, have to ask you to give us a hand," said Omelusty, taking off his bashlyk and greeting my father. "Our chaps are withdrawing tonight and this comrade here has got ill at the wrong time. He can't travel . . . . Where could we fix him up in the town? Somewhere quiet, you know. What do you think, Miron?"

"Let's talk it over," my father replied. "Take your things off first and have some tea."

Omelusty pulled a revolver out of his jacket, transferred it to his trousers' pocket, then threw the jacket, together with his hat and bashlyk, on the basket under the window. Then he sat down at the table, planted his elbows on it and, pressing his long thin fingers to his temples, said slowly:

"You think our chaps will be away for long? Not a bit of it; they'll soon be back. It's just a matter of driving Denikin out of the Donbas, then they'll come and liberate Podolia as well."

While Omelusty was talking to my father, my Aunt Maria made up a bed for the sick man on a broad ironbound chest and, when he lay down, covered him with a thick winter quilt and all the other warm things she could find in the house. She gave him tea to drink with dried raspberries.

The sick man lay on his back under a pile of clothes reeking of moth balls and listened to the conversation. The light from the lamp shone in his eyes and he kept blinking.

All of a sudden he turned over on his side, winked at me, and nodded towards the wall. I looked at the wall, but there was nothing to see. Then he pushed a long thin hand out from under his blanket and began to move his fingers.

Shadows darted across the wall.

Suddenly these hazy flickering shadows gave way to clear-cut figures. At first I made out the head and arched neck of a swan. Then a very funny hare popped up waggling his ears. And when the hare vanished a great big lobster crawled towards the window with snapping pincers. I had scarcely had time to look at the lobster when in another place, near the bookshelf, a dog's nose appeared, just like Kutsi's, the Grzhibovsky's dog next door. It was panting with its tongue hanging out, just like dogs do in hot weather.

The figures kept popping up and disappearing so quickly that I did not even have time to see how this strange man who lay buried under the bed clothes was making them.

When the show was over, he gave me another sly wink, then turned on his back and closed his eyes.

I decided he must be a very jolly kind of man, and I wished my father would let him stay with us until the Reds came back.

Neither my father nor Omelusty noticed the tricks the sick man had been showing me. They were busy drinking tea and talking.

Lulled by their quiet voices, I fell asleep. I woke up late, and the first thing I did was to look at the chest where our guest of the night before had lain.

The chest was standing as usual by the wall, covered with a coloured runner. But the bedding and the sick man had gone.

The sun was already high in the sky. Its rays shone on the clean oil-cloth of the dinner table. Suddenly, somewhere on the other side of Kalinovsky Woods a shot rang out.

I ran into the kitchen, struggling into my shirt as I went. There was no one there either. I found Aunt Maria on the vegetable patch. She was standing on a bench, looking over the fence at the fortress bridge.

"The Petlura men!" said my aunt with a sigh, and stepped down from the bench.

I jumped on the bench, scrambled from there on to the fence, and saw horsemen galloping from the fortress into the town. They pounded over the bridge. I could see the straining muzzles and flowing manes of the horses above the rails.

"Where's the man that was ill?" I asked Aunt Maria when we were back in the kitchen.

"The man that was ill? What man?" she asked in surprise. "Why, I thought you were asleep . . . . He's gone away with the Reds, child . . . . They've all gone. You keep quiet about that sick man though."

"Has everyone gone? Father too?"

"No, child, Father's here. He's gone down to the print-shop."

My aunt was a kindly, soft-hearted woman. She hardly ever got angry with me and, when I was good, she always used, to call me "child." I disliked that word. How could I be a child when I should soon have a beard to shave!

I felt offended with my aunt for calling me child, and did not ask her any more questions. Instead I ran up the hill to Old Estate, where Petka Maremukha lived, so that I could watch the Petlura men entering the town.

The next day, when the Petlura men had taken over the town and hoisted their yellow and blue flag on the town watch-tower, Weasel and I saw our neighbour Ivan Omelusty running down Larinka Street. His green field-jacket was unbuttoned and you could see he had nothing on underneath. Omelusty dashed along the pavement, almost knocking passers-by off their feet, and making a loud clatter on he smooth paving stones with his hob-nailed boots.

Running behind him were two Petlura men in billowing blue sharovary. As they ran they fired in the air with heavy Causer pistols.

Omelusty did not stop to aim either. He also fired in the air, over his left shoulder.

At the cathedral, several more Petlura men joined in the chase. They all rushed after Omelusty in a bunch, blazing away at random.

Omelusty raced down the winding cliff path towards Zarechye. Not knowing the way, the Petlura men dropped behind a little. When he got to the bottom Omelusty ran over the swaying plank-bridge to the opposite bank, and glanced back.

Brandishing their pistols, the Petlura men were already nearing the river. Then our neighbour darted into Konetspolsky Tower that stood on the edge of Zarechye, just by the bank.

Before the Petlura men reached the river, Omelusty had fired his first shot. The second winged a burly Petlura man who had leapt on the swaying bridge. He staggered, flung out his arms, and fell awkwardly into the swift-flowing river.

From the top of Uspensky Hill Weasel and I saw his shaggy white hat float away downstream with the current.

The Petlura men dropped back and took cover among the rocks under the cliff. While two of them dragged the wounded man out of the water, the others slung their short Austrian carbines off their shoulders and started blazing away across the river at the tower where our neighbour had taken refuge. Evidently none of the Petlura men dared set foot on the bridge.

Booming echoes resounded over the river. Soon Petlura men came running up from all sides to the sound of the shooting.

When the firing was at its height a Petlura lieutenant in a Hungarian tunic fringed with white astrakhan suddenly loomed up over us.

"Now then, you young ragamuffins, out of it!" he barked, brandishing his pistol at Weasel.

We took to our heels.



Turning off past Old Boulevard, we made for home. By the time we reached Uspensky Church we heard a harsh chatter break out on the river below. The Petlura men must have opened fire on the tower with a machine-gun.

At the church we parted. I went home, but the door of our flat was locked. I hung about for a few minutes on the vegetable patch, then grew impatient and ran off to Weasel's. I was very anxious to know if Omelusty would get away.

Weasel was eating hominy. I suggested we should run up to Old Market and look down from there to see what was happening at Konetspolsky Tower. Weasel hastily broke off a piece of hominy for me, and we dashed off. But when we got to the boulevard all was quiet by the tower; All we could see was a Petlura patrol pacing up and down along the river and a couple of fellows we did not know picking up empty cartridge-cases on the bank.

We, too, started searching for cartridge-cases where the firing had been.

Weasel was lucky. Near the fence he found a live Austrian cartridge with a snub-nosed bullet in it—one of the Petlura men must have dropped it in his haste. But I had no luck at all. I wandered about under the cliff for a long time, but except for one empty cartridge-case that smelt acridly of gunpowder I found nothing.

It was already dusk when I returned home, still none the wiser about our neighbour.

For some reason my father was in a cheerful mood. He had spread a newspaper over a corner of the table and was whistling to himself as he took our nickel-plated alarm-clock to pieces.

When I said that our neighbour must have been caught and was probably in prison by now, my father chuckled in his thick moustache and murmured: "A fat lot you know . . ."

After that evening I heard nothing more about our neighbour,

Until Petlura came my father had been working as a type-setter at the district printing press. When the Petlura men occupied the town, workers from the print-shop often came at night to see my father. They would talk for hours about various events, and ask my father for advice. One day the men came and said that Petlura had brought with him some machines to print money with.

These machines had been installed in the big building of the ecclesiastical seminary on Seminary Street. Soldiers with bushy forelocks dangling from under their shaggy hats, and carbines on their backs, were pacing up and down under the windows of the seminary, flicking their whips at passers-by.

Five of the print-shop workers had been taken there to print Petlura currency. One of the men complained to my father that all the time they were working there the Petlura men had stood over them with rifles, and that after the work they had been searched as if they were thieves.

Late one evening a short, pock-marked type-setter came to our place. He had been to see us before. Aunt Maria was already asleep and Father was just about to go to bed.

"Tomorrow they're going to make you and me print that Petlura currency, Miron. I heard the manager talking about it in the office," the type-setter told my father gloomily.

My father listened in silence to what the type-setter had to say. Then he sat down grimly at the table in nothing but his underclothes, and stared for a long time at the flickering flame of the oil-lamp. I watched my father and thought to myself: "But say something! Why don't you say something!"

At last the little type-setter plucked up his courage and tapped my father on the shoulder.

"Well, what shall we do, Miron?" he asked.

All at once my father got up, shook his fist, and answered so loudly that the lamp flame trembled:

"I'll print 'em a set of currency that'll give Petlura himself a pain in the neck. I'm a printer, not a forger!"

Next morning my father was no longer in town.



GOOD-BYE TOWN SCHOOL



One day when we were sitting in class waiting for the maths master to appear, Lazarev walked in instead. He greeted us, wiped his pince-nez with his handkerchief and, hunching his shoulders, started pacing to and fro between the window and the stove. He liked to pace about the class-room before a lesson. It was as though he wanted time to collect his thoughts.

Suddenly Lazarev stopped and looked at us with a weary, distracted expression on his face.

"Well, let's say good-bye, boys," he said. "We've got on wonderfully together, there haven't been any quarrels, and now it's time to part. Our school is closing down and you will be -transferred to the High School. They can't get enough pupils voluntarily . . . You can go home now if you like. There won't be any more lessons. On Monday you will have to appear at the High School. You've done with the Town School; from now on you are high-school boys."

We were astonished. What High School? Why were we high-school boys?

A hush fell in the room.

The first to break the silence was Sasha Bobir.

"Valerian Dmitrievich, what about our masters . . . . What about you—will you be coming with us?" he called out from the back desk.

This question made us prick up our ears.

We could see that it had touched Lazarev on the raw.

"No, boys, my time's up. What's good for Pan Petlura isn't good enough for me. I wouldn't fit in at that High School," he answered with a wry smile and, sitting down at the table, started aimlessly turning over the pages of the register.

Then we jumped up from our desks and surrounded Lazarev's table.

Lazarev said nothing. We could see that he was upset, and that he found it hard to talk to us, but we still pestered him with questions. Sasha Bobir asked if we should be wearing uniform, Weasel wanted to know in what language they would teach us at the High School; each of us tried to satisfy his own curiosity. We were particularly anxious to learn why Lazarev did not want to go to the High School himself. And when we had made him thoroughly upset, he got up from his chair, again wiped his pince-nez slowly with his handkerchief, and said:

"I don't want to leave you in the middle of the school year myself, but there's no help for it.". After a pause he added: "What it amounts to, boys, is that they are getting together their own teachers at the High School—Petlura men—and I won't do for them. I have always thought, and I still think, that the fate of the Ukraine cannot be decided separately from that of the peoples of Russia . . . And they will never forgive me for being the first of the masters to tell you the truth about Lenin, about the Revolution, about the Soviets . . ."

We were not very cheerful when we went home that day. It was rotten to think of leaving our old school for ever. No one knew what to expect at the High School, what ways they had there, what kind of masters. And the thought of studying with those high-school snobs was grim.

"It's all Petlura's idea!" Weasel said fiercely to me as 'we walked down Old Boulevard towards the river. "I wish he'd choke himself, the rat!"

I said nothing. There was nothing to say. None of us wanted to give up our old school.

The high-school boys still wore the grey great-coats with lapel-badges, the navy-blue uniforms, and uniform caps with bands of silver palm leaves that they had worn under the old regime. And when Petlura came, many of them— especially those who had joined the Boy Scouts ( During the Civil War in the Ukraine, the Petlura men, enemies of the Ukrainian people, went to great lengths to spread the Boy Scout movement. Fostering hatred of Soviet power among the scouts, Petlura trained them as reinforcements for his detachments.) —started wearing Petlura crests on their caps—shiny gilded tridents. Sometimes they put yellow and blue ribbons under these tridents.

We had a long hatred for those little snobs in their blue uniforms with silver buttons. "Bluebottles! Bluebottles!" we would shout at the top of our voices whenever we caught sight of them.

But the high-school boys were not bad at teasing either.

Our brass badges had the letters "T.S." stamped on them, which stood for Town School. So whenever the high-schoolers saw someone from the Town School they would start shouting: "Ticks! Ticks! Ticks!"

Didn't we Zarechye chaps give it to them for that! And our small fry used to pelt the high-schoolers with green plums, pebbles and bean seeds.

The only trouble was that the high-school boys rarely came down our way, to Zarechye, where mostly poor people lived. Nearly all of them lived in the fashionable part of the town: in Kiev Street, Zhitomir Street, Post Street, and on the other side of the boulevards. Many of them lived near the High School itself.





Monday came. What a clear sunny morning it was! And we had to make our first attendance at that strange unfriendly High School!

Even before we got there, when Petka Maremukha, Weasel and I were crossing the square, we heard one of the high-schoolers shouting from one of the balconies: "Hey, you hominy-guzzlers, you onion-heads! Have you left your lice behind in Zarechye?"

We did not say anything. Grim and frowning, we entered the dark cold hall of the High School. There were no lessons for us, new boys, that day. In the teachers' common-room the secretary entered all our names in a big book, then said: "Now wait in the corridor. The head-master will come out soon."

But the head-master sat tight in his study, and was in no hurry to come out and see us.

We hung about the vaulted corridors, slid down the smooth banisters, and finally wandered into the Great Hall. There the hunch-backed high-school caretaker Nikifor was removing the portraits of Russian writers from the walls. For many years those portraits of Pushkin, Krylov, Chekhov, Pisemsky, Turgenev, Lermontov and Derzhavin, in their fine gilded frames, had hung under the plaster cornices of this hall. And on that Monday they were all taken down and carted away to the High School's dark and dusty store-room, where usually only dusters and chalk and wet rags were kept.

Acting on the head-master's orders, Nikifor the caretaker began to replace the Russian writers with portraits of the ministers in the Petlura government. But there turned out to be more ministers than writers—nineteen of them— and there were not enough gilded frames to go round. Then Nikifor stopped for a moment, scratched the back of his head and went off to rummage in the botany lab. He returned with a whole pile of framed pictures of various wild animals and birds.

But hardly had he begun to carve up these pictures, when in rushed the infuriated botany master Polovyan and raised such a hullabaloo that we thought he would kill Nikifor on the spot. Polovyan danced round the step-ladder shouting: "What are you thinking of, you monster? You must be mad! How dare you wreck the laboratory! It's sacrilege! . . ."

"Push off, Pan Teacher, what's all the fuss about? Go and see the head-master," Nikifor snapped back.

After raging about the hall for a time, Polovyan ran off to complain to the head-master; but the head-master only praised Nikifor for his ingenuity.

With a sly smile on his face the caretaker started ripping lions, tigers, and rhinoceroses out of the little cherry-coloured frames. Among them was a picture of an ant-eating bear, the best picture of its 'kind in the town. It was Polovyan's pride and joy.

"Come on out of it, monster!" Nikifor grunted, pulling the bear out of his frame.

Sitting on the parquet floor, Nikifor took out the pictures, wiped the frames with a damp rag and found new occupants for them at random: the Navy Minister, the Minister for Ecclesiastical Affairs, the grim, heavily-moustached Minister of Education—anyone who came to hand.

When every portrait had been hung, Nikifor sprinkled water on the floor and swept all the rubbish and cobwebs out into the corridor.

With our help he arranged several long wooden benches in front of the platform. Everyone from the Town School assembled in the Great Hall and sat down on the benches. The bearded head-master of the High School, Prokopovich, climbed up on the platform, cleared his throat and, resting his right foot on the prompter's box, delivered a speech.

We could not make out half of what he said. All I could remember was that we, "young sons of the independent Ukraine," should study well at the High School and join the Boy Scouts, so that, on leaving the High School, we could enter the Petlura military academies.





Maremukha, Sasha Bobir, Weasel, and I were put in the same class. To start with, we kept together and, when the occasion demanded, could pay any high-schooler back in his own coin. But as time went on, Petka Maremukha, who was the fat one among us, started making up more and more to a sharp, boastful fellow called Kotka Grigorenko.

True, they had known each other before, down at Old Estate. Petka's father, the cobbler, rented an outbuilding there from Doctor Grigorenko. Kotka sometimes drove down to Old Estate with his father, and had got to know Petka there. Now, at the High School they greeted each other as old acquaintances. Added to this, Kotka bribed Maremukha with some sheets of crested record paper, and Maremukha fell for it completely.

Kotka's father was the head doctor at the town hospital. He allowed his son to rummage in the hospital records and pull clean sheets out of the medicine-scented files. Kotka often took Maremukha down into the hospital cellars to hunt for clean paper.

Maremukha had been to Kotka's house in Zhitomir Street more than once; and they often went down to the river together to catch crayfish. Naturally he was one of Kotka's first recruits for the Boy Scouts.

And soon after Maremukha, Sasha Bobir also changed sides and became a follower of Kotka. One day he showed off his nickel-plated bulldog revolver to Kotka, and Kotka threatened to tell the Petlura officers about it. Sasha got scared and went over to Kotka's side.

Only Weasel and I stuck together.

And how grim it was at first, studying at the High School. The class-rooms were bleak and forbidding, just like monastery cells. In fact, there had once been some monastery cells here. 

What was now the High School had at one time been a monastery. I had heard that in the monastery cellars monks used to be punished for their sins by being walled up alive. The building had been reconstructed many times since then, of course, but outside and inside it still looked like a monastery.

The boys who had studied here before felt themselves masters of the place. They took all the best desks at the front, near the stove, and the only desks left for us were in "Siberia," at the back of the class.

The high-school teachers were boring and sharp-tempered. They never had anything interesting to say, and never joked as Lazarev had done at the Town School. We often used to think of our old history master's interesting lessons, and of the trips we had made together to the Old Fortress.

Here, at the High School the subject of general history was abolished at once; instead, we learnt only the history of the Ukraine. Our new history master was the Petlura priest, Kiyanitsa.

Tall, with a long, straggling ginger beard, and wearing a green robe with a heavy silver crucifix on his chest, Kiyanitsa used to come to the class-room long before the bell rang. He would be waiting for us even while we were playing in the yard.

Kiyanitsa taught history in a dull, uninteresting way. He kept harping on the fact that the Ukrainians were a different people from the 'Russians, and used every argument he could think of to prove that even the Germans had closer ties with the Ukraine than Russia. Often in the middle of a lesson the priest would stop, clear his throat, fiddle with his ginger beard, and turn to Grushevsky's History for help. And when he was tired of delving in that massive tome, he would start firing questions at us.

One day he performed a very important marriage—the marriage of Petlura's adjutant—and came straight to school after the wedding-feast, his breath smelling strongly of vodka. He went upstairs to the head-master's study for his text-books, which he used to keep in a cupboard there. But that day the head-master had been summoned to the Petlura Ministry of Education and the study was locked. Kiyanitsa hung about round the door for some time, peered through the keyhole, gave a grunt of annoyance and, reeling slightly, came down to the class-room. He spent a long time mumbling something through his nose, clearing his throat, pushing his long arms under the desk, and then suddenly he rumbled:

"Well, er . . . yes . . . well, today, boys . . . today we shall go over what I was telling you about the Fortress of Kodak. The Fortress of Kodak is famous because it was built near the Dnieper falls by . . . Who built the Fortress of Kodak? Well now, what's your name, my child?" And he pointed his finger straight at Maremukha.

The question was so sudden that poor Petka squirmed in his seat and looked round. Then he stood up, blushing.

"Maremukha."

"Maremukha?" the priest repeated in surprise. "Well, Maremukha, my child, will you explain to us who built the Fortress of Kodak?"

A hush fell on the class. Far away in the distance a cart could be heard creaking down the Ternopolsky Slope. Someone whistled on the square outside. Petka shifted from one foot to the other, then, knowing that the priest's favourite hetman was the traitor Mazeppa, he plucked up courage and blurted out:

"Mazeppa!"

"Nonsense, you little fool!" the priest interrupted him sharply. "Mazeppa was not even born then . . . The Fortress of Kodak was built by . . . was built by . . . yes . . . it was built by the Israelite Kaplan, and no sooner was it built than our glorious knight, Samoilo Koshka, captured it."

"No, he didn't . . ." Weasel shouted in a trembling voice.

The priest looked up sharply.

"Who said that? Stand up at once!"

Weasel rose to his feet, pale and excited.

"I said it," he answered quietly, staring down at the inkwell in front of him.

What would happen to Weasel now, I wondered. I thought that Kiyanitsa would hurl himself at Weasel and start beating him in front of the whole class. But the priest, planting his great fists on the desk, boomed out in a loud voice:

"Aha! So you are the clever one? Splendid! Now let me see, you Polish puppy, you assert that I am distorting the truth? Then come out here, my lad, and tell us who, in your opinion, built the Fortress of Kodak."

The priest thought that Weasel would be frightened to answer, but Weasel squared his shoulders and looked him straight in the eye.

''It wasn't Kaplan who built the Fortress of Kodak," he said, "it was the French engineer Beauplan, and the man who captured it was not Koshka, but Hetman Sulima."

"Sulima?" the priest repeated, and burst out coughing.

He coughed for a long time, covering his hairy mouth with the broad sleeve of his robe. The smell of vodka in the class-room grew even stronger. When he had finished coughing, Kiyanitsa's face was red and his eyes were watering.

"Who told you such nonsense?" he asked.

"Lazarev," Weasel answered boldly, then explained: "Our history master, Lazarev."

"That Lazarev of yours knows nothing at all!" the priest snapped angrily. "He is a heretic and a charlatan!"

"That's not true either!" Weasel said firmly. "Lazarev knows everything."

"What?" roared the priest. "Not true? Go and stand in the corner. Into the corner, you wretched boy! Kneel!"

Kiyanitsa's shout even made the windows rattle. Weasel was pale when, after hesitating a second, he went over to the stove and knelt down in the corner.

That incident made us hate Kiyanitsa all the more.



A FREE LESSON



That day it was German. We were waiting for the German master, whose nickname was "Zusammen." We had been waiting for a long time. The bell had gone ages ago, but still he did not come.

Weasel got tired of sitting at his desk. He climbed on the window-sill and carelessly flicked open the metal catch.

"Careful, Yuzik, Zusammen will tick you off for that! He's scared of draughts!" Petka Maremukha shouted from the back desk.

Weasel just shook his head obstinately and, without answering, pulled the curved handle of the window towards him.

The window opened slowly with a creak. Bits of brown plaster dropped on the floor.

The warm sunny morning burst into our dusty classroom. We heard the merry voices of the starlings. Pigeons were cooing on the cathedral. On the other side of the square, in Zhitomir Street, two Petlura men were cursing loudly as they took a sack of oats from a peasant whom they had stopped on his way through the town. At first we thought the Petlura men would try to frighten him by shooting in the air, but the peasant gave up his sack without persisting, and the cart soon disappeared down the slope in the direction of the river.

We all felt drawn to the window, to the stir and the bustle of the town.

Cheerful little draughts played through the class-room. Dust sparkled above the desks. The room grew bigger and wider as if the walls had been moved back. There was a smell of spring and open fields in the air, and it made you long even more to run away and be free.

I leaned on the window-sill beside Weasel and, holding on to his leather belt in case I fell, hung over the edge.

The familiar cobbled square stretched out before us.

On the opposite side towered the dark, shabby-looking building of the cathedral. It had not been repaired since the war started. The plaster was peeling off its thick rounded walls, and in places the bare bricks were overgrown with moss. The high vaulted doors were open. A service was being held.

Fatty Maremukha suddenly darted away from the window-sill and ran over to the stove. He rummaged about in the corner there for a moment, pulled out a crumpled paper pigeon, returned to the window-sill and, pulling himself up with his left arm, threw the pigeon out of the window.

Swaying gently, the paper bird glided over the chestnut-trees and landed on the cobble-stones far out on the square.

"Call that a throw! Pooh! That's not a pigeon, it's a skinny old crow . . . . Watch me, Petka. I'll throw one as far as the cathedral." The shout came from Kotka Grigorenko at the next window.

Kotka's head disappeared as he jumped to the floor.

We turned round.

Kotka slipped over to his desk, straightening his new jacket, pulled out his soft grey satchel, and took the first exercise-book that touched his hand.

Without even glancing to see what book it was, Kotka tore several clean pages out of it. Then he folded them into three paper pigeons, fitted them with tails, bent their beaks, and again jumped up on the window-sill.

With a gentle, easy throw he sent off the first pigeon. But the pigeon, as we were quick to notice, did not fly well; its beak seemed to be made of lead. Twice its tail veered awkwardly, and long before the bird reached Petka's pigeon it had gone into a spin and dropped to the ground.

"That'll teach you to swank!" I was about to shout to 'Kotka. But just then two more pigeons flew out of the window.

These flew better.

Swooping cleanly, just like real pigeons, cleaving the air with their fat beaks, they glided over the deserted square and finally came to rest right by the cathedral.

At that moment the door slammed behind us and in rushed lanky Volodya Martsenuk.

"Hurrah, chaps! Zusammen's not coming!" Volodya shouted, waving the class register. "Honestly, he's not. We've got two free lessons!"

Two free lessons! That was fine!

There were only a few days left to the holidays. The weather was warm as anything; soon the chestnuts would be in bloom. We, Zarechye chaps, had been coming to school barefoot for a long time now. The red beetles we used to call "soldiers" had crawled out of the cracks in the wall round the high-school yard. Whole families of them were basking in the sun—getting their strength back after the winter. They never moved except to twitch their whiskers now and then. It was fine outside, and the school was dark, dusty, and unfriendly. If only we could run out there in the bright sun, on the warm paving stones. How could anyone sit in a class-room in such weather!

Good old Zusammen for not coming to school again! . . . Last week a big, twin-engined German aeroplane had flown quite low over the town, making a terrific roar. All grey, with black crosses on its broad wings, it appeared in the sky quite suddenly and, circling twice over the Old Fortress, landed on a green meadow outside the town, near the candle factory. The vibrating roar of its engines had not died down before every street was alive with boys running towards the spot where the aeroplane had landed. Petka Maremukha and I got there first. It was only a stone's throw from Zarechye to that meadow; if you climbed Hospital Street as far as the slaughter-yard, you were nearly at the candle factory.

Before we reached the plane, the airmen, in leather helmets and goggles, had climbed out of the cabin. They were walking about the grass, stretching their legs; their heads reached as high as the wings. They were bloated, arrogant-looking fellows in short yellow leather jackets, shining gaiters and brown breeches with buttons at the knees.

Without even a glance at the gathering crowd the airmen began to pull long ply-wood crates, bound round with strips of tin out of the plane. These they placed on the grass with great care.

Presently a long raspberry-coloured motor car drove up with some Petlura officers inside. The officers saluted the airmen and promptly set about driving the boys away from the plane with their riding-whips.

Petka and I took refuge on the fence of the candle factory. We sat there for a long time gazing at this aeroplane that had planked itself down in our meadow. Behind us was a quiet calm pond. Thin-stemmed bul-rushes grew all round the fence and their velvety tops tickled the bare soles of our feet.



By the time the Petlura men had loaded the crates into their raspberry-coloured car, another car had driven up, tooting its horn. This one, apparently, was for the airmen, who got into it and drove off behind the Petlura men into the town, having first swathed the propellers of the aeroplane in green tarpaulin covers and left a sentry there to guard it.

For several days the town talked of nothing but this German aeroplane. It had brought from Berlin the former War Minister of the Gentral Ukrainian Rada, (The Central Ukrainian Rada—the government of the Ukrainian bourgeoisie, was the mainstay of the bourgeois-nationalist counterrevolution. It existed from April 1917 to April 1918.) Porsh. Even in our little town everybody knew that Porsh was an inveterate thief, that he had stolen several millions from the ministry, gone away to Germany, and with his stolen riches bought himself a wonderful mansion in the finest street in Berlin. And now he had returned to the Ukraine as an important, well-to-do guest, to pay a visit to his old crony Petlura.

Porsh had with him several German engineers. They had brought Petlura some Petlura currency printed in Berlin, and were to help him print similar currency here, in the mint that had been set up in the old seminary.

Our German master, whom we called "Zusammen," but whose real name was Ottersbach, had been attached to the party as interpreter.

For days on end, from early morning till late in the evening, Ottersbach walked the Germans round the town, showing them the fortress towers and explaining things to them, all the while waving his thin, pole-like arms.

Today he must be out with his long-legged engineers again; that was why he had not turned up at school.

One of the lads was so glad Zusammen would not be coming that he started rattling the top of his desk like a machine-gun.

"Quiet!" the monitor hissed at him. "Prokopovich will hear. We'd better go outside."

We trooped out. Martsenuk came with us. It was a fine day of monitorship for him—no need to run for chalk and wet dusters; the blackboard was still clean from the day before.

On tip-toe we filed quickly down the musty corridors. Every other class-room was quiet. Lessons had already begun. Through the glass panels in the doors we could see the boys' heads, all turned in one direction—like sunflowers to the sun—towards the high wooden lecterns behind which the masters sat. Their voices were scarcely audible.

The High School with its narrow vaulted corridors and dark niches seemed dead. How frightening it must be here at night when Nikifor the caretaker fastened the padlock on the front door and went off to his house in the wing! The class-rooms would be dark and deserted; the branches of the chestnut-trees would scratch on the windows like owls. A shout in one corner would be enough to start all the three long corridors answering you, then the deserted class-rooms would answer them, and there would be such a booming and clanging all over the tall shabby building that even the bravest senior boy would die of fright.

We ran down the worn marble steps of the main staircase into the ground-floor corridor, and from there through a side-door into the yard.

The sandy football pitch was deserted and seemed to be waiting for us. The high-school charwomen had swept the pitch clean and pulled out all the stray tufts of grass. That evening the first Boy Scout parade was to be held there.

"Leap-frog or buttons?" shouted Martsenuk, running into the middle of the yard.

"Coppers and robbers!" shouted Weasel, climbing on to a tall tree stump near the fence.

"What, again?" Kotka Grigorenko sneered. "Let's go to the gym, I'll show you how to do a hand-stand on the parallel bars."

The gym was in a barn near the Polish Roman Catholic church, which was run by a priest called Shuman. It had a wooden floor, to which were clamped a horizontal bar, parallel bars, and vaulting horses covered with brown leather. The scouts practised there in the evening under the instruction of Old Vondra. Old Vondra's chest was tattooed all over with violet eagles, mermaids, and gruesome-looking skeletons.

Kotka Grigorenko and his troop also went there every evening to learn gymnastics from Old Vondra. Kotka could do a neat through-vault over the very longest horse and perform several tricks on the flying rings, but he 'was at his best on the horizontal bar. Yesterday, it was true, when trying to do a grand swing, he had fallen and slithered several yards along the dirty floor of the gym, making a nasty mess of his left cheek. But that was just what ought to happen to a swank like him.

"Keep your gym, we don't want it!" I cried.

"Coppers and robbers! Coppers and robbers!" burst out Petka Maremukha, glancing sideways at his sleek friend Kotka Grigorenko.

Maremukha was rather fat and clumsy, and probably shorter than any of us. The gym held no attraction for him. "Coppers and robbers" was his favourite game.

"Well, chaps, let's play copiers and robbers. We've got plenty of time," said Weasel, sensing that the balance of opinion was in our favour.

Who were to be "coppers," and who "robbers"?

As usual we used a stick to decide. The one whose hand grasped the knobbly top of the stick last was a "copper."

When we had all tried, it worked out that Petka Maremukha, Volodya Martsenuk, Yuzik Starodomsky, myself, and a few others, were "robbers."

Sasha Bobir, Kotka Grigorenko, and the rest, were "coppers." Kotka Grigorenko was elected chief "copper."

At first Kotka would not play. He was annoyed that we had refused to go to the gym with him. But after some hesitation he consented. After all, "Chief of Police" was an honourable post.

Now life was going to be hot!

Although Kotka was a mother's darling, he was very quick and cunning, -and he knew every hide-out in the neighbourhood. If you didn't find a good one, he'd be sure to catch you.

Following their chief's example, the "coppers" took off their belts, made them into rolls, then pulled them out so that they looked like revolvers.

Sasha Bobir fished out of his pocket his shining little bulldog. Keeping it half-hidden in his sleeve, he glanced round surreptitiously. He was afraid one of the Petlura men might be watching him from the street.

At 'Kotka Grigorenko's command the "coppers" went down into the basement, having sworn a solemn oath not to look where we went.

The rule was that they should count up to one hundred and twenty, and then give the first whistle. They must then count up to one hundred and twenty again and whistle a second time. And only after the third whistle were they allowed to start searching for us. We were not allowed to move until the first whistle.

"Now then, no looking!" Petka Maremukha called out after the "coppers."

"We'll catch the lot of you without that!" Sasha Bobir declared confidently, and threatened Maremukha with his bulldog.

Kotka let all the "coppers" into the basement before him and stopped on the top step. His grey jacket was thrown open, his blue high-school cap with its silver trimmings had slipped on to the back of his head and his black hair dangled from under the shiny peak.

"Listen, you weasels," Kotka proclaimed solemnly, straightening his cap. "Stand where you are and wait for the whistle. If anyone runs away before I whistle he's disqualified from the game. Understand?"

We understood.

We hung about on the square near the cellar, shifting from one foot to the other.

At last Kotka went down and joined his team. There ought to be a whistle at any moment.

But no whistle came. Why was he so long? We had wasted enough time as it was.

At last the first whistle reached us from the depths of the cellar.

As if someone had pushed us from behind, we shot forward and, each trying to overtake the other, raced away behind the high-school sheds.



KONETSPOLSKY TOWER



The street on the other side of the high wall that surrounded the school yard was called Bell Street.

It was quite near by, just the other side of the wall, but it was not so easy to get there. Before you could reach Bell Street, you had to go out on the square, make your way round the cathedral, and walk down the steep High-School Passage.

But we were not so green. Let the masters and the head go that way—we had our own way of getting to Bell Street.

The street was lined on both sides with telegraph poles. One of them stood quite near the wall. All you had to do was climb the wall and stretch out your arm—and you could touch the white isolators on the top of the pole.

One day Weasel had an idea. Why not slide down the telegraph pole into Bell Street? We tested the pole to see if it was shaky. But it seemed to be firm enough and, what was more, the wood was smooth—you wouldn't get splinters in your hands. Weasel was the first to try it.

Since then the telegraph pole had often saved us from shoppings at the hands of the senior boys, and even from the bearded Prokopovich.

And now, too, we made for the pole. The first to climb the wall was Volodya Fylartsenuk. Throwing his arms forward, he clasped the pole and slid quickly down. Next came Petka Maremukha.

Petka was scared, but he screwed up his courage. We saw his face go pale and his short legs start trembling. It looked as if he really might fall. One day when Petka and I had climbed a tall oak-tree for hawk's eggs, Petka had got dizzy and nearly lost his hold. "If he falls now," I thought, "what on earth shall we do with him?"

From behind the sheds came the long second whistle. At last Petka flopped forward on to the pole and slid down. It seemed as if everything would be all right. One after the other we slid down into Bell Street. "Can I come with you chaps?" Maremukha asked us. "No fear! We'll manage without you. If you come, they'll nab the lot of us," Weasel snapped back, and turned to me. "This way!" he whispered, nodding towards a narrow path through some thorn bushes.

Leaving Petka behind, we crossed the street and plunged into the prickly blackthorn. Keeping our heads down, we made our way to the edge of the cliff along a winding path half-hidden among the bushes.

The dense prickly branches twined round us and over us like barbed wire. Black, hook-shaped roots curled up under our feet, and there were rusty bits of tin lying about. We ran carefully to avoid cutting our bare feet. Neither of us spoke or looked back. We knew the coppers must be hot on our trail! A bright-feathered bird flew up right in my face.

We reached the Turkish Steps. Built by the Turks about three hundred years ago, the ancient staircase led steeply down to the river. On the other side, right by the bank, we could see the lonely, half-ruined Konetspolsky Tower. It stood there, all by itself, quite a distance from the Old Fortress. Since ancient times it 'had guarded the approach to the town from the north, from Zarechye.

From the foot of the Turkish Steps a wooden bridge, led across the river straight to the tower. It was over this bridger not long ago, that our neighbour, Omelusty, had run to escape from the Petlura men.

"Let's hide in the tower!" Weasel suggested, panting for breath. I nodded.

Going down the Turkish Steps was easy. On both sides they had strong oak rails that stretched almost to the river. They were firm and smooth to the touch.

We lay flat on the nails, and slid down flight after flight so quickly that we did not have time to count the battered steps flying past us. A button came off my collar, and my belly felt as hot as if it had mustard plasters on it. By the time we reached the bottom we looked as though we had been in a free fight.

Without even stopping to tuck in our shirts, we leapt on to the narrow bridge. The tumbling waters flew past below us. The boards creaked and bent, and the whole bridge began to sway like a live thing, as though some joker on the bank was rocking it on purpose.

We plunged under the stone archway of the tower and up the spiral staircase to the second floor. Kotka would never find us here!

Tired and sweating, we dropped down on the grassy floor. Weasel at once crawled over to the nearest opening, which looked like a huge keyhole the wrong way up. From there we had a good view of the opposite bank, the Turkish Steps, and half the wooden bridge we had just crossed.

If the "coppers" came down the Turkish Steps after us, Weasel would spot them at once, and we should have time to find another hiding-place.

It was cool and quiet inside the tower. The white marble fire-place which stood in one wall was in ruins. The ceiling had collapsed long ago, leaving only a single half-rotten beam that stuck out of the wall like a cannon, in the thick moss-covered walls there were three large niches. Here the Konetspolsky pans, besieged by the Dnieper Cossacks, must have stored their gunpowder and heavy cannon-balls. The whole floor was carpeted with lush green grass, and in the fire-place grew a clump of forget-me-nots.

The grass by the wall was flattened. Somebody must have been here before us. Could it be the mark left by Omelusty? Of course it was! Why, it was only a little while since he had blazed away at the Petlura men from here. He must have lain by that embrasure, pistol in hand, just as Weasel was lying now, flat on his stomach in the soft grass, his legs flung wide apart.

What a shot that had been at the burly Petlura man! Omelusty must be a good marksman; not everyone could score a hit with a pistol at that distance. If that Petlura man was still alive, he would remember Konetspolsky Tower for a long time to come.

Surely they hadn't caught Omelusty! Why, even up there, in the centre of the town, he had given them the slip. Surely they couldn't have caught him out here, in Zarechye.

"I say, Weasel! I think he must have got away after all. Good job, too!"

"Who got away?" Weasel asked and turned to me. "Who are you talking about, Vasya?"

"About Ivan . . . 'Remember how he picked off those Petlura men from this opening?"

"Oh, Ivan Omelusty!" said Weasel, and pulled a juicy tuft of grass out of a crack. "They'll go a long wav before they catch him! He's wily as a pike. Give a dozen Petluras the slip, he would . . . You know, if you ask me, I don't think he's far away. I expect he's just lying low in town somewhere, or in that underground passage. When I was going past the fortress bridge the day before yesterday I sat down to have a rest, and near me there were two men watering their horses and talking about that passage. One of them swore there were two thousand Bolsheviks hiding there. He said the Bolsheviks had let the Petlura men into the town on purpose, so as to trap them. One night, when it's dark as pitch and there's not a single star in the sky, all those Bolsheviks will come out of the underground passage with torches, and take the Petlura men prisoner. And they'll throw Petlura himself off the fortress bridge into the waterfall."

"How can they be hiding there? They've got to eat something, haven't they?"

"Oh, they've got all kinds of supplies. Before they went into hiding, they laid in a good stock of bacon and beans and millet and bread. Why, this very minute they're sitting down there, cooking their dinner."

"But where does the smoke go?"

"The smoke?" Weasel stopped to think. "Oh, I suppose they've made chimneys in the fortress towers and al! the smoke goes away out of the top."

But that was too much like a fairy-tale. Someone must be making things up—that man or Weasel.

"Is that the truth?"

"Are you calling me a liar?" Weasel took offence and fell silent.



A SCRAP



Presently I got tired of sitting in Konetspolsky Tower. There was not a sight or sound of the "coppers." Perhaps they had forgotten about us? Suppose we ran out and found another place to hide?

"Look here, Yuzik," I said, "we're not keeping to the rules, you know."

"Why not?"

"I'll tell you why. You're the 'robber chief,' you ought to be commanding the other robbers; not hiding away here with me."

"No, I must stay in hiding," Weasel answered, not looking at me. "If they catch one of the gang, it doesn't matter all that much; but if the 'coppers' grab me, the whole gang will fall to bits. Besides.. ." Weasel hesitated. "Swear you won't tell anyone?"

"May I be struck by lightning, may I fall off this tower into the river, may I . . ."

"All right," Weasel interrupted me. "Now listen. My dad will be down by the high-school wall today, catching dogs— there are lots of 'em round there. And I don't want to bump into him. If he sees me in the street when I ought to be in school, he won't half be wild . . . He's in a bad temper already. Yesterday someone pulled a board out of the shed arid all the dogs Dad had caught at the market ran away . . ."

Weasel's father used to catch stray dogs for the owner of the town slaughter-yard, Kumchenko. Kumchenko would kill the dogs, skin them, and sell the dog fat to the local soap factory. Weasel's father often drove about the town in his long van, drawn by a mangy, draggle-tailed nag.

When that black "Dog Prison" creaked round the streets of the town, a whole crowd of boys would charge after it, shouting and cat-calling. The dogs would yelp and throw themselves at the bars like jackals in a trap. And as the boys raced each other to catch up with the van, they would shout: "Bitcher! Bitcher!"

That was what they used to call dog-catchers in our town.

Quite often our chaps would tease Weasel, too, with that offensive nickname. Then he would lose his temper and fly at his tormentors with his fists. One day this led to a fight with Kotka Grigorenko. It was a good job they were separated in time. Grigorenko ran off at once to tell the head-master, but, luckily for Weasel, the Head was out, and nothing more came of it.

Last week, however, when they started recruiting us for the scouts at the High School, Kotka decided to get his own back on Weasel. As scout troop-leader, he was taking down the names himself. Sasha Bobir wanted to persuade Weasel to join, but Kotka blankly refused to accept him.

"Your father is a bitcher and you stink, of dogs yourself. You're the wrong sort for us!" he explained pompously, and added: "Besides you're a Pole. The scout-master won't allow me to put you down for our troop."

After that Weasel began to hate Kotka Grigorenko even more.

"Look here, Yuzik," 1 said to Weasel, "there's going to be a scout parade today in the school yard. They're getting ready for camp. What about taking a look?"

"Catch me!" Weasel flared up all of a sudden. "Running around in short pants, with a lot of daft ribbons on their shoulders -and sticks in their hands. Wait a bit. When the Reds come back we'll join them as proper scouts!"

Serving with the Red Army as a reconnaissance scout, helping Soviet power, had always been a favourite idea of Weasel's. He was waiting for the Bolsheviks to come back so that he could go to Kiev. He had an uncle there who was working for the Reds, and that uncle had promised to send him to a school where they trained reconnaissance scouts. To tell the truth, I wasn't quite sure if there really was such a school, but Weasel had made my ears ring with telling me about it.

It would be fine to go there of course, but I didn't know anyone in 'Kiev; there wasn't much chance of my being able to go to that school.

It was said that the Boy Scouts would soon be going off to camp in Nagoranye Forest. At Nagoranye I had an uncle, with whom my father was hiding. The chief scout of the district, a pug-faced fellow called Marko Grzhibovsky, bore my father a grudge.

One day my father had stuck up for Maremukha, the cobbler. Maremukha had made Marko a pair of boots but Marko was not satisfied. He started finding fault with them and cursing the cobbler, and then hit him in the face with the heel of the new boot. He made old Maremukha's nose 'bleed. My father, who happened to be in the shop at the time, grabbed Marko by the collar and threw him out on the pavement.

"Coming the protector now, are you?" Marko snarled. "Just you wait, you'll learn . . . They'll show you . . . They'll give you something to remember . . ."

But he was afraid to fight my father—he knew he'd lose.

Now Marko was a Cossack officer. He always went about in spurs and riding boots, carrying a big Mauser pistol.

I tried to keep out of sight when Grzhibovsky, his spurs clanking, walked along the corridors to the head-master's study to see Prokopovich. If Marko remembered that I was the son of the same Miron Mandzhura who had thrown him out into the street—who knows, I might find myself in one of Petlura's jails all of a sudden!

"Vasya! Hear that?" Weasel tugged my sleeve and pressed himself flat against the opening.

"What's up, Weasel? Let me have a look!"

But Weasel was blocking up the whole embrasure.

"Wait, keep quiet! I think they're coming!" he whispered.

Through the broken roof of the tower we heard familiar voices. They were talking excitedly.

The voices were approaching the tower from the right, along a part of the bank which people rarely used. The cliffs there were thickly overgrown with bushes and fell steeply into the water. To pass that way you had to take your shoes off and paddle along the edge.

Suddenly I recognized Kotka Grigorenko's familiar jabber.

We were trapped! Down below, at the very foot of the tower, somebody's foot crunched on the pebbles.

Where should we run? There was only one way out of the tower, and that was now surrounded by "coppers." The moment you put your nose outside they'd nab you.

"They're coming! Get down. Hide!" Weasel hissed, jumping away from the opening.

The round bare tower was empty. There was absolutely nowhere to hide. Perhaps the niches would do? We plunged into those dark musty niches and stood there stock-still, like the saints on the Dominican church.

But already a piece of wood snapped under somebody's heel on the ground-floor. The wooden staircase creaked. One of the "coppers" was coming up the stairs. Scarcely breathing, I pressed even closer to the cold wall.

A moment later I was deafened by an exultant shout from Sasha Bobir.

"Come on, chaps! They're here!"

A few minutes later they led us out on to the bank, holding our arms. The "coppers" were all round us. Sasha Bobir walked on one side and kept clicking his unloaded revolver. But we had no right 'to run away. Oh, dash it, why hadn't we picked a better hiding-place, in the bushes, or in the cellar of the church! . . .

Curse those "coppers"! How they flapped round us, laughing and shouting!

But the biggest nuisance of the lot was Kotka Grigorenko. He brandished his dummy revolver in our faces. Two buttons of his jacket were undone, his hat was crumpled on the back of his head, and his cunning eyes, dark as stewed tea, flashed with joy under his black brows.

"Tie their hands!" 'Kotka ordered suddenly.

"That's against the rules!" Weasel burst out indignantly. "Robbers never have their hands tied!"

"You're not robbers, you're just a couple of tramps. And you're a polecat, not a weasel. A lot you know about what's in the rules and what isn't!" Kotka declared haughtily, buttoning up his jacket. "Now then, lads, what did I tell you? Tie them tight, so they can't throw their weight about!"

Sasha Bobir pushed his bulldog in his pocket and ran up to Weasel. Weasel started to fight back and I rushed forward to help him. But just then Kotka Grigorenko, running up from behind, jumped on my back.

"Get off!" I shouted. "Get off!"

Planting my feet wide apart and heaving from side to side, I tried to get nearer to a big acacia-tree, so that I could throw myself back and knock Grigorenko against the trunk.

"Get off!" I shouted again.

But Kotka clung to my shoulders, snarling like a wolf. I could see our chief, Weasel, battling fiercely with the "coppers." He was a tough agile chap, in spite of being thin. And the strength he was showing gave me fresh energy. I strained towards the tree. But then Kotka Grigorenko tripped me up and I fell flat on the sharp pebbles. I didn't have time to save myself with my hands—Kotka was gripping them from behind—and came down heavily on my face. The sharp pain made my face burn and brought tears to my eyes. The bridge of my nose had struck hard on a stone, my head was ringing, and there was a salty taste of blood in my mouth. But Kotka pounced on me again and started twisting my arms.

A rush of anger overcame the pain. Gathering all my strength, I forced myself on to one knee and, jerking my head round, threw Kotka off. Kotka was an athlete, he often lifted bricks during the break; but I was no weakling either. Before he could make another grab at my neck, I was on my feet and wrenching his slippery patent leather belt away from him.

"Trip me up, would you! Just wait, I'll give it to you, you toad! I'll show you!" I roared.

I managed to tug the belt out of Kotka's hands and fell to lashing his back and hands with it. But Kotka dodged away like a dog. Then he made a sudden leap at me and plunged his teeth into my arm.

Lowering my head, I butted Kotka in the chest. He lost his balance and tumbled into the river.

I didn't even realize what had happened. There was a heavy splash. It must have been deep there because Kotka's head vanished at once under the water.

I got frightened. Suppose he was drowned? But a second later Kotka's wet head popped up on the surface like a cork. He flapped wildly at the water with his arms—in his fright he had forgotten how to swim.

"Help! Save me!" he bawled, swallowing water and goggling with fear.

The "coppers" rushed to rescue their chief.

Weasel gave me a wink.

Taking advantage of the confusion, we made tracks.

Gosh, it was a good feeling to have given that bragging sissy of a doctor's son a real lesson! I had paid him back for everything. For Weasel, for my damaged nose, and for offending the honour of the "robbers"!



BEFORE THE HEAD



And so we reached the top of the Turkish Steps. Looking back, we had a good view of Konetspolsky Tower and the place where I had just knocked Kotka Grigorenko into the water. While we had been climbing the steps, the "coppers" had pulled Kotka out. We could see him down there, a black, bedraggled figure, hopping about on one foot—he must have got a bubble in his ear. The "coppers" were crowding round him.

"You'll have to watch your step now, Vasya. Kotka will never forgive you for that!"

"Think I'm afraid of him? What can he do to me? Complain to the Head? Let him! He started it first. There's a mark—look at the mark!" and 1 showed Weasel my battered nose.

"I can see it. It's not much of a one, but it's a mark. And you've got blood on your lip. Wipe it off."

"If the Head asks me, I'll tell him everything—how he tripped me up and how my nose bled . . . Kotka can tell tales if he likes, it'll only be the worst for him!" 

And we dashed on, towards Bell Street.





All through the singing lesson I could not sit still. I kept fidgeting about in my seat and looking at the door; every moment I expected to hear the head-master's footsteps in the corridor.

The class was learning "Long May He Reign" for the end-of-term concert. The singing teacher, Pani Rodlevskaya, a tall angular woman in a long black dress, with curls at her temples, kept brandishing the tuning fork at us, then striking it on the lectern.

"Here's the note, children!" she would squeak, raising herself on tip-toe as the metallic sound floated through the room. "Here's the note! . . . Mi-mi! For heaven's sake: Mi-mi!"

Volodya Martsenuk sang so loud he shook a cobweb in the corner of the room. Petka Maremukha piped out the descant in a thin, wailing tone, as if he were begging for alms. And I did not sing at all—just opened my mouth to keep Pani Rodlevskaya at bay. I had no time for singing at that moment. How could I sing "Long May He Reign," when I was just going to be called up before Prokopovich for a first-class wigging!

Kotka Grigorenko's desk was empty; he had not turned up for the lesson.

The "coppers" and "robbers" had got back to school well before the singing lesson began, and the tale of the ducking I had given Kotka had spread like wild fire. There had been quite a crowd round the wood pile, noisily discussing our fight.

At last Kotka had appeared in the yard. In his bedraggled state, with his black hair plastered over his forehead, he looked like a drowned duck.

I had been nosing round the basement, looking for a dock leaf to cover the scratch on my nose. The sight of Kotka’s scowling face had made me forget for a second the inevitable summons that was to come from the headmaster.

Pretending not to notice us, Kotka slipped in at the backdoor and made straight for Prokopovich's study. The fine streams of water trickling from his clothes left a long trail on the parquet floor, as if someone had carried a leaky bucket down the corridor.

As soon as the bell went, Volodya Martsenuk ran to the head-master's study to fetch the class register for Pani Rodlevskaya.

"Prokopovich has wrapped Kotka in that stuff! You know, the stuff they bought for the concert flags," he told us when he got back to the class. "He's sitting in the armchair with his teeth chattering. His eyes are all red and he looks a kind of yellow-blue colour—just like a parrot. When he saw me he turned way. And the Head has sent Nikifor to get Kotka's father."

"What a rotten sissy!" I thought. "And he swanks about being good at games and tougher than anyone else in the class! All our Zarechye chaps go swimming until late autumn. Sometimes you dive into the water and it's so cold you get spots before your eyes, but we never care. But that rotten swank gets pushed into warm water for a minute and he snivels and shivers like a puppy. Everyone has to look after him. And he thinks he's a chief, a troop-leader in the scouts! He ought to be sitting on his mother's knee!"

As a rule, singing lessons passed quicker than most; by the time we had learnt the song and sung it through once or twice, the bell would go in the corridor, and it would be time to stop. But that day the lesson dragged on endlessly. Pani Rodlevskaya, was tall and thin, with an Adam's apple as big and round as a jackdaw's egg, and she kept writhing up over the lectern, as if she were being crucified. "Daddy-Long-Legs" was what we called her, and she was just like one. The chaps used to say she dyed her grey hair with ink.

Unable to stand it any longer, I told Pani Rodlevskaya that my throat was dry and I was very thirsty. She gave me permission to leave the room and I slipped out into the corridor. There was not a soul about. I walked quietly down the corridor into the Great Hall and, crossing the stage, went out on the balcony.

Thick rustling chestnut branches almost touched the balcony railings. Soon the shapely, pale-pink chestnut flowers would blossom among the green leaves, like candles on a Christmas-tree. The cockchafers would buzz round them in the evening, and a warm light breeze would stir the blossoms, wafting away their sweet drowsy scent.

It would be wonderful to spend a night on this balcony. You could make yourself a cosy little bed here, put a pillow under your head, wrap the blanket round you and lie for a long, long time with your eyes shut, listening sleepily to the anxious town beyond the cathedral square, tired after its day of Petlura orders and decrees, growing calm and still . . . But what was this?

A trap drove out from behind the cathedral on to the square. It was heading straight for the school. Who could that be? Surely it wasn't Kotka's father? . . .

But it was. He was wearing an embroidered shirt and his brown bald pate gleamed in the sun.

Grigorenko reined in his horse sharply at the high-school porch and climbed heavily out of the trap. He tethered the horse to an iron post and, pulling a round black bundle out of the trap, disappeared into the building.

He must have brought Kotka a change of clothes. Fancy leaving the hospital just for that!

I stood on the balcony, concealed by the chestnut leaves. Now I had no wish at all to return to the class-room. I might as well wait until the bell.

The bell rang. A noisy stream of boys poured out of the class-rooms. I heard them shouting, talking, banging their desk lids. But I still stood there wondering how best to slip back into the class-room without the head-master or Kotka noticing me.

The door under the balcony banged heavily and Doctor Grigorenko, our head-master Prokopovich, and Kotka, appeared below. The unfortunate "chief of police" had changed into dry clothes; he was now wearing a sailor's suit that was too tight for him, and a cap adorned with the ribbons of the Order of St. George. His father must have picked up the first thing that came to hand.

Kotka kept turning his head and looking up at the windows to see if any of the boys were watching him. Apparently reassured, he set his sailor's cap at a more dashing angle. The doctor's deep voice floated up to me on the balcony, "For God's sake, punish that little gutter-snipe, Gedeon Apolinarievich! Unless you do something about it, he'll drown everyone in the school!"

" 'Gutter-snipe?' he means me!" I thought. "I like that! Someone trips me up, I cut my nose open and graze my knee, and then I'm to blame—I'm a gutter-snipe! . . . Let him call me up and ask what happened. I'll tell him who's the gutter-snipe!"

"Yes, indeed!" boomed the Head. "If only you knew what a dreadful time we have now with that Zarechye riff-raff! It's terrible, terrible! . . . They were sent here from the Town School, and they've turned everything upside down. The staff simply don't know what to do with them. Our independent Ukraine will gain nothing from them, I assure you. They were simply bred for the gutter. I've been asking at the Ministry if they can't be transferred to the Commercial . . ."

The doctor climbed into the trap, nodding sympathetically.

"Come and see us, and bring your wife, Gedeon Apolinarievich. You'll be most welcome."

"I should consider it a great honour," Prokopovich replied with a bow.

Grigorenko flicked the reins, and the trap moved off. The head-master stood still for a moment, then blew his nose with a white handkerchief, straightened his starched collar and walked away.

Then the bell rang and we went back into class.

 . . . When the last lesson was nearly over, Nikifor the caretaker entered the room, and after asking the master's permission, summoned me in gruff tones to the head-master. I did not want to show that I was frightened, so I gathered my books into a pile very slowly.

The class was silent. Everyone was looking at me.

The botany master, a broad-faced, freckled man in a fawn alpaca tunic, wiped his chalky fingers and pretended it had nothing to do with him.

All the Zarechye chaps cast sympathetic glances in my direction.





The round-shouldered, black-bearded Prokopovich was very much afraid of any infection. All the year round, winter and summer, he went about in brown kid gloves. Germs he imagined everywhere, but the thing he feared most was flies. At his home, on every shelf and window-ledge, and even on the bench under the apple-tree there were glass fly-catchers filled with disinfectant.

'Knowing how to annoy the Head, Sasha Bobir had acquired a wonderful knack of catching the big green flies that sometimes flew into our class-room and buzzed against the windows like bumble-bees. Sasha would catch one of these flies and quietly release it through the keyhole into Prokopovich's study. The fly would buzz about the room, and Prokopovich would buzz about after it, getting frantic with irritation. He would move the chairs about, open the windows, even call in the hunch-backed Nikifor to help him chase away the fly. And we were glad we had annoyed the old Fur-Face.





It was quite hard to open the heavy study door, which was padded with felt and oil-cloth.

Prokopovich did not even glance at me.

He was sitting in a soft leather arm-chair behind a long table, his beard thrust into a heap of papers; one hand, clad in a brown kid glove, rested on the edge of the table. I closed the door quietly and stood with my back to it.

The room was hung with portraits of the Ukrainian hetmans in heavy gilded frames. There were a lot of them in the big study.

The hetmans were clasping heavy gold maces studded with precious stones; their hats were adorned with flowing ostrich feathers. Only Mazeppa had no mace. Bareheaded, his doublet unfastened, he looked down at the head-master with cunning vicious eyes, and for a moment I had a feeling that it was not Prokopovich, not the head-master of our school who was sitting at the table, but some bearded hetman, descended from the portraits which hung on the wall.

Prokopovich sat there over his papers, appearing not to notice me.

He opened a heavy black book.

I got tired of waiting and gave a small cough.

"What do you want?" the Head asked in a harsh voice, looking up sharply.

"Nikifor . . . told me . . .to come," I gulped out. Fear made the words catch in my throat.

"Name?"

"Vasili . . ."

"I asked for your surname."

"Mandzhura."

"Did you push Grigorenko into the river?"

"It wasn't me . . . he did it himself . . . He knocked me down first . . . I . . ."

I wanted to tell him what had happened, and prove that I had been in the right; but the head-master interrupted me.

"Have you a father?"

"He's in the country."

"Where's your mother?"

"She's dead."

"Who are you living with then? Who looks after you?"

"My aunt, Maria Afanasyevna."

"Your aunt? Very well, take your books and go straight home to your aunt. You can tell her that you have been expelled from school. We don't want hooligans here."

And the head-master again thrust his beard among the papers.

Taken aback, I stood for several minutes by the long cloth-covered table.

"So that's it!" I said to myself. "I suppose he thinks I'll go down on my knees begging him to let me stay . . . Not likely!"

I grasped the door-handle, and did not even notice the heavy door slam behind me.

I walked slowly down the long, empty corridor, then down the stone staircase to the entrance-hall. I left the building. It was already quite hot in the yard. The pigeons were cooing softly on the cathedral tower. A water cart, the driver perched on the rim of its big barrel, clattered past and disappeared behind the cathedral.

Above me the bell near the teacher's common-room rang sharply. In a moment the chaps would come running out and start asking questions: "Well, what was it like? Did you catch it hot?" And what could I say? That I had been expelled? No fear! They'd start pitying me. The best thing would be to get away quick. And thrusting the bundle of books under my arm, I strode off to Zarechye.



IN THE EVENING



When I got home I felt at a loose end.

What could I say to Aunt Maria?

Last winter, just before Christmas, Weasel and I had played truant and gone out to the woods for Christmas-trees. Father had found out about it and given me a whigging that lasted three days. He had even thrown Sasha Bobir out of the house when Sasha had come round for me to go skating.

No, I would not tell anyone I had been expelled from the High School. Neither Aunt Maria, nor the boys. I would not even tell Weasel—it was so rotten, after all. And if they asked why I was not coming to school I would think of some excuse. I would say I had ringworm and Doctor Byk would not let me come in case I infected the other boys. That would make them afraid, and they would believe me. After all, Petka Maremukha once had ringworm and he never came to school for a fortnight, the lucky blighter. I would scratch a place on my belly with a bit of glass and say it was ringworm, then I would have to smear it with zinc ointment and stay at home. And soon the holidays would be here.

So that was that. I had ringworm!

But that evening I just could not settle down. Ringworm was ringworm, and it would not be hard to fool my aunt, but as soon as I remembered that I could never go to school again, my heart sank. The worst of it was that they had expelled me because of that rotter Kotka. Pity I hadn't punched him a bit harder! . . .

There was no one in the house. As soon as she had given me my dinner, Aunt Maria went out to the allotment to weed the vegetables.

What about going to see Weasel? But Weasel's father was probably home by now, and I did not want to meet him. He was a bit too strict for my liking; he never laughed, and didn't even answer when you said, "Hullo, Uncle Starodomsky."

"No, there was no point in going round to Weasel's," I decided, "I would go for a walk alone . . . ."





Soon the quiet shadows would steal over the crooked streets of our town. Already the sun was low over Kalinovsky Woods. It was getting cooler. The chocolate-brown geese that belonged to Lebedintseva next door were wending their way in a solemn procession down to the river for a dip. There was no one with them; they had just pushed their way under the gate and, with their gawky necks poking forward, waddled away down the street.

As I mounted the Turkish Steps, I heard the sharp tap of a drum coming from the high-school yard above. Soon I saw a crowd of kids gathered round a chink in the school wall. They were standing on tip-toe, and peering into the yard.

"Look, look at 'em marching!" someone shouted.

All of a sudden I noticed Weasel's close-cropped head among the crowd. Oh, good! And I thought he was -at home!

I elbowed my way through the milling heap of boys and gave Weasel a hearty slap on the shoulder. He started and swung round, resentful and ready for a fight. But seeing that it was me, looked rather embarrassed, and mumbled something half under his breath.

"What are you doing here?1' I asked, nodding towards the yard. "Do you find it all that interesting?"

"Just daft, if you ask me," Weasel replied with affected indifference. "They keep marching round shouting 'Glory!' and the officers look at them as if they were a pack of monkeys in a cage."

A drum started beating near the wall. Through the chink I saw the scouts step off in orderly lines across the high-school yard. They were wearing new uniforms—khaki shorts and opened-neck shirts. On his left shoulder each scout wore a bunch of different-coloured ribbons, and on the sleeve, just below the elbow, yellow-and-blue stripes.

The scouts marched in lines three abreast, wheeling round as they reached the wall.

A little to the side, showing off in his new yellow boots, marched the "drowned" Kotka Grigorenko. He was the troop-leader. Over Kotka's sleeve, above the yellow-and-blue stripes snaked a crimson cord. That meant Kotka was not just an ordinary scout, but one of the leaders. I disliked his stiff stride and self-satisfied air, and wondered how Sasha Bobir and Volodya Martsenuk could obey him.

The kids behind us were raising a clamour. Weasel and I were squeezed against the wall as they strove to see what was going on in the yard.

"Let's go for a swim, Yuzik!" I suggested. "I've had enough of this."

Weasel agreed.

We made our way down the winding path- to the river.

"Well, what did the Head say to you today? Pretty bad, wasn't it?" Weasel asked.

"Oh, nothing much. He was tough at first, but when I told him that Kotka tripped me up he didn't know what to say and let me go home."

"Was that all? . . . And Petka Maremukha has been spreading tales that you've been expelled. We waited ages for you, but you never came back. I thought old Fur-Face might have put you in the punishment room because of Kotka."

"You do get some ideas! He didn't expel me, but he threatened to. And I'll smash Maremukha if he goes on spreading tales like that."

The river was already gleaming below us.

"Shall we dive from the cliffs?"

"Yes, let's."

We turned a corner and the Old Fortress came into view across the river.

The fortress yard was full of fruit-trees. Near the Pope Tower there were short, bushy ones that ripened early. You could pick an apple off one of them long before autumn, and if you shook it, you could even hear the pips rattling inside. When they were ripe their skins were soft and tender and your teeth would sink straight into the crisp pinky flesh of the apple.

There were some mulberry-trees too. Their fruit was black and looked like little alder cones. When the trees ripened we would climb up into the Pope Tower and throw heavy stones down on them. The stones would crash through the branches, scattering the fruit on the ground.

Then we would search under the fallen leaves among the thick grass for the soft, sickly-sweet berries, which oozed with black juice. We ate them as we crawled about under the tree, and for a long time afterwards our mouths would be as black as if we had been drinking ink.

For several days now there had been cherries on the stalls at the town market. Yellow cherries that you could almost see through, golden-pink ones like Paradise apples, and shiny black cherries that stained your lips, were piled high in the creaking baskets of the market-women. Rattling their scales, cursing each other and vying for customers, the women weighed out cherries in paper bags.

How hard it was to pass the market when the first cherries were on the stalls! How we envied those who thought nothing of buying a whole pound without bargaining, and then sauntered past us, spitting out the slippery pips on the pavement!





With these thoughts of cherries in my mind I followed Yuzik down to the river. Now the fortress towered above us on the right-—tall and grim. At the sight of its shadow trembling in the water I remembered the big cherry-trees growing in the fortress yard, behind the Pope Tower. They had not many leaves, but the cherries were wonderfully sweet.

"If the women are selling cherries in the market," I thought as I took off my clothes, "the ones in the fortress must be ripe too."

I told Weasel.

"All right then, let's go scramping tomorrow!"

"What time?"

"After dinner."

"No, it's no good in the evening," I said, "the Petlura men will be up there shooting again."

On the other side of the fortress the Petlura men had set up a shooting range. They went out there every evening after dinner, land the rattle of their machine-guns could be heard until dusk. The bullets whined about the very wall you had to climb to reach the tower.

"Well, when then?" asked Weasel.

"Let's go in the morning, before school. We'll take our books so that we needn't go home. I'll call for you. Mind you wake up in time," I added, quite forgetting that I need not go to school the next day.

"Oh, I'll wake up in time," replied Weasel, "but the watchman will be knocking about in the morning. How shall we get to the cherries?"

Weasel was right. Every morning the watchman made a round of the fortress, and only later on—when lessons began at the High School—did he go and sit on his bench by the gate. Then you could chop a tree down and he wouldn't hear!

"What is there to be afraid of, anyway? Suppose he does see us, he'll only shout. We can always run for it, can't we? He won't climb the wall after us. We'll go in the morning," I said, and Weasel agreed.

We left our clothes on the bank and climbed up the cliff. What fun was there in bathing in the shallows by the bank, where the Zarechye women bathed! It was a different matter to climb up the cliff, then dive headfirst into the swiftly-flowing river.

The sun-warmed rocks pricked our feet, little pebbles bounced down into the pale-green wormwood bushes.

We reached the ledge and stood on it together. Far away, on the other side of the dam, we could see ducks diving in the water. Every now and then their tails flipped into the air and their orange feet showed up on the smooth green surface.

"Bet the water's warm today!" said Weasel, smiling blissfully . . .

A cart rattled noisily over the bridge.

"Here goes," I shouted, and without waiting for an answer, took a running dive into the water.

I came up in the middle of the river and looked round for Weasel. There was no sign of him on the cliff or in the water. I began twisting and turning, afraid that he might be going to grab my ankle. It's beastly when someone grips your ankle with wet, slippery hands.

Weasel's head popped up right near the dam, making big circles in the water. What a long way he had swum without coming up! I couldn't have done that.

We kept diving in turns, bringing up little pebbles and yellow clay from the bottom, then splashing to see the rainbow. When we got tired we would turn over and float motionless on our backs. The current would carry us slowly downstream to the dam. Above us stretched the clear pale-blue sky with a faint pink flush rising in the west. There was not a cloud in sight.

It would be a glorious day tomorrow.





Late in the evening, when it was quite dark outside, I took an oil-lamp and matches and made my way to the rabbit-shed.

In the dim light of the lamp I pulled off my shirt and made several scratches on my belly with a thick piece of glass from a broken beer bottle. Soon one or two drops of blood appeared on the skin.

"That'll do," I decided. "Aunt Maria's short-sighted, she won't see anything anyway."

I went back indoors. There was a lovely smell of chips in the room.

"I can't go to school tomorrow, Aunt," I said plaintively. "The Doctor won't let me. I've got ringworm and I might give it to the other boys . . . Look!"

Aunt Maria put her frying-pan down on the edge of the stove and, pursing her lips, peered at my stomach.

"Well, don't go then. But put some iodine on it," she said, and turned back to the roaring stove.

That was a fine way to treat a fellow! After all that scratching, she had merely looked at it out of the corner of her eye and turned away again. She might at least have been sorry for me . . .



IN THE OLD FORTRESS



I woke up early. The sun had not yet risen over the roof of the shed. I slipped out into the vegetable garden and pulled some fresh pink radishes out of the farthest row. Then I went back into the house. Moving about quietly, I took a half-loaf of bread off the shelf, cut off the "knobbly" and, sprinkling it with salt, sat down on a stool to eat. Soon there was nothing left on the kitchen table save breadcrumbs and dewy bunches of crumpled radish leaves. I was just about to leave when the yawning figure of my aunt entered the kitchen.

"What are you doing about at this hour?" she asked, looking at me with sleepy eyes.

"Oh, I'm just going to Yuzik Starodomsky's to do some arithmetic. If the Doctor won't let me go to school, I want to work with Yuzik at home."

"Arithmetic at this time in the morning! Getting people out of bed . . . You're telling fibs, aren't you?" Aunt Maria grumbled, and padded up to me. "Now then, let me have a look at that ringworm of yours!"

With great care, as though I were handling a dangerous wound, I pulled my shirt up and showed my aunt the faint red spot. Aunt screwed up her sleepy eyes and brought her face so close to my body that she almost touched my imaginary ringworm with her nose.

"Oh, that's nothing! It's getting better already."

"What do you mean—getting better!" I cried, lowering my shirt hastily. "You may think so, but it doesn't half itch! Gosh, how it itches!" And I started scratching fiercely with both hands.

"Are you mad? Stop scratching at once! Stop scratching I tell you!" My aunt waved her arms in fright. "If you keep scratching like that you'll get the itch properly! Stop scratching! You'd better go and put some zinc ointment on it."

I went into the other room and tugged open the left-hand drawer of the chest-of-drawers where my aunt kept the medicines. I jabbed my finger into the pot of ointment, then, pulling up my shirt, smeared the white stuff thickly over my imaginary ringworm and stuck a round piece of plaster over it. That was to show Weasel. If it looked bad, he would talk about it to the rest of the class, and no one would think I had been expelled.

"Drink some milk! There's some boiled left over from yesterday!" Aunt Maria called after me from the kitchen.

She was already clattering with her pots and pans.

"I don't want any, I'm full up!" I shouted back, and ran out into the street.

The Starodomsky's big shaggy dog was prancing about behind the high gate of their yard. Almost before I reached the fence, it sensed the presence of a stranger and threw itself at the gate, barking savagely. Drat that dog, you couldn’t even go into the yard! Retiring to the middle of the road, I gave a long shout.

"Yuzik! . . . Weasel! . . . Are you coming!"

Silence. Growing fiercer, the dog growled and snarled under the gate.

I hoped my shout had not wakened Yuzik's father.

But in a moment the door slammed and Yuzik ran out of the yard, driving back the dog. His eyes and face were puffy with sleep and his left cheek still bore the mark of the pillow.

"Gosh, you're early, Vasya! . . . Everyone's still asleep," he mumbled, rubbing his eyes. "Early, you say? Orlovsky's mill has been going for a long time."

"Where are your books?"

"What do I need them for?"

"Aren't you going to school?"

"No, I'm not. Doctor Byk says I mustn't. I've got ringworm, I might give it to somebody.. ."

"'Ringworm? What's the idea?"

"Well, look." And, making a face, I pulled up my shirt.

The ointment had melted all over my belly. The yellow plaster had slipped down and left the red spot bare.

Weasel made a sucking noise with his lips, shook his head, and muttered something incomprehensible that may have indicated either sympathy or alarm.

"'Does it hurt?" he asked at last.

"Not much. It just burns and itches a lot. And I mustn't scratch it."

"But how did you manage to bathe yesterday?"

"Oh, that's nothing. It only stung a bit. I thought it wasn't worth telling you about. Last night it was awful though. Aunt and I had to go to Doctor Byk. He was in bed. But we got him up at once. He just took one look at me and shook his head. 'It's a very bad case,' he said. He told me to put ointment and sticking plaster on it, and not to go to school until it was quite better." It was amazing how easily I could tell the tale. I was even beginning to believe in the disease and Doctor Byk myself.

"Did the doctor give you a certificate to take to the Head?"

"What do I need a certificate for when term ends the day after tomorrow."

"Perhaps you'd better not go to the fortress?"

"Oh no, I can still walk. Hurry up and get your books."

"All right, I won't be a tick." And Yuzik ran off.





The cheerful rosy sun had already climbed above the cliffs. The left half of the fortress that faced the town was bathed in bright morning sunlight. We made our way round the shady side. Weasel pushed his books down his shirt front so that it would be easier to climb.

"Only remember not to look down, or you'll feel dizzy," he advised me.

Digging our fingers into the chinks between the stones, we climbed cautiously up the cold, mossy wall to the first ledge. The rest was simple—as long as you didn't get dizzy.

Yuzik was doing fine. Without looking down, he edged his way boldly along the stone ledge.

Below us the white road wound past the fortress. Only a little while ago we had been walking along it, but from here it seemed miles away. I could not help looking down, and every time I did I felt more and more frightened. What a height!

Well, you could only die once!

I turned my back on the terrifying drop and, almost brushing the mossy wall with my lips, hardly daring to breathe, made my way along the ledge behind Weasel.

At last we reached the Pope Tower. I followed Weasel through a broken grating, and we were inside. The way into the fortress yard lay through another window in the opposite wall.

Weasel glanced cautiously out of the window, but suddenly started back, putting his finger to his lips.

For a few seconds we stood without speaking.

Who had Weasel seen? Perhaps the gate-keeper was already stumping about the orchard with his heavy slick? Or had some of the chaps from Zarechye got there first? Worse still, perhaps the Petlura men had come out for shooting practice?

At that moment I heard voices, then the whinny of a horse drowned everything. The voices came again. Someone was talking loudly inside the fortress. But who could it be at this hour?

Wouldn't it be better to climb back the way we had come? No one would touch us there.

But Weasel had thought of something else.

He lay down on the dusty floor, and made a sign to me to do the same. We crawled slowly to the window and, raising our heads, peeped into the yard.

Below us, under the tallest of the cherry-trees, stood a black carriage with its hood raised. Its varnished mudguards and even the spokes of the wheels glistened in the sun. Two glossy brown horses stood in the shafts. They were shaking their heads and reaching towards the grass. We could hear the clink of their bridles.

A short distance away, by the Black Tower, a dapple-grey horse, harnessed to a trap, was tethered to an apple-tree. Both the horse and the trap looked very much like Doctor Grigorenko's. He had a horse of the same colour, and a trap with two seats and a varnished shaft-bow— just like that one.

Near the carriage under the cherry-tree, three Petlura men in dark-brown tunics, with tight holster belts and tan boots, were talking quietly. One of them was leaning on his rifle with a strange frown on his face. To one side, in the shade of the fortress wall, stood another group. One of them, a shortish man, was dressed in a loose green blouse and ragged trousers. His head was shaven. I was sure I had seen him somewhere before. But where? He was slightly stooped. His tired sallow face was turned towards us.

Opposite him stood Marko Grzhibovsky, holding a paper in his hand. I could hear Marko reading something to the man in the loose blouse. Marko wore a broad belt with a revolver in a wooden holster on one side and a long sword on the other. Close by, leaning against a leafy apple-tree, stood Doctor Grigorenko. So it was his trap that stood by the Black Tower! Grigorenko was wearing an embroidered blouse and a Panama with a blue ribbon. The bewhiskered doctor must have felt rather out of place among all these military men. He was glancing at the apple-tree and digging the toe of his heavy Austrian boot into the earth.

What had brought him here with the Petlura men at this hour in the morning?

Marko Grzhibovsky finished reading.

A hush descended on the green fortress yard basking in the morning sunshine. Even the Petlura men by the carriage stopped talking.

Marko slowly folded the white sheet of paper and put it into the breast pocket of his khaki service tunic. Adjusting his holster, he shouted something to the three Petlura men. As Grzhibovsky's shout echoed unexpectedly far away across the lonely yard, the soldiers jumped to attention, pressing their rifles to their sides.

Carrying their rifles at the trail, the soldiers clumped over to the downcast man in ragged clothes. One of them, a short, crooked-faced fellow, tapped him on the shoulder and nodded towards the wall.

The man in the green blouse turned wearily and walked over to a mossy bastion. Only then did I notice the oblong pit freshly dug in the green grass at the foot of the wall. Above it rose a dark mound, like the parapet of a trench.

Weasel jabbed me painfully in the side. What did he want?

Upon reaching the black mound, the man slowly, unhurriedly, as if in a dream, started to undress. First he took off his blouse and cast it weakly aside on the green grass, then, bending low, he pulled off his vest. Evidently he found it hard to keep on his feet. When he was at last undressed, he stood up on the grass under the rounded mossy bastion. He was very thin and his ribs showed.

Still I stared wonderingly at the naked man and could not understand why he had undressed. He couldn't have come to the fortress yard to swim!

Only when the three soldiers brought their brown gleaming rifles to their shoulders and stood there without moving did I suddenly realize what was happening. Then I realized why the Petlura men had come here so early in the morning, and why they had brought with them this man who was so thin and ill.

I felt a sudden, desperate longing to shut my eyes and run away, so that I should not see what was about to happen.

But the three soldiers planted their feet firmly apart; and their rifles grew steady as they took aim, pressing their cheeks to the polished butts.

The naked man drew himself up with an effort. Now that he was standing on the black mound, he seemed tall and slim. Raising his fist above his head, he shouted at the Petlura men as they crouched over their rifles.

"Long live the Soviet Ukraine! . . ."

His hoarse voice reached us faintly on the breeze.

And then I recognized him. It was the man whom Ivan Omelusty 'had brought to our house that wet spring evening when the Red Army was withdrawing! It was he whom Aunt Maria had put to bed on the iron-bound chest and given tea and dried raspberries to drink, he who had pushed his thin hand out from under the blanket and made those funny shadows on the wall with his fingers. So he had not left with the Red Army after all. Aunt Maria had tricked me . . .

I jumped up and thrust my head out of the window.

I wanted to shout, "Let him alone! He's very ill, he hasn't done anything to anybody!" but the words stuck in my throat and Weasel immediately pulled me to my knees.

The pug-faced Marko Grzhibovsky waved his sword. The three rifles kicked almost simultaneously in the hands of the Petlura men. The volley echoed thunderously from the bastions and embrasures of the dark empty towers.

Frightened jackdaws rose from their nests and circled, cawing above the fortress. The whole town outside seemed to fall silent, listening tensely to the deep echo of the firing.

As if from cold, the naked man shivered suddenly and clutched his chest, then he swayed sideways and, drooping his head slowly, almost sleepily, collapsed on the ground beside the dark oblong pit that had been dug at his feet.

A moment later, Doctor Grigorenko, carrying an old, gnarled walking-stick, strolled coolly up to the pit. Putting his blue-ribboned Panama on the grass, he bent down and began feeling the body. He pushed back the head and examined the eyes. Then he straightened up, wiped his hands on a white handkerchief and said something quietly to Grzhibovsky.

Grzhibovsky strode quickly to the spot and kicked the dead body into the pit.

While the Petlura men rattled the bolts of their rifles, sending empty cartridge-cases spinning into the grass, Marko Grzhibovsky and Grigorenko went over to the doctor's trap.

"Hey, gate-keeper, come here!" shouted Marko. The, trap sagged on one side as he climbed into the driver's seat.

In answer to Grzhibovsky's shout the gate-keeper came hobbling across the yard, glancing uneasily from side to side. Going up to Grzhibovsky, he took off his battered straw hat and bowed.

"Get hold of the spade that's in the carriage and fill in that grave. And mind you do it well! Put some turf on top. And not a word about what you've seen. Understand? Or else . . ." And Grzhibovsky tapped his revolver. "As payment for the work," he added graciously, "you can take his rags."

The gate-keeper fetched the spade from the carriage and went over to the pit. Without looking into the grave, he hastily shovelled the dark sods over the body. The spade trembled in the gate-keeper's hands. Apparently it was the first time he had ever been called upon to perform such a gruesome task.

Squatting on the driver's seat, Marko Grzhibovsky pulled out a silver cigarette case and offered it to the doctor. The case opened with a click and both men lighted up. Blue smoke curled over the trap. Leaning on the mudguard, the doctor pointed out various apple and cherry-trees to Marko. Then he bent down and took a handful of rich crumbly soil from the roots of an apple-tree. Showing it-to Grzhibovsky on his palm, he rubbed it carefully with his fingers, clicked his tongue with approval, then threw the soil away.

He must have been praising the gate-keeper for looking after the fortress trees so well. Meanwhile the gatekeeper had filled in the pit and covered it with green turf. For a minute he stood thoughtfully over the grave, then picked up the scattered clothing. With these in one hand and the spade in the other, he went over to the trap and again bowed to Grzhibovsky. Marko spat out his cigarette, jumped to the ground and, straightening his cap, took the muddy spade from the gate-keeper.

"Here, lads!" he shouted to the Petlura men, and with a vigorous swing tossed the spade towards them.

The men dodged to one side and the spade, turning in the air, thumped into the grass near the rear wheels of the carriage.

Marko and Grigorenko climbed into the trap.

Two of the Petlura men climbed into the carriage with their rifles; the third, the short one, having handed them his rifle, jumped on the box and picked up the whip.

Doctor Grigorenko flicked the reins and his light trap led the way through the fortress gates, which the gate-keeper had already opened.

Swaying gently, the well-sprung black carriage, its hood still raised, followed on out of the fortress. The sleek horses in their rich harness swished their tails. As they trotted down to the bridge we heard the clatter of their hooves on the cobbles.

The gate-keeper closed the gates and returned to the yard.

His straw hat lay on the bastion near the fresh grave. Leaning on his gnarled ash stick, with the dead man's clothes under his arm, the old man stood in the middle of the fortress yard, gloomy and thoughtful.

"Vasya, wasn't that the Communist they caught yesterday down on the Old Estate?" Weasel asked in a low trembling voice, his hot breath fanning my cheek. "After we had been swimming I met Sasha Bobir near Uspensky Church and he told me that the Petlura men had come to Old Estate and taken a Communist away under armed guard. 'Perhaps it was him? Did you hear anything about it?"

No, I had heard nothing. And even if I had, it would have been difficult for me to talk about it at that moment.

Only once before had I seen that man alive. I did not know who he was, I did not know his name, or whether he had a family, I knew nothing about him and I should not know anything probably until my father returned from Nagoranye, until Soviet power returned.

But I felt a deep bond with that man. I could not even bear to think that he would never get up out of that dark pit, blink his eyes in the sun, and smile; never come and visit my father as an old and trusted friend.

Weasel nudged me again.

"Vasya, let's go down and speak to him," he whispered, nodding towards the gate-keeper.

There were tears in his eyes. He was afraid to stay here in this cold gloomy tower after what we had seen in the fortress yard. And the moment I thought of it myself my throat tightened and tears rolled down my cheeks. I pressed my hands to my eyes until green circles rose before them, but it did not help—the tears came faster still. I turned away and pressed my forehead to the cold wall, but that did not help either; in the darkness T saw the sick Communist falling to the ground and heard his last vengeful and prophetic shout:

"Long live the Soviet Ukraine!"

You rotten murderers! Whom have you killed! At that moment I swore that I would avenge the death of the Communist whom the Petlura men had killed. Let that pug-faced Marko Grzhibovsky run into me at night in Steep Street! I would smash his head in with a stone!

And from pain and anger that we had not been able to stop Marko Grzhibovsky from shooting the man who had been our guest I wept all the harder.

"Don't, Vasya . . . don't cry! Let's go away from here . . . Please, let's go . . .Come on, let's go down!" Weasel whispered, tugging at my elbow. He was crying too.

And without waiting for an answer he began to climb out of the window. Carefully lowering himself to the fortress wall, Weasel made his way boldly along the battlements, pushing aside the bushes that barred his path.

Hearing the noise, the gate-keeper raised his head. He saw Weasel walking along the wall, but did not shout as he would have done before. He did not even move.

I brushed my tears away with my fist and climbed down into the yard after Weasel. Jumping to the ground, we both walked slowly across the soft grass towards the gatekeeper.

"Uncle, was the man they shot the Communist who was caught down at the Old Estate yesterday? . . . Was it him, Uncle?" Weasel asked the gate-keeper, just as if the gatekeeper were an old friend of his.

"How should I know?" the gate-keeper answered in a gruff voice, eyeing us suspiciously.

The gate-keeper's face was not half so frightening close to as it had seemed from a distance. Probably he had not had a haircut for a long time; his hair was tousled, and hung down over his sunburnt ears.

"Who might you be?"

We told him our names.

It turned out that the gate-keeper knew Weasel's father well. Mine he only knew by hearsay.

"Did you see it?" the gate-keeper asked after a moment's silence, still suspicious.

"We were in the tower!" I explained.

"At first I couldn't fathom what they had come here for," the gate-keeper told us, abandoning his distrust. "I opened the gate and said: 'Are you going to shoot all day?'

And that officer just looked at me and laughed, the dirty lout! Gave me his clothes! Why I took them I don't know —just another shame on my head!" And the gate-keeper stared down at the dead man's clothes.

We looked at the green dusty blouse and tattered vest.

"Uncle, if you'll let us into the fortress we'll pick some flowers and bring them here, to put on his grave," said Weasel.

The gate-keeper agreed.

"But come in the evening," he advised. "They're practising here in the day-time. Look at the way they've knocked the wall about with their bullets . . ."

We parted with the gate-keeper, firm friends. The old man opened the gate for us himself.

We passed the entrance to the underground passage, crossed the fortress bridge and walked into town. Weasel set off to the High School, where lessons had started long ago. I went home.

On parting we agreed that Weasel should call on me that evening, and that we should go and pick some flowers for the grave of the man who had been shot in the fortress.



MAREMUKHA GETS A CANING



Weasel came before dark. He gave a piercing whistle from the street.

"Come inside!" I shouted. "I'll just finish feeding the rabbit, then we'll go to Petka's and get some lilac."

"He's not in," Weasel said glumly, following me to the open door of the rabbit shed.

"Why—did you call on him?"

"I knew already. He went off to the theatre with those pink-kneed pals of his, straight from school."

"To the theatre? Did he really?"

"Yes, of course. As soon as school was over they lined them up and marched them off. They had a band too. And that Marko Grzhibovsky was in front!" Weasel concluded angrily. 

As soon as we entered the shed, Weasel bent towards me.

"Vasya, why did you tell me a lie?" he asked. 

"What lie? When?"

"As if you didn't know! Yesterday, when we went swimming . . . And this morning—about having ringworm. Fur-Face did. expel you, didn't he?"

"Expel me? Who said that? No one expelled me!"

"Of course, he did. Why have they put the order up on the board then?"

"What order?"

"The one that's hanging up outside the teachers' common-room. Go and read it yourself, if you don't believe me. They put it up today, during long break. It says you've been expelled for hooliganism. Prokopovich signed it himself. Sasha Bobir was monitor today, and he saw them cross your name out of the class register with green ink. So there! You thought I wouldn't find out, did you? Doctor Byk won't let me go . . . Aunt and I had to go to Doctor Byk's last night . . . Look at my ringworm.' You didn't even know Doctor Byk had been under arrest the past two weeks because he wouldn't let the Petlura men search his flat. The chaps told me that today . . . And I believed you yesterday . . ."

Weasel fell silent and drummed his fingers on the rabbit hutch. Then he went on reproachfully:

"This morning Kotka started swanking that you'd been expelled and I said to him: 'No he hasn't, he's ill. And when he gets better, he'll chuck you in the river again.' And Kotka just laughed at me. 'Ill, is he?' he said. 'We'll see about that. He's sitting at home crying because he's been chucked out.' And then they went and put that order up . . . Why did you lie to me? Aren't you ashamed?"

I was really ashamed. I had been an ass to lie to Weasel about having ringworm, and about my interview with the Head. If there was anyone I could trust it was Weasel.

Last autumn I had pulled down a drain-pipe at school; I had been going to climb it to get on the roof, but it was rusty and broke under my weight. Weasel was there at the time. Afterwards, for about a month, the head-master came round all the classes asking: "Who broke the drain-pipe? Who broke the drain-pipe?" And then the masters started asking too. But Weasel didn't give me away, and that had made our friendship even stronger. I was a fool not to have told him all about it.

"You see, Yuzik, I thought it would pass over. I thought Prokopovich just meant to frighten me for a bit, then let me off . . ."

" 'Pass over!' You've got a hope!" Weasel grinned wryly. "If the Reds come back, they'll let you off, but old Fur-Face wouldn't let you off for anything. You don't know yet what a blighter he is. Beats me why they transferred us to that High School! No one wanted it."

"Petlura did. He wants to get us over on his side, so that when we grow up we'll fight for his government. But it won't work! That rotten murderer won't get anything out of us!"

At that moment my she-rabbit started thumping the floor of the hutch with her hind paws.

"Gosh, what a big rabbit you've got!" Weasel burst out suddenly, noticing her pink eyes at the back of the hutch. "It's a she, isn't it?"

"That's right, Angora she-rabbit. Look how fat she is, must weigh about twenty pounds . . . Bun, bun, bun! . . . Come on!" I called, pushing a carrot between the bars.

I was glad Weasel had got over his anger so quickly.

The plump rabbit hopped forward and pushed her warm nose into my hand. Her sharp, little teeth gripped the carrot and started nibbling it. The white fur on her chest was thick and downy, and she had a fine long pair of whiskers.

"I say, Vasya, I caught a marvellous pigeon today!"

Weasel boasted. "It's got lilac-coloured wings, and a tiny little beak like a finch. Its legs are all feathered, and it's got spurs, and a ruff round its neck. You can always tell a pigeon is a thoroughbred if it's got a ruff. I'll get at least a hundred rubles for it at the market. I'm afraid to sell it though in case the owner turns up. Keep it dark, won't you?"

"Why sell it? Keep it for breeding. Don't you know what to do, you fat-head? If you don't want it to fly away, you must tie one of its wings with a bit of a string."

"I would do that, and train it, but Dad might notice. He told me I mustn't keep more than four on any account. I'm afraid if he sees I've got five he'll go and sell the lot."

"Why should he?"

"What are you going to feed them on? Maize costs a lot now, and you can't get it anywhere. The country people don't come to the fair—they're afraid the Petlura men will grab all their stuff."

The front gate banged. It must be someone to see my aunt. I left Weasel in the shed and ran out to meet the visitor.

On the steps I found Petka Maremukha. He looked all red and ruffled, and was out of breath. Evidently he had been running hard.

"Oh, you're at home?" Petka exclaimed joyfully.

"Yes, I am," I replied rather coldly. "Is the show over already?"

I envied Petka that he had been to the theatre.

"How did you know I'd been to the theatre?"

"Think it's a secret? Everyone knows . . ."

"Did Weasel tell you? Was he there?"

"He was at school when you were all marched off . . . What about it? Let's go in the shed."

Weasel also gave Petka a cool reception. Petka was embarrassed; he realized he was out of favour with us. For a minute there was an awkward pause, then, noticing my rabbit, he launched into swift chatter.

"Coo, what a bun! Where did you get her, Vasya? You had a different one out in the yard in the spring, didn't you? This one's better looking . . . more like a sheep than a rabbit!"

But it was no good Petka doing a dance round my rabbit pretending to be so impressed. Weasel and I knew full well that Petka just wanted to wheedle round us. He had his choice: either he could be friends with us, or with those pink-kneed scouts. And we pretended to take no notice of him.

After a moment's silence, Petka tried again.

"I didn't stay to the end—there was still one act to go."

"Why was that? You might as well have sat it out. What brought you up here?" Weasel's patience was exhausted, and he interrupted Petka sharply: "We are no friends of yours. Those snob scouts—they're your friends. Kotka Grigorenko's your friend. Go and see him!" And Weasel angrily thrust the carrot-top at the rabbit's nose.

"They can go hang for all I care! . . . I'll never go out with them again . . ." Petka muttered and, blushing hotly, suddenly blurted out: "They gave me a caning!"

We pricked up our ears.

I looked at Petka doubtfully. Fat and excited, his hair in a wild tangle, still wearing that khaki scout uniform of his, he stood before us, eyeing Yuzik guiltily.

How could he have got the cane, an oiler like him? It was impossible. And deciding that Petka was lying, I told him so straight out.

"You're lying!"

"Honestly, I'm not! Strike me down with lightning I'm not! . . . Listen, I'll tell you the whole story. Only don't you tell anyone, will you?" And then he went on: "They marched us to the theatre. With a drum. After the second bell Sasha Bobir went in and took his seat, but I stayed outside alone. 'When they all go and sit down,' I thought, 'and the light goes out, I'll slip in and get a seat downstairs, somewhere at the side . . .' I kept walking up and down the corridor, thinking, 'If only they'd put those lights out soon!' And just then someone clapped me on the shoulder! At first I- thought it was Sasha and was going to give him one of his own back. But I looked round, and it wasn't him, it was Georges Galchevsky—you know, the one in class seven, a scout . . . You must know Galchevsky—tall, thin chap, always goes about with a knuckle-duster. His father's a priest at Preobrazhensky Church, the other side of the colony . . . Well, Galchevsky got hold of my shoulder and said, 'What are you hanging about here for, you little squit?' 'It's too stuffy in there,' I said. 'I'd rather have a bit of air out here until the show begins.' 'Have you got a ticket?' he snapped. 'Show me your ticket!' So I started looking for my ticket. I kept looking, first in one pocket, then in another, then down my shirt front, but all the while I was thinking, 'I wish they'd put that light out quick, then he'd push off to his own seat.' But they wouldn't put it out. He stood there waiting, then suddenly he gave me a terrific jab from behind with his knee and shouted: 'Out of here, you worm! Nobody's going to get in without a ticket while I'm on duty!' I tripped and nearly fell over. All my apples went rolling over to the cloak-room. I ran after them, and Galchevsky kept shouting to the man -at the door, 'Don't let that gatecrasher in, he's no right to be here!' I grabbed my apples and dodged up to the gallery. They took my ticket there without saying a word. When I got inside it was dark. I felt my way to a place at the side, right by the rail. Then I sat down and started on an apple. I ate one and started another. And just as I took my first bite the curtain went up. So I thought I'd wait and eat it afterwards. And I was just going to put it on the rail, when it slipped out of my hand and fell down . . . Gosh, I was soared! I didn't even dare look and see where it had landed. I only heard someone swear and -a seat creak in the stalls. Then it was quiet. The show started. Jolly good show it was—Cossacks, dancing, music. I got interested and forgot all about the apple.

"When the first act was over and the lights went up I stayed in my seat, so that no one would take it, and looked round to see where the other chaps I knew were sitting. Suddenly—another clap on the shoulder! I turned round and it was Georges Galchevsky again. 'Was it you who threw the apple that hit the officer on the head?' he asked. 'What officer?' 'Look and see!' And he grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and pushed my head over the rail so that I nearly fell. And down there stood a Polish officer waving to Galchevsky and shaking his fist at me. Then Galchevsky shouted: 'Come along to the Chief!' and took me behind the stage. There were actors running around, and lots of boards lying about. And it was dark. I nearly tripped over some rope, but Galchevsky kept shoving me. I wanted to run away, but couldn't. He got me to Marko Grzhibovsky. Marko was playing the part of a Cossack. His face was all painted, even his nose and eyebrows. Great big nose it was—must have been a false one. Galchevsky saluted him and told him all about the apple, but Marko didn't even ask me whether it was an accident or not. All he said was: 'Give him five with the ram-rod,' and nodded towards me. And Galchevsky gave me a terrific kick!"

"And they beat you with a ram-rod?" I asked, still not believing Petka. .

"No, not with a ram-rod, with a riding crop."

"Where? Behind the stage?" asked Weasel.

"Behind the stage! They just took me outside to the rubbish dump in the yard, pulled my shirt off and gave me five. Look at the marks!" Petka pulled up his shirt and showed us his back.

His smooth skin was striped with five blotchy red weals. They were nearly all in one spot.

"Who did it?" I asked.

"Who? Galchevsky of course. Marko gave the order and Galchevsky did the caning, and two other scouts I'd never seen before held me. One by the arms, the other by the head. Then I got away and ran here, to you . . . But I'll give him something to remember me by . . . I'll bash his face in . . . He can't scare me with his knuckle-duster . . ."

"Whose face are you going to bash?" Weasel asked.

"Galchevsky's . . . And Grzhibovsky's . . . All of 'em! I'll lie in wait for them at night and do it!"

"Huh, Galchevsky will thrash you like a puppy. And Grzhibovsky's got a revolver. He'll just shoot you. And anyhow, what do you want to bash them for, they're your chiefs?" Weasel teased.

"They're not my chiefs any more. Who gave them the flight to cane me? Was it my fault? The apple fell off by itself . . . I'm not having any more to do with them. They can go to hell with their talk of the independent Ukraine! I wish the Reds would come back soon . . ."

"Changed your tune, haven't you?" Weasel jeered. "How many times have we told you the Petlura men are just out to bribe muts like you with those uniforms and free meals. It's the gentry abroad send all that stuff on purpose so that Petlura can bribe young fellows and train spies for them. And chaps like you and Bobir have just fallen for it like mice for a bit of cheese . . ."

"I've found 'out for myself What rotten blighters they are . . ." Petka moaned bitterly.

"You found out when they wrote it out for you on your hide!" Weasel snapped. "They haven't given you enough yet. Pity Bobir didn't have some as well, to keep you company."

Weasel's a real fire-brand when he gets going.

"Let him off, Yuzik!" I put in for Petka's sake. "You see, Petka, if only you were a reliable chap, we might be friends with you. But you aren't to be trusted. A chap like you can't even be told anything. Today you are with us and tomorrow you'll be running off to Kotka."

"Word of honour, I won't! I've got something against him, something you don't know anything about."

In his excitement Petka pushed his fingers into the hutch. The rabbit hopped forward and started sniffing them.

"That brown hat of yours, where did that come from? Didn't that belong to Kotka once?" Weasel reminded him severely.

"Oh, that was a long time ago! . . ." Petka looked very embarrassed. "That was the first year we were living on Old Estate. My mother took the rent to Kotka's father one day and Kotka's mother gave her that hat. 1 hadn't got a winter one then. You can't blame me for that."

"Your mother, Kotka's mother . . . Now then, swear you'll never be friends with him again, swear you won't go with the scouts any more!" Weasel demanded, relenting a little. "Then we'll see about making you one of us." "You will!?" Petka looked up hopefully. And to our surprise, all of a sudden he tore the bunch of ribbons off his shoulder and hurled them fiercely to the ground. Using his finger-nails, he ripped the yellow and blue stripes off his shirt and threw that down too. Then he jumped on the boy scout badges and started trampling on them as if they were not just ribbons and stripes, but -a real live tarantula spider. He even wheezed with excitement. "There!" he said solemnly, when he had finished. We were silent.

In order to convince us finally that he was not sorry to part company with his pink-kneed scouts, Petka stamped his foot again and suddenly made a big cross on his belly.

"Cross myself, I won't be friends with Grigorenko. As if I couldn't do without him!"

"If you really stop being friends with him," I said, quite softened by Petka's vow and the way he had trampled the scout badges, "we'll take you with us to Nagoranye. I've got an uncle there, and my father's staying with him. We'll go there ourselves, without the scouts. We'll go fishing. There are lots of fish there! And I'll show you the Fox Caves. Want to come with us?"

"Of course I want to come!" Petka's face brightened. "I'll bring a net and my long bamboo fishing-rod. With a net you can catch ever so many fish in one go. Shall we dig some worms here? There are plenty of them down on Old Estate under the stones. Long, fat ones—tons of them!"

"Only remember, Petka, if you say a single thing to my aunt about me being expelled from the High School, you just see what happens to you! I'll chuck you off the cliff. And Weasel will help me."

"I'll chuck you off, swank!" Petka answered, cheering up, and sat down on the hutch.

And at that I forgave him everything. "Petka's not half such a bad chap," I thought. "Look here, Petka, old chap," I said, "we were just going to a certain place . . ."

And I told him everything.

"Green blouse? Very thin? Ragged trousers? . . . You don't say so! . . . They shot him? It can't be!"

Petka jumped to his feet. The hutch on which he had been sitting tipped up and nearly slipped off the bench. Petka had gone pale and was looking at us with wide, frightened eyes.

"No, did they really?" he asked.

"They shot him and buried him without leaving a trace! A sick man who couldn't defend himself. He could hardly stand. That's the kind of thing the Petlura men do! They all ought to be thrown off the fortress bridge into the waterfall, and Petlura ought to be the first—with a stone round his neck so that he can't come up again!" Weasel said grimly.

"Wait tho', how did you know he wore a green blouse? Have you seen him?" I asked Petka.

"He . . . I . . . I saw him being led away . . .past our house," mumbled Petka.

"So it was him . . ." Weasel said thoughtfully. "They caught him on Old Estate. On top of the cliff. Yesterday evening. Sasha Bobir saw him too."

"We want to go and tend the grave. Come with us, Petka," I suggested, "and we'll pick some lilac at your place."

"Yes, I'll come . . . But isn't it a bit late? Perhaps we could go tomorrow morning?"

"The morning's no good. Now's the time! Come on!" Weasel ordered firmly and led the way out of the shed.



THE VOW



"You wait here while I go land see who's at home," said Petka when we reached the Old Estate.

Weasel and I sat down on a half-rotten log.

The Old Estate, where Petka's family lived, stood on top of a steep cliff. Below it was the river. On the opposite hank, also on a cliff, stood the Old Fortress. From the Old Estate you had a good view of all the fortress towers, and the high fortress bridge.

Many years ago the estate had belonged to a landowner called Myaskovsky, who lived there by himself with only one old servant. Not long before Myaskovsky died, his house caught fire. After his death the estate passed into the possession of his cousin, Doctor Grigorenko.

Grigorenko had a large house and orchard of his own in Zhitomir Street, so instead of moving to the Old Estate he let the only wing of the house that had survived the fire to Petka's father, Maremukha the cobbler. As part of the bargain Maremukha had to mind the fruit-trees and make hay for Grigorenko.

"Come on!" Petka shouted, slipping out of the house. "Dad's not at home, he's gone to the shop for thread."

That was a relief. Boldly we followed Petka over to the tall lilac bushes growing on the edges of the cliff.

"Be as quick as you can, and I'll keep watch from here!" said Petka, jumping on to a tall tree stump.

The lilac at the Old Estate was wonderful stuff, with double flowers. Weasel and I pulled the tall springy branches towards us and snapped off the rich crimson blossoms. We stripped the lilac hurriedly and without mercy —if Petka's father nabbed us, there would be trouble!

But soon we had enough. My bunch was heavy, and slightly moist with the evening dew. With bunches of lilac in our hands we wandered through the town to the fortress bridge. It was growing dusk. The first bats were flitting silently above our heads.

"Hold on, what's that up there?" Yuzik halted us by the Town School.

The Petlura men had hung a poster on the fence of our old school. It was still damp.

"When did they stick that up?" Petka exclaimed. "It ' wasn't there when I ran past."

Weasel looked round quickly and, digging his nails under the top edge of the badly hung poster, ripped it downwards.

In a moment the middle of the poster had vanished. Crumpling the sticky wet sheet in a ball, Weasel tossed it down by the fence.

"Come on, chaps," he ordered calmly.

And we went on our way.

I envied Weasel's daring. Why hadn't I thought of ripping down the Petlura poster? "Funk!" I reproached myself. "You're just as much a funk as Petka!"

The street turned sharply to the left and we came out on the fortress bridge. The boards of the bridge were warm and rough. They creaked under our feet. From below came the ceaseless roar of the river as it rushed through the tunnel under the bridge and tumbled over the waterfall in a dazzling cascade of foam.

There were some dare-devils in the town who would climb on the bridge rails and leap down into the foaming waters below.

It was said that when the Turks abandoned the fortress they had packed all their wealth in an iron chest and thrown ' it into the river under this booming waterfall. The chest had been lying there for many years, but no one had been able to raise it because not even the best swimmer could reach the bottom. The river was terrifyingly deep at this spot . . .



We crossed the bridge. The fortress loomed before us. In the gathering darkness its high walls seemed even more gloomy land mysterious than usual. You could hardly to blame Petka for glancing round so often.

"I'll go to the gate-keeper alone, or else he'll see there, are three of us and get frightened. You wait here," commanded Weasel.

We waited below the gate, near the entrance to the underground passage. A sharp click told us that the door of the lodge had opened. A few minutes later Weasel called us to the gate. It was tall and battened across with iron— a real fortress gate.

The old gate-keeper kept his word. There was a loud clank as he unfastened the padlock and opened the wicket. Petka and I followed Yuzik through the gate.

We crept quietly along the soft verge of the path into the fortress yard. Behind us the clank of the heavy padlock echoed like a revolver shot. The gate-keeper had shut the gate again to avoid suspicion.

We passed the tall cherry-trees, the low bush apples with whitened trunks, and the branching mulberries.

"Here!" said Weasel, showing Petka a scarcely visible mound of loose turf just below one of the bastions. "This is where he stood, on the edge of the pit! And they stood there, aiming at him . . . Then, when he fell, Doctor Grigorenko came up and touched his eyes . . . We saw everything from that tower."

Petka stared at the grave in silence. I untied my flowers and started to scatter the sweet sprigs of lilac over the loosened turf.

"Wait!" Weasel pushed my hand aside and suddenly pulled out of his pocket a crumpled red handkerchief. "I've brought a red flag. The Dnieper Cossacks always used to put red flags on the graves of their comrades."

And gathering up the scattered lilac, Weasel covered the grave with the red handkerchief. It was just the same colour as the banner that had flown day and night over the Town Hall when Soviet power was proclaimed in our town. What a good idea of Weasel's!

"Petka!" Yuzik whispered. "There's a stone slab in the Black Tower, go and get it. Quick!"

But Petka glanced doubtfully at the dark towers and hesitated. He was afraid to go there, right across the deserted fortress yard.

"I won't be able to carry it . . . my arm hurts . . . Let Vasya come with me," he mumbled.

"Well, go together then. I'll wait here."

Without a word to each other we crept over to the Black Tower. Its sharp-pointed roof, ringed with battlements, stood out clearly against the dusky evening sky. Suddenly a thought struck me: "Suppose the gate-keeper locked us in the fortress on purpose, so that he could give us away to the Petlura men?" And the mere thought made my flesh creep. The fortress walls seemed to close in on us, nearer and nearer. In a moment they would be right on top of us.

"This one?" Petka asked in a trembling voice, noticing a white stone slab leaning against the wall of the tower.

"That's it!"

"How heavy it is!"

We staggered back across the yard with the slab and lowered it gently on to the grave-mound. I felt it press the red handkerchief firmly into the soft earth.

"Now let's have the flowers!" Yuzik whispered.

We scattered the sprigs of lilac over the white gravestone. The mound grew quite high.

It was almost dark. The yellow sickle of the moon hung over the pointed roof of the Black Tower.

Far away, on the other side of Kalinovsky Woods someone was singing a sad Ukrainian song.

The fortress rose over the town, grim and forbidding. The melancholy song in the distance, the rattle of a passing cart, the nervous barking of dogs in Zarechye, the sharp click of hooves on the Kalinovsky road were all caught and amplified in the deep windows of the towers and the low entrances to the bastions. The whole fortress seemed to stir and tremble with sound. And the sleepy town that nestled below the fortress also seemed to stir uneasily at every noise—the neigh of a belated horse, or a distant shot suddenly breaking the evening stillness.

The lamps must have been lit in the town long ago. But we could not see them from where we were. Even the Town School, which stood almost next door, just beyond the bridge, was hidden from us by the high fortress wall.

We were surrounded by the mossy towers, the low sloping bastions, and the white ruins of the exiles' prison. How much of the past these fortress walls had seen!

The faces of my friends in the light of the young moon were grim and downcast.

Suddenly Yuzik straightened up, raised his head and, turning to the grave, said:

"Now, lads, let us swear that we will stand by one another like brothers and take revenge on the Petlura gang for this man! Join hands!"

In silence we stretched out our hands over the grave. I clutched Petka's clammy, trembling fingers and Yuzik put his cool hand on top of ours. We stood round the grave like dancers in a ring, and the big shadow of our linked hands fell on the grass a long way from the gravestone.

"In time of difficulty we will stand up for each other! And we will help those who are fighting for Soviet power! That's right, isn't it? Then swear!" Yuzik ordered sternly.

"We swear!" Petka and I gasped breathlessly, almost shouting; and at once the swift echo repeated after us the solemn vow that Yuzik had hastily composed.





I did not feel easy in my mind until we had almost crossed the bridge on our way back. The fortress lay behind us. Here, in the open, at a safe distance from its grim towers there was nothing to fear. Even Petka Maremukha cheered up and started tapping his fist on the bridge nail as he walked.

But from somewhere beyond Old Boulevard came the roar of la motor car. It was joined by another. The noise reached us above the boom of the waterfall.

"Quiet, chaps!" Yuzik signed to us to stop.

We listened. The oars were roaring on the hill beyond Old Boulevard.

"Isn't that from the governor's garden, Yuzik?" Petka asked quietly.

"Yes, it must be," Weasel answered.

And at that moment a different, sharp sound, broke in upon the roar of the car engines. It was as if someone up there were snapping several boards one after the other.

"Shots!" whispered Yuzik. "They've started up the cars on purpose to drown the sound of the shots . . . The cars stand in the yard revving up, while they shoot people in the cellar."

Weasel was right. I, too, had heard many rumours of these shootings. At night the Petlura men would rev up their motor cars to drown the sound of the shots, and in the day-time they shot people with a band playing. Nearly every day of the week the Petlura bandsmen sat on benches under the high walls of the governor's garden with their big gleaming instruments. At the command of their squat little conductor they would play dashing polkas, blaring marches land merry Cracoviennes. And meanwhile, behind them, in the low cellars of the yellow-columned house where the governor had lived until the Revolution the Petlura men in their long black great-coats would shoot the Communists who had been arrested.

"The number of people they must have killed! . . ." Weasel exclaimed quietly, listening to the distant roar of the engines.

I did not speak. I rested my hand on the bridge nail. It was wet with dew. The roar did not cease. It was terrible to think that only a few streets away from us, behind the brick wall of the governor's garden, innocent people were reeling under the bullets of the Petlura men. And by the stiffening corpses, in his grey uniform and shiny yellow leggings, stood the Petlura commander, Dragan. Who knows, perhaps Doctor Grigorenko was there too. And perhaps Dragan, like Marko Grzhibovsky, was also offering the Doctor aromatic foreign cigarettes. I could imagine the doctor smoking them and then slowly feeling the eyes and the chests of the victims, land, when he had made sure that they were dead, wiping his pink wrinkled fingers with a clean white handkerchief.

Involuntarily I remembered my father, who was hiding from Petlura at Nagoranye with Uncle Avksenty. My memory brought back a picture of him—thick-set and silent, wearing his blue cotton shirt with the collar open. I saw him as clearly as if he stood beside us on the fortress bridge. I even imagined myself touching his rough hand and looking into his severe, steady eyes . . .

I hoped fervently that the Petlura men would not go and arrest him for refusing to print the Petlura money. They might shoot him, too, in the governor's cellars. Marko Grzhibovsky would certainly do so, if he remembered how my father had thrown him out of Maremukha's workshop.

The thought made me shiver. I was very fond of my father. My longing to see him again, and be with him, grew even stronger.

A cart clattered behind the fortress. Someone was coming. We must get away from here. But I did not want to go back home to Zarechye so early that evening.

What about going to the governor's house? But how could you get there when the square was guarded.

Suppose we cut straight across from here to Kotka's house in Zhitomir Street, and paid Kotka back for getting me expelled from the High School? He was boasting about it, the oily snob! There was no need to be afraid of Prokopovich now. I would go and give Kotka a thrashing, and the others would help me. Let him complain to anyone he liked.

"Come on, chaps," I suggested, "let's go and see Kotka. We'll give him la party . . ."

"What kind of a party?" asked Weasel in a businesslike manner, tightening his belt.

"We'll see when we get there. Perhaps Kotka will be outside. We'll drag him into the bushes and give him a proper scragging."

"Don't be daft . . . you mustn't . . ." Petka burst out. "If he shouts we'll be finished. Have you forgotten they've got two Petlura officers living in their house?"

"Oh, you always were a funk, Petka," I said. "Who ever heard of officers being at home at this time? They're probably with the doctor in the governor's cellar. You're just scared . . . Let's go, shall we, Yuzik?"

Weasel thought for a moment.

"But it's late now, Vasya, time to go home," Petka started gibbing again.

"Want to go there in the morning when people can see everything? That is daft! Come on," Weasel decided with an obstinate shake of his head. "Forgotten that vow you made? Don't worry, no one will catch us." And he took Petka's arm.

"Stop it, chaps . . . Vasya . . . Yuzik, let go, don't drag me!" Petka protested, struggling. "You don't know what happened . . . My Dad's under suspicion as it is. He's been beaten up . . . I'll tell you everything . . . I was afraid to before, but now I'll tell you."

Weasel released him, and Petka blurted out hotly:

"The man they killed today was hiding all the time at our place!"

"You're lying!" I interrupted Petka. "You don't even know him."

"Don't know him? Cross myself, I do!" And Petka made the sign of the cross. "I know all about it. He wanted to lead an uprising against Petlura. He was getting the people together for it. Only he was too ill. Omelusty brought him to us at night and asked us to hide him until he got better. He left us bread and money and a hag of sugar. Dad agreed. We put him up on the stove-ledge, and Mum covered the stove with a curtain. That's where he was lying. He must have had a terrible fever tho' I Gosh, what a fever! Used to get him every other day. In the evenings he'd feel better, and he'd come down off the stove land have tea with us; but in the day-time he used to shake that much I thought he was dying. Mum couldn't keep up with the washing for him. She would wash one shirt and dry it, and as soon as he put it on, the fever would get him again and he'd be all wet with sweat. He didn't drink much, but the sweat used to pour off him! Once I came to get his shirt and he whipped out a revolver from under his pillow and aimed at me. I didn't half shift out of there, I can tell you—bang on to the floor . . . What are you laughing at, Vasya? I'm telling the truth. It was that revolver that gave him away. The day before yesterday, Doctor Grigorenko came to see us. He walked round the estate, looked at the grass, told Mum off because all the cherries had been picked on the trees behind the wing, then he went inside to get a drink of water. And our sick man was lying there on top of the stove. I don't know, perhaps he coughed, or moved his leg, or groaned, or something. Suddenly Grigorenko jumped up, and flicked the curtain away with his stick. 'Who's this?' he says to my Dad. And the sick man got up on his knees, all thin and green-looking, and started aiming at the doctor with his revolver. Muttering something he was too. Well, Grigorenko just pushed that curtain back and shot out of the room backwards—backwards, mind you—and jumped into his trap and drove away. He didn't say a word to Dad and even left his hat on the table. As soon as he had gone, Dad took the revolver away from the sick man and started dressing him. He was like a little kid, he didn't understand anything—the fever was so bad. He was delirious. Dad got him dressed and gave him water to drink, then started talking to Mum about where to take him. And while they were talking, three Petlura men dashed into the room and grabbed that sick man and tied him up. Then they said to Dad: 'Keeping a Russian here, were you, you dog!' And they started whipping him. Ever so hard! On his legs and chest. Dad grabbed a chair and tried to keep them off. Then one of the Petlura men gave him such a lash on the arm with his riding-whip that he made it bleed. They got the chair away and kept on whipping him and whipping him! Dad's face is all blue and bruised now, so is his back, and his arm's swollen. He's lying in bed and doesn't say anything. And Mum keeps crying and saying: 'Thank goodness they didn't take him to prison.' Mum's afraid Grigorenko will chuck us off the estate. Where shall we live then? . . . And you want me to go to Kotka's house. Suppose they catch me? It'll be all up with us then . . ." And Petka sniffed plaintively.

"Come on, Petka, come on!" Yuzik whispered fiercely. "We'll go and pay both of them back for everything. Kotka and his father! Let's go!"

"All right . . ." Petka decided suddenly. "All right . . ." And he tightened his belt.



FIRE-BRANDS



Doctor Grigorenko lived in the hilly part of the town, just half-way up Zhitomir Street. Lined with tall poplars and maple-trees and yellow acacias, Zhitomir Street was the best street in the town.

Grigorenko's house was a large, two-storey building with little towers, like a small castle. It was surrounded with trees. The court-yard in which it stood was protected from the road by strong iron railings embedded in concrete. Ivy grew on the railings. Through them one could see what was going on in the Grigorenko's yard.

On the stone gate-post there was an electric bell, and above the bell a gleaming brass plate:



Doctor of Medicine

IVAN TARASOVICH GRIGORENKO

Reception hours 8-10 p.m.



We knew that the doctor liked to come out and open the gate to his patients himself, so one evening we had crept up to the gate and pressed the bell. Then we crouched down in the bushes, holding our breath. The door of the house opened and the doctor strolled out into the court-yard, smoking his pipe. He came down to the gate and there was no one there. Didn't he curse!

"You young gutter-snipes! Wait until I catch you—I'll have your trousers down!"

And we sat there in the bushes listening to his deep voice and laughing to ourselves.

The doctor's court-yard was always cleanly swept and sprinkled with yellow sand. During the day there were bright guinea-fowl and grey thoroughbred chickens— Plymouth Rocks—pecking about the yard.

Sometimes la servant would beat heavy Persian rugs on the wooden fence between the yard and the orchard. A great cloud of dust would rise above the fence and fly into the orchard; and the terrified chickens would rum about the yard squawking.

And when winter was near and it was time to put on warm clothes, the doctor's servant would take all the winter things out of the trunks. The heavy beaver coats with high fur collars belonging to the doctor himself, the velvet and astrakhan cloaks of his skinny, sharp-tempered wife, Kotka's serge overcoats padded with cotton-wool and trimmed with lambskin, and his grey uniform great-coats—all would be hung out on the fence. Kotka had three great-coats: an old one left over from when he was in class two, and two brand-new ones made to measure by Yakov Guzarchik, the tailor.

They were all sprinkled with naphthalene, as if snow had fallen on them. And the smell of that naphthalene could be felt all over Zhitomir Street. You would go down New Boulevard and, if you got -a whiff of naphthalene, you would know for sure that the doctor's household was getting ready for winter.

The servant would take all the winter clothing out in the yard and chain the dog up beside it. I should like to have seen that dog frighten anybody—it was only a poodle with curly hair and long ears. We used to stand by the railings, looking into the garden, and it didn't even yelp.

I had never been inside the Grigorenko house, but Petka Maremukha told us that besides a marble staircase up to the second floor there was also an iron spiral staircase that led to a little room in the cupola of the highest, corner tower. This room had narrow windows, like those in the fortress, and in summer it was very hot there. Nobody lived in it, of course; they just used it for drying apples and pears and mushrooms. The doctor's orchard was quite large. It stretched from the yard right down to New Boulevard.

In the orchard, between the rows, there were flower-beds planted with mignonette, pansies, yellow marigolds, land sweet tobacco. There were slender poles in the flower-beds, with globes of coloured glass on top. Ever so many of them! Red, blue, orange, dark-green, light-blue, bright yellow . . . They sparkled with different colours. And on a bright day, when a sunbeam broke through the thick leafage of the orchard and fell on one of those globes, it would burst into a blaze of colour that would reflect the trees, the flowerbeds, and the open veranda of the doctor's house.

We approached the doctor's orchard from New Boulevard. Light showed through chinks in the fence. I was the first to put my eye to a chink and see the brightly lit veranda . . .

The doctor had guests. And what guests!

Behind the low brick wall of the veranda stood la card-table. Sitting round the table were the doctor, his wife, the thin Pani Grigorenko, in a shiny black dress, our bearded head-master Prokopovich, and—who would have thought it?—the red-haired priest Kiyanitsa! Anyone else might have been there, but I had never expected to see Kiyanitsa engaged in such an occupation.

Kiyanitsa was sitting back in an arm-chair with his long legs thrust out under the table. In his excitement he had even unbuttoned his robe. Evidently he was very anxious to beat the doctor.

Prokopovich gathered the cards into a pack. After writing something quickly on his score-card, he shuffled the cards and dealt them skilfully round the table. Doctor Grigorenko arranged his cards in a fan. I caught the gleam of a wedding-ring on one of his fat fingers. Scratching his nose with the cards, he winked at the priest beside him and, in a deep voice that echoed round the veranda, boomed out:

"Spades!"

But where was Kotka? Aha, there he was.

Through the open glass door leading from the veranda into the house I could see him lounging about the drawing-room in his high-school tunic. I had a fine view of the doctor's red-plush drawing-room furniture—low comfortable arm-chairs, a couch, a little table with bamboo legs.

Kotka took a big volume from the bookshelf and sat down on the couch.

A maid passed through the drawing-room, carrying a heavy, steaming samovar. Presently the doctor and his guests would retire to the dining-room for tea.

"Come away!" Yuzik whispered, and tugged at my shirt.

We crossed to the other side of the street. From there we could also see what was happening on the doctor's veranda.

The doctor sat hunched over the cards, and beside him sat Prokopovich, shaking his beard. Again Prokopovich entered something on his score-card. He must be winning. How quiet and friendly he was now . . . And the way he had shouted at me yesterday! Wouldn't listen to me at all! Of course he would stand up for Kotka if he made money out of Kotka's father at cards.

I watched the card party with growing hatred of the doctor and his friends.

Why, only today in the fortress those fat, fleshy hands of Doctor Grigorenko's had touched the cold eyelids of the man who had been shot, the man whom Grigorenko himself had betrayed to the Petlura police. How could he laugh and joke and play cards after that?

Weasel was also watching the veranda intently.

"Wait for me here," he said suddenly and, vaulting swiftly over the clay wall into Lazarev's yard, disappeared in the darkness.

Soon Weasel reappeared carrying four square tiles. I knew where he had got them—there were red tiles like that round Lazarev's flower-beds.

"Diamonds!" a voice floated from the veranda.

"We'll give 'em diamonds all right!"

Weasel handed Petka one of the tiles.

We went out into the middle of the street—to give us more room to throw.

I looked at the sloping roof and the heads of the card-players. Someone laughed—Kiyanitsa, most likely. A chair creaked. The maid started clattering the tea things.

I could hear my heart beating. My legs felt light as air.

"Shall we throw?" Weasel glanced into my eyes.

With a nod I swung my arm back.

Weasel threw before me. Then he followed my throw with a second. We heard the tiles break through the branches of the old apple-tree and land with a crash on the veranda. The lamp toppled over and flared up. The reflection of the flame leapt across the orchard as if in pursuit of someone. We must have broken the glass.

As we turned to run, we heard a woman's voice cry, "Fire! We're on fire!" And our feet scarcely seemed to touch the round cobble-stones or the damp weeds growing between them as we raced in a panting bunch for the cover of the boulevard ditch.

The terrified Petka did not catch up with us until we reached the boulevard.

It was dangerous to run down the main avenue—you might bump into one of the Petlura patrols. We turned off to the left and felt our way carefully through the trees to the edge of the cliff.

And only when we reached the white path that led along the edge of the cliff into the centre of the town did Weasel signal us to stop. We dropped down on the grass.

"Who was that shouted 'fire'?" Petka asked me.

I did not answer. "Now we're in the soup!" I was thinking. "If Petka gives us away now, we're done for! Suppose that broken Lamp has really set Grigorenko's house on fire?"

A clear picture flashed into my mind of the purple tongues of flame licking up the walls of the doctor's house, setting fire to the roof of the veranda, curling over the window-sills into the house itself . . . I could imagine the frightened doctor and his wife, and Kotka, and Prokopovich, and the priest in his long robe, dashing about throwing anything they could lay hold of on the flames. But there was no putting them out. The house blazed more and more fiercely. Beams cracked, the roof collapsed with a crash, and instead of a beautiful house that looked like a little castle there remained only smoking ruins. And in the morning, armed Petlura patrols would be scouring the town in search of us, the culprits . . .

When we had got our breath back, we wandered into the town.

Soon we found ourselves at the bottom of the white road leading up to Central Square. The long corrugated-iron shutter over the windows of Mendel Barenboim's tavern was down.

There was not a light to be seen. It was quiet. Not a soul about. Only from a long way off beyond the bridge came the footsteps of a belated passer-by.

I had an idea. Suppose we went to the town hall? In the fire-tower there a look-out kept watch day and night. If a fire broke out in the town he sounded the alarm. Then there would be a commotion. The big doors of the fire-station below the town hall would fly open; grey horses harnessed to carts with pumps and red barrels would clatter out on to the street; firemen with gleaming axes would dash past on their jangling four-wheelers.

Yes, we must go to the town hall. If Grigorenko's veranda had caught fire, the watchman must have spotted it.

We made a detour and came out by the town hall. The doors of the fire-station were shut. We waited for about ten minutes, expecting at any moment to hear a shout from above, "Fire! Fire!" But all was quiet. The lonely fireman must be sitting in his tower above the sleepy town, counting the stars for lack of anything better to do and, probably, could not see la thing except dew-sprinkled roofs and empty streets.

The big hands of the town-hall clock pointed to half past ten. Gosh, how late! Aunt would be in bed by this time, and had probably locked the gate.

And the gate was locked. I got into the yard by climbing over the fence. Aunt opened the door to me and, without even asking where I had been so late, at once went back to bed.

But it was a long time before I fell asleep. Any moment I was expecting the Petlura men to arrive and drag me off to prison. And the worst of it was that I had no one to stand up for me. If Father had been at home it would have been different. But Father was far away.





Some years ago, when we lived in another town, my father used to drink heavily. The only thing that saved him from being turned out of the printing-house where he worked was that he knew how to set type in French, Greek, and Italian. And, as it happened, in those days the printing-house used to receive many orders from Odessa for work in various languages.

"They can't get on without me," Rather would boast, when telling my mother about these orders.

And, indeed, the orders were profitable. The owner did well out of them, and so he had to put up with my father's drunkenness whether he liked it or not.

I never saw my father drinking at home. Usually he would drink himself stupid somewhere in town, then roll drunkenly through the streets, bumping into the passers-by and tipping over the waste-paper bins.

Father's boss would send a messenger to our house. "Mandzhura at home?" the messenger would ask from the door-step. "The boss wants him."

Mother would guess at once what had happened. Throwing her orange shawl—the only one she had—over her shoulders, she would take me by the hand and leave the house.

I would know that we were off to find Father, and would be very glad.

The taverns reeked of tobacco smoke and beer, but it was good fun. Strange folk sat over marble-topped tables in the smoky rooms, gulping down the sparkling, foam-topped beer. Men quarrelled noisily, clapped one another on the back, and littered the floor round their feet with red, half-eaten crayfish legs.

If Father was not to be found in the taverns, we would go to Alexander Park. The stooped messenger would walk beside us, and my mother would question him as to how much money Father had received, and whether there would be another pay-day soon.

In the park there would be smartly-dressed children playing on the sandy squares. They would parade about round the benches in white sailor-suits and sandals. The girls had ribbons in their plaits. I knew that, these children were brought to the park by their nurses, who sat there on the benches, nibbling sunflower seeds and gossiping to one another.

The girls would drive yellow hoops round the flowerbeds and play with their skipping-ropes; the boys would dig in the heaps of moist, golden sand. Beside them lay little wooden cups and glasses, yellow, pink, and violet, for making sand-pies.

I envied these smart children. It seemed to me they must feed every day on those pink fancy cakes that one saw in the windows of the confectioner's shop.

We would pass the playing children and go on into the depths of the park. Here Mother would release my hand and walk on ahead. Every now and then she would bend down and peer under the bushes. The messenger would hardly be able to keep up with her. I ran behind, pulling the green pods off the acacia bushes and stuffing them in my pockets. I used to make whistles out of them.

Father liked to sleep in the park, sitting with his back against a tree. He would sit there with his head on one side, his greasy cap tilted over his eyes, and the neck of a bottle peeping out of his pocket.

My mother and the messenger would wake him up, and he would grunt and shake his head. They would lift him to his feet—Mother on one side, the messenger on the other—and lead him all through town to the printer's.

I used to follow at a distance, often stopping and staring at placards, or hanging about round shop-windows, and, in general, acting as if I did not know the people in front. I was ashamed of my father.

I would feel particularly ashamed when, for no apparent reason, he would suddenly start to sing.

Mother would beg him to keep quiet—the policeman might arrest him for singing—but Father would only roar out louder than ever the same doleful song, which was all about convicts and exile land being marched in chains to Siberia.

When we reached the printer's, we would sit down on the high front steps. The messenger would run to fetch the boss. And rather would go to sleep again. The boss, a lean, ginger-haired man of middle height, would come out of the building and stand on a step above us. Then he would whisper something to the messenger. The messenger would slip away and return in a few minutes with a big enamel bowl brimming over with water. Mother would take off Father's shirt, then his vest. Father would sit on the steps, a pitiful sight in his sleepy, dishevelled state, and glance now at Mother, now at the boss.

"Get away, you cut-throats. Damn it all . . . Let a man sleep, can't you?" he would mumble.

Mother would turn away, and the boss would nod to the messenger. Then the messenger would lift the bowl and gently pour the cold water over Father's head.

I would see the stream of water splashing on Father's bald patch, and shiver.

"Why don't you do something?" I would whisper to myself. "Get up land grab that bowl. Knock 'em on the head with it and run away."

But Father had no thought of running away. He would wipe his face with a big wet hand. The water would trickle down over his trousers and spread all round; the stone steps would darken as if it had been raining. At last the bowl was empty. Then Mother would take his shirt from me and with some difficulty pull it on over Father's wet body. Father would sit there quietly, no longer anxious to sleep. Then he would be led away into the print-shop, and Mother and I would go home.

One day my mother drew Father's wages at the printer's herself and went away somewhere. Father came home in a bad temper. Seeing that Mother was not at home, he grabbed the alarm-clock off the shelf, wrapped it in the oil-cloth that covered the dinner table, took the lace table-cloth as well, then ran out of the house, leaving me alone in the room.

Mother came home in the evening. She wrapped our things in a bundle and took me to a neighbour's.

"Look after my son and our things for a little while, Anastasiya Lvovna, until I come back," she said, handing our neighbour the bundle and some money. "I'm going to my sister's in Odessa to find out if we can't move there. They say there's a doctor in Odessa who cures people of drinking. Perhaps he'll cure my husband. It's impossible to live with him."

She said good-bye to Anastasiya Lvovna, kissed me, and went out.

Two days later we heard that the steamer Merkury, on which Mother had sailed for Odessa, had struck a German mine off Ochakov.

Until late at night the news-boys on Suvorov Street were shouting: "Loss of the Merkury! Loss of the Merkury! German mines in the Black Sea!"

Father went to the post-office and kept sending telegrams, now to Odessa, now to Ochakov. He just could not believe that Mother had been drowned along with the others.

It was some time before I could grasp what had happened. Like my father, I was sure at first that Mother was alive, that she would come back soon, and that we should go to Odessa, where the doctor lived who could cure people of drinking vodka.

About a fortnight after the loss of the Merkury, I asked Anastasiya Lvovna:

"Was the Captain drowned too?"

"Yes, he was," she answered sadly.

And suddenly an amazingly clear picture rose before me of the Captain's white cap with its black peak and golden purl floating all alone in the middle of the sea, while the Captain himself, leaving a stream of bubbles behind him, sank slowly to the bottom.

After Mother's death, Father became grim and taciturn. He gave up drinking vodka, and would come home straight from work. And he never spoke. A stocky figure in his long sateen blouse belted with a strip of rawhide, he kept pacing-to and fro between the chest-of-drawers and the window, knocking the chairs aside with his feet.

I would sit in the corner on the trestle-bed, watching his big, stubborn strides and bent back, and listening to his heavy tread.

I thought Father had gone mad, that any moment he would grab a chair, throw it at the wall, push the chest-of-drawers over with a crash, hurl all the soup plates out of the window one after the other, then give a shout and start on me.

One day, however, Father came home earlier than usual. He was carrying several parcels. At first I thought he had bought something special for me, and I was very happy. But he dumped the parcels on our bare table and said:

"Let's go away from here, son, to Maria Afanasyevna's. After a blow like this, what's the use of us staying here."

I knew that Maria Afanasyevna was my father's sister, and that she lived in a town that was three days' train journey from us.

The next day we set out.

 . . . Turning over in my mind these memories of my father, and of how we had come to live in Zibruch, I fell asleep.

Next morning, before I was out of bed, Petka and Yuzik dashed in to see me. Yuzik, usually so grave and silent, was visibly alarmed. Petka was in a real panic.

"We ran away after the first lesson," Yuzik said, gasping.

"Kotka Grigorenko will send the Petlura men here, and they'll put you in prison," Petka burst out, glancing round.

"Wait . . . Tell him everything from the beginning," Yuzik interrupted Petka.

"I was in the lavatory . . . this morning . . . as soon as I got to school . . . And I heard Kotka's voice on the other side of the partition. So I peeped through a crack—and there was Georges Galchevsky leaning against the wall, smoking and talking to Kotka. I got up on tip-toe and listened to what Kotka was saying. 'A tile knocked the lamp over, and the kerosene went all over the table.' Aha, I thought, they're talking about yesterday. 'Nearly burnt the house down,' says Kotka, 'It was a good job Papa picked up that burning table and threw it on to a flower-bed in the orchard . . .' Then Galchevsky asked Kotka something, but I couldn't hear what, and Kotka said: 'Why, because they expelled him of course!' Aha, I thought, they're talking about you, Vasya. Then, worst luck, somebody had to come into the lavatory. They stopped talking. I slipped out into the passage and went straight to Yuzik. And told him everything. We came away from the second lesson to tell you. It was singing. Rodlevskaya went out for her music, land we did a bunk."

"Didn't he mention you and Weasel?"

Petka looked worried. "Me? No! Why should he?"

"And he didn't say what he was going to do?"

"I didn't hear any more," Petka replied. Then he suddenly gave a little jump and shouted joyfully: "But I haven't told you the main thing, Vasya! Kiyanitsa got his robe all burnt. And he scorched his ginger beard. What about that! Good, isn't it?"

But even that did not console me. "It looks bad," I thought. "If Kotka suspects it was me threw that tile, Galchevsky is not the only one he's told about it."

"Well, what do you think, Yuzik?" I asked.

"This is what I think," Yuzik said. "All three of us ought to run away to the Reds. They're not far away, you know. And we can't stay in town."

I had never seen Weasel like this before. He was talking to us like a grown man. His eyes were gleaming.

"All right, Yuzik, that may be so, but how can we do it?" I asked.

"I've told you. We've got to run away to the Communists. We'll take a good lot of bread with us and go to Zhmerinka. The Communists are in Zhmerinka. We'll join them as scouts. Understand?"

"What about our parents?" Petka chimed in. "They won't let us . . ."

" 'Parents, parents'!" Weasel shouted. "What a softy you are! Afraid of your Mummy, are you? Do you think you'll like it better if they take you away from Mummy and put you in jail?"

"Hold on, Yuzik, don't shout," I said quietly. "Suppose the Reds aren't in Zhmerinka yet? What shall we do then? And where shall we spend the night? Suppose it rains? . . . Don't shout though—Aunt will hear."

"They are in Zhmerinka, I tell you . . ." Weasel said confidently. "I read it in a partisan leaflet."

That was all very well, but Zhmerinka was a long way off. How could we get there on foot?

"Listen, Yuzik," I said, "Let's drop in at Nagoranye first. I want to see Dad. After all, Nagoranye's on the road, so we'll be able to have a rest. And it's not so far to Zhmerinka if you go through Nagoranye."

"All right. But if we are going, we must go now," Weasel decided. "No hanging about."

"We won't hang about. You go and get ready, I'm only taking a penknife and some bread. I'll wait for you near Uspensky Church, in the garden."

We parted at once.

When I had let the chaps out, I ran into the room. Aunt was on the allotment. That was good—no need to make excuses. I snatched up a big slice of bread and dashed off to Uspensky Church. A few minutes later Petka rushed up with a net and a bamboo fishing-rod. In one hand he was carrying a white tin.

"For worms," he explained.

Weasel was the last to arrive. He was carrying a water bottle and a little bundle.

"Bread and goat's cheese," he said, panting for breath. "Petka, you've got big pockets. Here, take it."

Petka pushed the bundle into his pocket. Weasel picked up his fishing-rod, and we started off.





It was late in the afternoon and the sun was already shining pinkly on the white hills when we neared Nagoranye. As we reached the top of a pass and the road plunged steeply downwards, I recognized a familiar grove of trees.

Yes, this was it—the lovely birch-grove. Here we would call a halt.

The tall silvery birches rustled their shiny, transparent leaves; through them gleamed a clear sky. Below, under the crumbling clay slope of the hollow, a little brook murmured. Woodland water washed the bare, brown roots of the birch-trees.

Yuzik tossed a pebble into the brook. There was a tinkling splash and drops of water sprinkled the grass on the bank.

"Let's lie down, chaps," Petka suggested.

Fifteen versts was not such a long journey, but the back of Petka's shirt was dark with sweat. He looked tired out.

"Not for long though," I warned him, sitting down on the soft grass.

Weasel lay down beside me. He threw Petka's long fishing-rod like a lance into the ground under la young birch-tree.

I told the boys how last spring my cousin Oska and I had sat here and drunk the sap of one of the birches. It was wonderful stuff. With the corkscrew on my penknife I had bored a hole in the sticky bark near the root of that old birch-tree over there by the brook. We had fitted a little tin gutter to the hole and Oska had placed a brown bottle under it. Before we even stepped back, the yellowish sap of the birch started dripping into the bottle.

While the bottle was filling with sap, we. tumbled about on the grass, frightening the finches, and catching the fluffy black-and-red bumble-bees on the first spring flowers. The bumble-bees buzzed plaintively in our caps. We killed them carefully with bits of pine-wood land, having done so, squeezed the thin white honey out of their bellies. My cousin and I tried to remember where different birds were making their nests, so that later on we could come and look at their young. We found mounds of freshly-dug earth, where moles had burrowed. And thus we whiled away the time, surprising each other with fresh discoveries, until at last, tired out, just as we were now, we had dropped down on the grass.

And afterwards, when a lot of birch sap had dripped into the bottle, we drank it, sitting in the glade. Licking our lips, we watched each other to see that neither got more than his share.

What a pity it was too late now to tap the birches. All the sap had gone up to the leaves long ago, or we should have been able to drink to our hearts' content.

"Yes, that would have been fine," Weasel said. "Well, let's go, shall we?"

"Yes, come on, it's not far now," I agreed.

Weasel jumped up quickly, leaving la patch of flattened grass behind him.

Petka rose unwillingly, stretching himself like a well-fed cat. He was a lazy little fellow, that Petka of ours. No wonder he was so fat.

"Come on, come on, enough of that stretching. You can rest when you get there. Yawning away already," said Weasel.

And we left the birch-grove.



AT NAGORANYE



On a remote by-way some distance from the Kalinovsky high road, which leads to Kiev, lies the village of Nagoranye. It is a hilly place, with steep, dusty streets, and sharp cliffs falling to a narrow, but deep stream.

As we crossed Badger's Mount, we caught sight of the thatched roofs of the Nagoranye cottages.

My uncle Avksenty lived on the edge of the village, near the graveyard. Some nags and clay pots with smoke-blackened bottoms were drying on the wicker fence round the cottage. Three hens were giving themselves a dust-bath in the yard.

"Wait here, I'll go and get Uncle," 1 told my friends. At the last minute I felt a twinge of misgiving. Perhaps Uncle would give it to me for bringing these uninvited guests? But before I could cross the threshold, Uncle Avksenty, hearing voices, appeared lat the door himself. He was a big man with a dark, weather-beaten face, wearing a homespun shirt. He came forward to meet us with a half-woven sandal in his hands.

"Vasya! This is a surprise! Where did you spring from? How are you, boy? . . . Well, they say guests in the evening are a good sign for the next day. And who are the lads by the fence?" He squeezed my fingers in his hard, rough hand. "Hullo, Uncle! I've brought some friends . . . We've come to catch fish . . ."

"Well, come in, there's plenty of fish going. Oska and I were wading about in the water all yesterday evening. I even got a bit of a cold. Hear how hoarse I am? . . . What are you standing out there for? Come inside."

"Uncle, where's Dad?" I asked in an undertone, as I entered the cottage.

The smoky room with a big bed in one corner was empty. "Miron? . . . He's not here . . . . Miron and Oska have gone to Golutvintsy . . . There's a fair on there . . ." My uncle replied rather awkwardly.

So we had missed each other. Golutvintsy was quite near town. Perhaps Father would call in at home from there. That would be a pity.

"Sit down, lads. What are you standing for?" said Uncle Avksenty. "Let's hear the news from town. How are the Petlura men getting on up your way? We haven't got many of them here. Sometimes one or two ride past on the road, but they're afraid to come into the village."

I sat down on a three-legged stool and told Uncle how the Petlura men searched the houses of -the townspeople every night, and how the priests read out prayers for Petlura's health; I also told him how our school had been closed.

Petka and Yuzik sat together on a bench. They did not feel quite at home yet. Petka was glancing curiously at the soot-blackened stove stuffed with yellow straw. On the floor near the stove lay a heap of furry rawhide strips with which Uncle had been weaving a pair of sandals for himself.

Having surveyed the room, Petka glanced out of the window. Evidently he was afraid someone might steal his bamboo fishing-rod and net. He need not have been. This was not town; here everybody knew one another.

Yuzik eyed my Uncle from under lowered brows. Then he nudged my elbow and whispered:

"Tell him about the fortress. And about the governor's house . . . And about the partisans who stick leaflets up on the telegraph poles at night."

"Yes, all right," I answered, and hurriedly told my uncle of what we had seen in the fortress.

Uncle Avksenty's lined face broke into a frown. I did not have time to tell him about Dragan and the shooting in the cellar of the governor's house. Uncle stood up and interrupted me.

"Listen, boys. I think I'll go and call on a man I know. He's got a good drag-net. I'll arrange for us all to go fishing first thing tomorrow morning. He lives just round the corner."

Seeing my friends' eyes brighten in anticipation, I felt glad that I had persuaded them to call in at Nagoranye.

Gradually I was beginning to forget about the town and the sad events connected with it.

"Look here, chaps," I said, "as soon as we've caught some fish tomorrow, we'll go into the forest. I'll show you the Fox Caves."

My uncle frowned suddenly. "What's that? Fox Caves? Where are these caves?"

"Where are they? Why, you took me there yourself. Don't you remember, last summer?"

"Did I? . . . Oh, yes, that's right . . . I was forgetting. What a restless lot you are. No sooner are you here than you get a devil inside you dragging you off to some caves or other. Don't you go! The vipers have started breeding there—lots of 'em. They'll sting you before you know where you are."

"Then we'll go to the hollow oak by the river," I said, thinking to myself that it was only a stone's throw from the hollow oak to the Fox Caves.

"The river's all right," Uncle agreed and put on his straw hat.

At the door he turned and called out to me:

"Vasya! Come out here a minute."

I followed him into the yard. We walked to the barn in silence. The scent of dry hay swept over me as I went inside.

"Vasya," my uncle asked quietly and sternly, "who are these lads you've brought here? Do you know them well?"

Rather confused at his stern tone, I told him who my friends were.

"Maremukha's father lives on Grigorenko's estate, doesn't he?" my uncle asked.

"Why, of course!" I affirmed joyfully.

"He repaired my boots for me the year before last . . .Who's the other one?"

"That's Yuzik Starodomsky. His father catches dogs. He lives near Uspensky Church."

"Listen, Vasya," Uncle gripped my shoulder. "Tomorrow I'll take you to see your dad. He hasn't gone anywhere. I was making that up about the fair. But don't you dare tell anybody that your dad's in Nagoranye. If you do, the Petlura men will be down here in a flash and grab him, and me as well. They've had their eye on me since last year, and they've got something against Miron. The order for his arrest is already written out. There's rumours that he had something to do with the printing of the leaflets the partisans use. Do you understand? I'm not stopping you from doing things; you can take the lads where you like; we'll go fishing tomorrow together. But keep a still tongue in your head. Do the lads know your dad's here?"

"Yes, I told them."

"And they know he's living with me?"

I was silent.

"Well, you are a juggins! Given everything away," said Uncle reproachfully.

"But we . . ." I began hotly, and stopped.

I should dearly have liked to tell Uncle that we meant to go and join the Communists, but then I should have had to say that I had been expelled from the High School. No, I had better keep quiet . . .

"Well?" Uncle again looked at me sternly. "Speak up What is it?"

"We . . . we . . ." I mumbled, wishing to end this unpleasant conversation. Then I suddenly burst out: "But we hate the Petlura men ourselves. We're waiting for the Reds too. Don't you be afraid, Uncle."

Uncle Avksenty's face softened at once. He smiled. I plucked up courage and, remembering the other chaps waiting for me in the cottage, said:

"Uncle, couldn't we go fishing today?"

"Today? You've got fishing on the brain. Well, if you must, you must. Of course, at a time like this, it's a pity to use a grenade. Never mind, though, I won't grudge one for the guests . . . Ever seen how they stun fish with grenades? All right, you'll see it again then. But I expect you're hungry after the journey. Want something to eat, don't you?"

"No, no, we had a bite on the way."

"Well, wait for me then, I'm going next door. I won't be long."

I ran back to the cottage to warn the boys that we were going fishing. While Uncle was next door, we had a rest in the low, cool cottage, then went out into the yard. With difficulty I managed to persuade Petka not to take his net. What did we need a net for, when a grenade could stun three times as many fish!

Presently Uncle came out across his neighbour's vegetable patch, carrying two rusty grenades.

Petka glanced at them nervously. Weasel and I did not feel very safe either as we walked along beside my uncle. "Suppose he trips up," I thought. "If he falls, those grenades may go off." But Uncle, bronzed and muscular, had no intention of falling; carrying an empty bucket in his hand, he walked calmly down the hill. He had put the grenades in his pocket.





The place to which my uncle led us was deserted and quiet. A small clearing snowed among the trees that bordered the steep bank of the river.

Nagoranye was somewhere behind us, beyond the wood. Old sycamores, gnarled oaks, and dense elder thickets lay between us and the village. At the foot of the cliff flowed the river. From above, its waters seemed black.

I noticed an upturned boat on the narrow pebbly beach. On one hand, where the cliffs fell less steeply, a white path showed among the rocks.

"Listen, lads," said my uncle, looking down at the river. "I'm not going into the water. I'll throw the grenades and you can catch the fish yourselves. Now then—off with you! Go and hide behind those trees."

We ran upstream to a thickly-wooded mound. Petka hid behind a tall ash-tree, clinging to its trunk as if he wanted to pull it out of the ground. Weasel squatted down behind an oak and peeped out to watch my uncle. We could see him well as he stood on the edge of the cliff.

Tossing aside his straw hat, Uncle put his hand in his pocket, took out a grenade, and placed it carefully on the grass. Then he took out the second grenade and, pulling out the pin at once, hurled it right into the middle of the river, and fell flat on the ground. Pressing his face into the grass, he lay there like a dead man. The ripples from the splash had not reached the bank, when a blinding white column of water shot up from the bottom of the placid stream. It nearly reached the top of the cliff. Only a little higher, it seemed to me, and the white spray would have splashed over the prostrate figure of Uncle Avksenty.

The boom of the explosion echoed far away across the forest. For an instant I imagined the great oak-trees falling on us and the little clearing on the edge of the cliff collapsing into the river, taking my uncle with it.

But before the echo bad died away, my uncle rose calmly to his feet, as if he had only been lying down for a rest, and picked up the second grenade.

He was a long time pulling out the pin—it must have got rusted into its socket. I began to feel nervous. "Hurry up, Uncle, or it'll go off!" At last Uncle freed the lever and threw the grenade. It fell much nearer, right under the cliff.

This time the explosion did not seem so terrifying. Clinging to the rocks, we scrambled down the steep white path to the river.

Uncle sat down on the bank and rolled himself a cigarette. We threw off our clothes and tumbled into the water. But Uncle could not resist the chance of fishing. Putting his unfinished cigarette down on the pebbles, he stripped off his clothes. Then, turning over the flat-bottomed boat with a single heave, he picked up the short paddle that had been lying under it, pushed the boat into the water and climbed over the stern.

Uncle sat in the stern, plying his stumpy paddle, and the boat, twisting and rocking, sailed into midstream.

We swam after it as fast as we could, anxious to be first to reach the middle of the river where the stunned fish floated.

The slimy, unresisting fish kept slipping out of my hands, but I would catch them again—now under Petka's nose, now under Weasel's—and throw them into the boat. The fish flopped at Uncle's feet, their silvery-blue scales shining in the sun. Their eyes were glazed with fear.

We leaped about in the muddy-smelling water, splashing each other and sending showers of spray high into the air. We were having a fine time.

"Steady there, you juggins, don't splash me!" Uncle shouted when I drenched him with water.

We caught a lot of fish. Sorting out the biggest into a pail, Uncle threw the small fry back into the river.

"Let 'em grow," he said with a grin, noticing the regret in our eyes as we watched the fish float downstream. "When they get a bit bigger, we'll catch 'em again. No fish has ever escaped me yet."

We returned to the village with a fine catch.

Uncle Avksenty's wife, Oksana, young in looks, and broad-shouldered like her husband, quickly got the stove going. She gutted our fish, washed it, rubbed it in flour, and tossed it into melted butter in the frying-pan.

After a good meal of fried fish, we went to bed in the barn, tired and contented.





"Vasya, your uncle isn't half daring," Petka whispered, turning over beside me.

"Neat the way he threw that grenade, wasn't it?" Weasel recalled enviously, burrowing into the hay.

"Oh, a grenade's nothing. You ought to see the way he picks off hares," I boasted, delighted that the chaps liked my uncle.

And for a long time before we went to sleep I recounted to them all that I knew of Uncle Avksenty.

In winter my uncle would go out into the open fields armed with an ordinary Russian rifle brought back from the front, and shoot the swift-moving hares.

One day when I was with him he brought down a hawk. The hawk, which was circling slowly over the trees in search of prey, suddenly shuddered in mid-air, then plunged downwards like a tattered grey rag.

As it fell, the hawk caught in the branches of an old sycamore-tree. I was about to climb up for it, but had only taken hold of the first branch, when the hawk freed itself and, weakly flapping its wings, dropped on the leaf-strewn ground. I crept forward trying to catch the wounded bird while Uncle, grinning artfully, rolled himself a cigarette . . .

When the Petlura men first arrived in the neighbourhood last summer and the Petlura police started disarming the villagers, the priest of Nagoranye with whom Uncle Avksenty had long been on bad terms, reported that Uncle had a rifle and three tins of cartridges. The Petlura men found the rifle in the cottage loft, and the cartridges in the empty dog-kennel.

First they gave Uncle a whipping on the common in front of the village church, "for a start, to make him behave," as the Petlura men said amid loud guffaws, then they put him in a requisitioned cart and took him off to town. When the cart was passing through Kalinovsky Woods, Uncle planted his heavy fist between the eyes of one of the Petlura men who were guarding him, and escaped into the surrounding thickets.

That evening, the carter who had been driving my uncle and his guards called on my aunt and told her how Uncle Avksenty had escaped. He had taken the Petlura men by surprise. One of them had been dozing, and the other, whom Uncle Avksenty had hit between the eyes, had been lighting a cigarette. The carter related how the scared guards had fired wildly at the trees without even getting out of the cart.

At that time Uncle Avksenty's son, my cousin Oska, was staying with us. Aunt told him nothing about the occurrence. Only later on did we learn that Uncle had made good his escape from the Petlura men, and that he was alive and well, but hiding somewhere in the woods, near the Fox Caves.

The next time the carter called on us, he brought us a present from Uncle Avksenty—a piece of wild honeycomb.

Then Oska learned of the escape. He was very proud of his father's exploit and of the piece of honeycomb.

"Vasya, are the Fox Caves far from here?" asked Petka, nudging me.

"No, they're quite near. All right, let's go to sleep," I said. "I'll take you there tomorrow. You'll see for yourself."



THE FOX CAVES



We slept very late, and when we woke up, Uncle was nowhere about—he had gone to the other end of the village to buy salt. We had breakfast without him.

While Uncle was away, I decided, we must have a look at the Fox Caves, even if only from the outside.

I took the chaps there by a path winding along the pebbly bank of the river. The river was steaming slightly. Fat frogs, startled by our footsteps, plopped loudly into the water. The cliffs cast deep shadows on the bank. In the distance we could see the wooded slopes of Copper Hill. Beyond it, at a bend in the river, rose Badger's Mount, and farther away still, we could make out the weather-beaten ridges of the "Tovtras" gleaming white among the green woodlands.

This white ridge of limestone hills, which were known as the "Tovtras," stretched far away to the south-west, to the spurs of the Carpathian Mountains and Galicia. There were many hidden caves and gorges in those parts.

The local people were afraid to venture far into the Tovtras, and whenever possible avoided them. They said the place was inhabited by an evil spirit which seized people as soon as they entered one of the caves or gorges, and dragged him away under the earth, into hell.

Probably my uncle knew the caves of the neighbourhood better than anyone else in Nagoranye. For a good five versts all round there was mot a cleft in the rocks, however small, that he did not know. And if you found soot on the rocks round that cleft, you could be sure that my uncle had been there, smoking out a bushy-tailed yellow vixen after tracking her to her lair by the faint marks she had left in the white snow . . .





In a nut-grove on the edge of the forest we broke ourselves long knotty sticks, stripped them of their foliage, and made our way up a gully strewn with rotting leaves and dry, crackling brushwood—three fearless explorers.

Even though he did not know the way, Weasel marched in front, like an ataman. Petka puffed along beside me. He was breathing heavily, finding the going hard up the steep gully. Moss-covered trees grew on the slopes, their thick foliage shutting out the sun. Light transparent ferns quivered under our feet. When we had almost reached the place where the Fox Caves began, I turned aside into a clearing scattered with small rocks.

"Look, you can't see anything, can you?" I said, proudly pointing to a round, 'black rock overgrown with moss that lay at the foot of the cliff. The rock seemed to have been tossed down from Copper Hill.

"Well, where are the caves?" Weasel asked.

''Have another look," I said and disappeared behind the rock.

Like a huge black pumpkin this rock concealed the entrance to a cave. Before me gaped a dark crack in the face of the cliff. No one would ever have thought that this was the entrance to the Fox Caves.

The others came round the rock and stood behind me.

"We'll come here again, definitely. Today. We'll get some candles and come back," said Yuzik. He peered eagerly into the crack.

"You ass, where can you get candles in this place?" I replied.

"Where? . . . At the church. There's a church here, isn't there? We'll ask the warden."

It was rather frightening to stand long in front of the entrance to the cave. My uncle's words about vipers had put me on my guard. Suppose one crawled out now . . .

I suggested climbing higher. We scrambled on to the round rock that concealed the entrance to the cave, and sat there on the cold slippery top, looking about us.

The woods were very quiet. Here and there slanting rays of sunlight broke through the thick leafage of the tall ash-trees, casting joyful, golden beams amid the dark gloom of the gully. All round it was damp and dark as in a cellar. Out in the clearing the sun must have been very hot, but here it was like evening.

Suddenly Petka tugged my leg and nodded towards the cave.

"What's that? A viper?"

Then I, too, heard a faint sound in the cave. Either someone had coughed, or a pebble had fallen on the ground. "Did you hear that?" I whispered to Yuzik. On the alert at once, Yuzik flattened himself against the rock. We lay flat beside him.

From the cave came another cough, this time quite distinct. Perhaps it was a vixen playing with her cubs? Then, quite near, there was a crunching sound. And suddenly a hand reached out of the dark crack, then a man appeared. I gave a start. It was my father.

Father had grown a heavy beard and a moustache, but I recognized him at once—both by his blue cotton blouse and by the familiar broad belt round it. I wanted to shout, "Dad! Dad! I'm here!" but the shout stuck in my throat. Father turned his back to us and called into the cave: "Come out, where have you got to there?" At that moment Oska appeared out of the cave, followed by a bearded man in a mackintosh.

"They're friends," I shouted pushing the other chaps, and we rolled head over heels to the ground.

I was the first to dash round the rock and confront my father, but the next moment I dodged aside.

Father was aiming at me with a revolver, so was the man in the mackintosh.

"They've gone mad!" I thought, and rushed headlong down the gully.

"Vasya! Vasya! Wait!" Father shouted after me.

I stopped at once and threw an apprehensive glance over my shoulder.

Father had lowered his revolver. Yes, it was my father all right—silent, gloomy, hardly ever smiling. A roll of newspapers, printed on blue wrapping-paper, was stuck in his belt. I wanted to throw my arms round his neck and kiss him on his thick prickly moustache, but instead I approached him as if he were a stranger, with slow awkward steps. Weasel and Petka, scared out of their wits, peeped from behind the rock.

"How did you get here?" Father asked in surprise, bending down and kissing me on the forehead.

"I came from town . . . We dropped in to see Uncle Avksenty.. .

"Where did you learn about these caves?"

"Uncle Avksenty brought me here last year . . ."

"Uncle Avksenty?" Father repeated and gave a dissatisfied grunt. Then he shook his head and, noticing the boys standing a little way off, asked: "That's Maremukha, isn't it? Who's the other one? I've forgotten."

"Yuzik Starodomsky . . ."

Oska winked at me from behind Father's back.

"They're our Zarechye lads," Father said in an undertone to his bearded companion.

The man followed my father's example and slipped his revolver into his pocket. And all of a sudden . . . why, it couldn't be! Yes, it was Omelusty! Yes, Ivan Omelusty, our neighbour, the man who had fought the gun battle with the Petlura men at Konetspolsky Tower. In my alarm I hadn't recognized him at first. This was fine. So Ivan was alive . . . But what a beard he had grown! By the look of him, he couldn't have shaved for a good month.

"Hullo, Uncle Ivan!" I said gaily, stretching my hand out to our neighbour.

Yuzik stepped forward too. "I told Vasya they hadn't caught you," he said.

"Who didn't? Who wants to catch me?" Omelusty asked, guardedly.

"But the Petlura men! . . . We saw you run into the tower. Remember? And that one with the forelock tried to cross the bridge, and you shot at him, and he fell right into the river."

"Oh, so that's what you're talking about . . ." Omelusty said, and looked at Weasel in surprise. "That was a long time ago . . . I'd forgotten . . . Did you think they could catch anyone like that? That's just playing at it, lad . . ."

"Uncle Ivan, do you know what happened to that man?"

"What man?"

"The one who was ill. You remember, the one you brought to our house at night?"

"Sergushin?" Omelusty suggested.

"I don't know his name. You came with him to our place one night."

"Yes, yes, Sergushin," said Omelusty.

"They killed him. We saw it all ourselves."

And I told him how Sergushin had been caught, how he had been shot, and how the three of us had tended his grave.

Father and Omelusty listened to my story with great attention. Father surveyed me just a little suspiciously.

"So that's the way of it . . ." Omelusty said quietly. "I knew he had been shot, but as to how it happened—this is the first time I've heard about it."

"Uncle Ivan, who was that man?" Petka asked, eyeing our neighbour.

"The one who was shot? That man . . . It's a long story . . . D'you know what? You give us a hand now. Then, perhaps, I'll tell you about him."

"A hand with what?" 

"We're going to block the entrance to the cave."

"But we wanted to . . ."

"Wanted what?"

"We wanted to go and look at the oaves," Petka explained.

"There's nothing for you to do in the oaves," Omelusty said sternly. "I'll show you them myself one day . . .You don't believe me? Ask Oska here how many caves I've shown him. Haven't I, Oska?"

"Yes, you have," Oska assented.

"Of course. But you mustn't go in there today," said Omelusty and, glancing round, he added: "Come on, lads, bring us some stones out of the gully. We'll get it done in no time."

There was nothing for it but to bring the stones.

While we carried stones out of the gully, Rather and Omelusty piled them in front of the entrance to the cave. Soon only a small chink remained.

"Phew! What a sweat," Omelusty said, wiping his hands. "Well, let's go. Don't forget the lamp, Oska."

We climbed up to the meadow above the gully. There was fresh, rich grass in the meadow, and it was good to lie in—soft and sweet.

Father lay down a little to one side, under a tall sycamore-tree. Omelusty took off his mackintosh and, folding it in two, spread it out on the grass. We made ourselves comfortable on the mackintosh and he began his tale.



OMELUSTY'S TALE



"That cold, windy winter when the war with the Germans ended, we had a lot of prisoners-of-war going through our town on their way home from Germany. I doubt if any other town in the Ukraine had as many as we had that year. You see, one of the main roads from the front lay through our district.

"They were a starved-looking lot, in tattered great-coats and with their feet bound up in nags. And coming from Ternopol and Peremyshl, they used to cross our fortress bridge on their way to the station, to get on a train as quick as possible and go home.

"That winter a dangerous epidemic started in the town— influenza. It killed off hundreds of people and everyone was scared stiff of it. People who had got a home and hot food and plenty of fire-wood could fight against it somehow. But think of the prisoners. What could they do, tramping through Kalinovsky Woods on a frosty winter's night! The disease used to get them on the road. Worn out with hunger and the long tramp, a man would suddenly realize that he just couldn't go any farther, that his whole body was on fire and his legs were giving way under him, and, What was worse, that there was nobody he could turn to in that cold, snowy forest. And often it happened that the prisoner would sit down on the edge of the road to rest, and never be able to get up again. He would freeze there and die an unknown death, not five versts from shelter. "And in the town it was no better. "The prisoners would lie about on the pavements of Zhitomir Street and Ternopolsky Slope, and in the damp, unheated halls of the seminary, where the local authorities let them rest. I myself saw three cart-loads of corpses driving out of the seminary one day. On two of the carts the corpses were more or less covered with coarse sacking, but for the last, so it seemed, there had not been enough sacks, and the driver was actually sitting on the blue, frozen bodies. "And how afraid they were in Zhitomir Street even to hear the mention of the word 'prisoner'! As soon as a returning prisoner-of-war knocked at the door of a rich house in Zhitomir Street, all the lights would go out and the house would become as silent as the grave. And if the prisoner went on knocking long enough, the maid would put the chain on, then open the door just ajar and shout to the prisoner: " 'The master's not at home. God will provide.' "

Doctor Grigorenko even took the bell and the brass plate with his name on it off his gate, in case some exhausted prisoner should come to him for help.

"But our Zarechye people, poor though they were, would often invite prisoners in themselves for a plate of hot soup, or a warm by the fire, or even to sleep the night on the stove-ledge.

"At dawn one morning, there was a knock at our door— so faint, though, you could hardly hear it. My old mother, rest her soul, woke up and said: 'Go and see who that is, Ivan.'

"But I pretended not to hear—I was very sleepy. Then Mother got up herself. She wrapped a blanket round her, went up to the window and started blowing on the frozen pane.

"Suddenly she started back and cried out to Father: 'Oh God, they've killed someone just outside our door.'

"We did not open at once. First we all got dressed. Then Father went quietly into the kitchen. He looked out into the street and saw that someone was 'lying on our front steps, which were coated with ice. There was no one else about.

"Plucking up courage, we opened the front door and dragged the man into our kitchen. No one had killed him, of course. He was just an ordinary prisoner, and it was hunger and weakness and the influenza that had made him collapse by our house.

"Mother put some water on to boil, and Father dragged a big wooden tub out of the store-room. He and I undressed the sick man as carefully as we could and sat him in the tub. I poured warm water over him, and Father did the washing.

"How much water we used on him I can't say. One after the other I took the boilers off the stove and tipped them over the sick man's head. He soon came to, and kept snorting and rubbing his eyes. I took the dirty water outside and poured it down the steps into the street. Afterwards the snow was so black it looked as if someone had been loading coal there.

"Father picked up all our guest's clothes, rolled them into a bundle and put them out in the chicken run to freeze. It was my mother who told him to do that.

"'The man can stay here, but we don't need his lice— let the frost finish them off,' she said.

"The sick man's name was Timofei Sergushin. He was on his way home to the Donbas after being a prisoner-of-war in Germany. Before the war Sergushin had worked in the Shcherbinovsky mines. You could still see the thin dark lines under his eye-lashes that any miner gets if he hews coal for a long time.

"We made a bed for our guest in the cubby-hole behind the kitchen. And that was where he lay.

"In those days the hetman's police had put a strict ban on the townspeople giving shelter to prisoners passing through the town on their way home. Hetman Skoropadsky was afraid there might be Communists among them.

"Well, you never knew what might happen, so just in case the hetman's police got on to us, we didn't say a word to anyone about the prisoner. You couldn't think of a better neighbour than Miron here," Omelusty nodded towards my father, "but even he didn't know anything about Sergushin. We thought he wouldn't be staying with us long, but it turned out otherwise.

"For more than a month our prisoner-of-war lay in that dark cubby-hole, and then he started walking about the room a bit. My old father, as soon as he saw Sergushin had come out of his cubby-hole, would be over to the door in a twink and turn the key in the lock. Father was afraid one of the customers might see him.

"Serigushin got used to living with us and began to give my father a hand now and again.

"Father would put the leather over the last and fix the sole on, then he would hand it to Sergushin, and Sergushin would drive in the wooden cobbler's nails. He made a good fist of it too—better than me he was. He'd put la handful of those nails into his mouth, and then he'd start spitting them out like the shells of sunflower seeds, one after the other. He'd spit out one nail, shove it into the hole hang it with the hammer—and there'd be nothing left of that nail but a little square top sticking out of the leather.

"And he had a neat way of shaving himself too. He would get an ordinary cobbler's knife from my father and start working it up on the oilstone. Up and down, up and down— sometimes for a whole hour. And when he'd finished, that knife would be like a razor, sharp enough to cut a blade of grass in mid-air. Then he'd get up such a lather on his chin that the soap suds would be falling off on the floor. But when he'd taken a couple of strokes down his cheeks with that knife—you'd think he'd never had a hair on his face. He'd learnt to shave like that in the trenches. After shaving, he would powder his face with the potato flour that Mother kept for making jelly.

"Sometimes he'd sit by the window and strike up quietly with one of his miner's songs.

"And when he started having a bit of fun—you just couldn't stop laughing. He was a wizard at making Chinese shadows. Quick fingers he had! It was amazing. We'd close the shutters tight sometimes, and he'd take the lamp away into his little cubby-hole, stand it on a basket and start fiddling with his fingers in front of the lamp. The next moment the shadows would be flitting across the wall. What didn't he show us! Dogs, cats, owls . . . Even the lobster he showed us was like a live one. And one night, using both hands in front of the big lamp, he gave us an imitation of two German soldiers in helmets having a fight. We nearly died of laughter.

"Sergushin often spoke about his mine. He had a tough job there—risky too. The last few months before he was called up to the army, he had worked as a detonator man, blasting tunnels through the rock to find coal.

"I used to tell Timofei about the commercial school, what teachers we had, and what a boring subject bookkeeping was.

"One day, after he had been listening to me for a long time, Timofei said: 'I should chuck that commercial business, if I were you, Ivan. You'll never make a shop assistant. I can tell that by the look of you. You're la young healthy lad, you ought to be galloping on a horse, not going sour in an office over a pile of ledgers. There are other accounts to be kept these days, lad.'

"I gave him no answer, because quite apart from what he had said I was fed up to the back teeth with the commercial school. It was Father who had sent me there, under the old regime. And what pains it had cost him to get me accepted! He had made the head-master of the school three pairs of shoes out of the best Belgian kid and gone round the houses of all the members of the school board asking them to take me. "Timofei got his health back and was going to leave us.

"But my father didn't want him to leave. 'Where will you go, wanderer?' he said. 'Only just escaped one death, and now you're looking for another? Until they kick the hetman out, you can do as much good here as you will at home in the Donbas.'

"Timofei thought for a bit then agreed to stay. But when he did so, he said to my father: 'Listen, friend. Whether you like it or not, I'm going to help you. You've got quite a big family and I've never been a sponger anywhere. I won't make much of an apprentice, I know, but one way and another I ought to be able to do enough to pay for my keep. I shan't stay otherwise.'

"So as not to offend him, Father agreed. And from then on Timofei never left the bench right until dinner-time.

"When I came home from the commercial school, he would ask me what was going on in 'town, and what news there was from Soviet Russia. He used to ask me to get him newspapers, and I often brought him some.

"One day I happened to tell Timofei that there were posters up in the town about the German offensive on Petrograd. Then he did fix on to me asking me to tell him what the posters said. But I couldn't remember everything. So when it got dark, I had to run down to the market to get one of those posters. I wandered about there for 2 long time, I remember afraid that the hetman police would notice me. But when there was no one near, I tore a poster down and ran back with it to Timofei. Timofei praised me, and after that I used to look out for chances to pull down the hetman's notices and orders from the fences and take them to Timofei. He read them all, and knew better than my father what was happening in town.

"Then one day Mother called him to come and have tea, and the cubby-hole was empty. We looked here, and we looked there, and I ran out into the porch, but there was no sign of Timofei. He had vanished as if the earth had opened and swallowed him up. I felt quite hurt. Fancy going away, I thought, without even saying good-bye. He might have left a note at least. And Mother even said: That's always the way. You do someone a good turn, and he . . .' But she didn't finish what she had been going to say. Father gave her such a look that she thought better of it.

"But late that night we heard someone knocking at the kitchen door. Father answered, and it turned out to be Timofei. We didn't ask him anything that night, but when morning came, we put him through it: 'Where did you get to yesterday?' He made up all kinds of excuses, but he never told us the truth.

"And after that he started going away into town every night. Once he came home at dawn, panting for breath as if someone had been chasing him, and when he got inside he kept looking out of the window.

" 'Why don't you stay at home, Timofei? What takes you out like this of a night?' My father said to him angrily-one day. And Mother added: 'Roaming the streets at night. The idea! You'll foe bringing trouble on our heads one of these days. What you find to look at out there, I don't know. Hetman drunks? You don't even know anybody here.'

" 'Who can tell, my dear,' Timofei answered, Laughing. 'It isn't hard to make friends. I'm a gay spark, you know, all the world's my friend.'

"And then one clear moonlit night, the town was suddenly occupied toy the Reds. Early in the morning, almost before it was light, Timofei went out of the house, without a hat as usual, and wearing Father's frock-coat, a pair of trousers much too long for him, and galoshes on his bare feet.

"He came back that evening—and we didn't recognize him! He was wearing a leather Budyonny helmet with la red star on the front, a khaki tunic, and boots of good boxcalf. The butt of a Nagant revolver peeped out of his holster. He had brought back Father's trousers, frock-coat, and galoshes.

"Timofei told us that it was the Sumy Regiment that had driven both the Germans and the hetman's men out of the town. Timofei had found many men from his district in the regiment.

" 'Lots of our chaps in the town, lots of 'em! I used to be the only one, and now the whole Donbas is here. Drivers, hewers, hauliers—everyone!' he said happily. And we were glad with him.

"Timofei did not leave until late and, when he was going, he asked me to come out with him. 'Come on, bookkeeper. See me off as far as the church,' he said.

"I went with him—and never came back. Timofei persuaded me to join the Reds.

"That same night he fixed me up in the Sumy Regiment. His miner friends gave me a uniform on the spot, as well as a carbine and a sabre, and at dawn nearly the whole regiment of us left town. I didn't even have time to say good-bye to my people. We were transferred to another district to finish off the hetman troops there.

"Everyone was still asleep, even the stalls in the market were closed when we rode down Vrotslav Street on to the Kalinovsky road, singing a fine rousing song:



With sabres gleaming in the sun, 

And bugles blowing brave, 

We, miners, smash the merchant horde, 

The cause of freedom save.



"Well, I don't mind admitting that I didn't find life in the army easy at first. After the first day my legs ached so much from riding that I could hardly walk. Up till then I had never used a real leather saddle.

"I had difficulty in looking after my horse; I didn't know how to put the saddle on properly, and once I put it on the wrong way round, with the pommel facing the tail. Timofei taught me everything—how to tighten the girths, and how to adjust the stirrups to suit your leg . . .

"And soon the two of us pitched into those German hirelings at Tarnoruda and gave 'em such a beating that their topknots went flying as far as Zbruch.

"We swung on farther, beyond Zhitomir, and then a rumour went round the front that Petlura and his bandits, who had just taken over from the hetman at that time, had seized our town.

"We turned back and attacked Petlura's army, and when, together with Kotovsky's cavalry, we won the town back, I found out that none of my folk were left alive. The hetman troops under the Petlura General Omelyanovich-Pavlenko had killed my mother first, then my father and brother. People said it was Marko Grzhibovsky who had brought the Petlura men to our house.

"I did not stay long in the regiment after that. As we knew the town better than the others, Sergushin and I were transferred to the Town Revolutionary Committee. I, as you may remember, had the job of requisitioning arms, and Sergushin went to work on the revolutionary tribunal. He tried saboteurs, Petlura men, and those who had helped them secretly. And that was when I got to know where he used to go at nights, when he had been living with us.

"One evening Timofei had got to know a local girl in town. I don't suppose you remember her—she lived a long way away, the other side of the station; her father used to work in the station packing-shed. She isn't in town any longer; she left with the Reds. How they got talking to each other, how they got acquainted, I don't know. All I know is that that girl told Sergushin quite a few interesting things about our town. Her mother used to do the washing for several rich houses and she knew which of the bourgeoisie were helping Petlura. And her daughter told Sergushin everything. And when he started working on the revolutionary tribunal, he remembered a lot of what she had told him.

"At that bad time, when we had to withdraw, our men were afraid to take Timofei with them, because they knew he was dangerously ill. I just can't forgive myself for not managing to get Timofei away with the Reds.

"But we'll see some more of Doctor Grigorenko, lads. If only you knew how many people he's betrayed, the slippery snake . . ."





AN UNEXPECTED ENCOUNTER



Petka was the first to break the silence: "Uncle Ivan, aren't you afraid yourself that the Petlura men may catch you? What are you waiting for here? You should run away to Zhmerinka, honest you should."

"Why? What is there in Zhmerinka?" said Omelusty with a smile.

"What is there in Zhmerinka? The Reds of course!" Yuzik spoke up in support of Petka.

"There are Reds in Petrograd too," Omelusty replied. "Perhaps you think I ought to go there? If that's it, I'll be run off my legs. Better to wait for them here. Eh, Miron?"

"Maybe, maybe. It's about time we were moving," my father replied evasively.

He was sitting up now, and his face was clouded and sad, as it always was. Evidently he was very grieved about Timofei Sergushin.

"What about a swim in the river?" Father suggested after a pause.

"Of course, let's have a swim," Ivan assented. "We've got a good two hours to kill before the people come up from Chernokozinets."

"They won't come straight to the caves, will they?" my father asked. "Suppose they come and we're not there?"

"No, no. I told Prokop. He'll take them to the mill," our neighbour reassured Father. Then, turning to us, he added: "Come on, then, let's have a dip, lads."

The whole bunch of us made our way down the gully to the river. Leaving the trees behind, we approached the mill garden. It was surrounded by a tall wattle fence. Stately silver poplars grew in the neglected garden. Here the river turned left to the mill of the landlord Tshilyatkovsky.

Behind the garden bushes we could hear water rushing under the mill-wheels. In the mill-house the grindstones were creaking round. We glimpsed its grey stone wall through the trees. It was there, in the pond by the mill that we were going to bathe. There was not a better place for bathing to be found. The bottom of the pond was clean and sandy, the current slow, and the bank, covered with dry, yellow sand, sloped gently into the water. Now we should have a real, glorious swim!

But what was that? A strange tapping noise floated down to us from above. It sounded as if someone were beating the bottom of an empty pail. Startled by the strange noise, some dogs near by burst into a frantic barking.

Surely it wasn't a drum beating up there on the hill?

Father and Omelusty stopped dead, and listened. Now it was quite clear that the tapping came from a real drum.

The beat of the drum grew louder, then a yellow-and-blue Petlura banner floated up over the crest of the low hill.

"Petlura men!" Father jerked out to Ivan Omelusty. Then he quickly bent down to me and whispered: "You haven't seen us here, understand? Oska will stay with you. Watch where they go."

"Come on, Miron, quick!" Omelusty whispered to my father.

And before we realized what was happening, Father land Omelusty had jumped over the fence into the mill garden. As we stood in the shade of a big sycamore-tree by the roadside, we heard the long grass rustle with their quick strides.

The yellow-and-blue banner floated down the hill towards us. We could already make out the figure of an officer marching in front. Behind him, to the beat of the drum, marched the high-stepping Petlura men.

"Into the garden!" said Oska, running to the fence. Oska was our leader now.

One after the other we climbed the tall, rickety fence. It swayed under us. Any moment, it seemed, the frail stakes plaited with vine leaves would collapse and we should be thrown in a heap on the ground. But all went well. We jumped down and crouched in the -long grass. Through the gaps in the fence we 'had a good view of the dusty by-road. The beat of the drum sounded quite near. The first detachment had only just reached the fence, when I nearly shouted with surprise. I jabbed Yuzik in the ribs. It was our scouts from the High School! A few minutes later Oska jumped to his feet. "Here's a business," he said. "Those little dandies may strike on the Fox Caves by accident . . ."

"What is in those caves, Oska, what is in them?" Maremukha burst out inquisitively.

"Don't bother me now," said my cousin severely, running to a silvery poplar that grew just by the fence. He scrambled on to the fence, then, wrapping his arms and legs round the pale-green trunk of the poplar, he began to climb like a oat.

On a near-by willow branch there was a dark clump of twigs—a crow's nest. From it came the squawking of young crows. The parent birds noticed Oska land, thinking that he was out to steal their young, grew alarmed and whirled up above the trees, flapping their clumsy wings. In a minute la whole flock of black crows, croaking loudly, was flying over the mill garden.

We could hardly see Oska from the ground. Only now and again a glimpse of his white shirt showed through the soft silvery leaves.

"Vasya! Listen, Vasya!" he shouted suddenly from the top of the poplar.

The cawing of the crows drowned his shout.

"I'm here. Shall I climb up to you?"

"Run to the village. Find my Dad and get him to tell Omelusty they've stopped at the hollow oak!"

"What about the others?" I shouted, cupping my hands round my mouth.

"They can stay here . . . You come back here too. Say they may find the Fox Caves. Be quick!"

Flinging out a hasty "Stay here!" to Petka and Yuzik, I took a running leap over the fence land, kicking up the sun-warmed dust with my bare feet, ran up the hill, towards the village.

I bumped into Uncle Avksenty near the village graveyard. He was worried about something, and seemed displeased at meeting me. He was carrying a yellow plywood case. A double-barrelled shot-gun dangled on his shoulder.

"Where have you been? Tell Oksana to warm up some of that fish for you," he muttered absently, and strode on towards Copper Hill.

"Uncle, wait a minute," I shouted, running after him.

Uncle Avksenty stopped. I told him that I had seen my father and Omelusty, and gave him Oska's message.

"Ran in the direction of the mill, did they?" he asked.

He thought for a minute, then shook his head and said: "All right, I'll have a look for them . . . If you ask me, Vasya, the Petlura crowd are on the run. There seems to be rather a lot of them on the Kalinovsky road these days."

"Are they really?" I exclaimed, nearly jumping for joy.

"Why, did you think they were going to spend the winter here? We've had enough of those gentry," my uncle replied fiercely arid, swinging on his heel, he strode away towards Copper Hill.

I dashed, back at top speed. I must get to the Lads as quick as possible. How good it would be if Uncle was right. If only the Reds would press the Petlura troops harder.

There was only one thing I could not understand: Why had the Petlura scouts come here? And with their leader Grzhibovsky too! But perhaps they hadn't known Petlura was retreating? No, they couldn't have known!

"They're on the run, they're on the run," I sang to myself as I ran back to the boys.

Petka and Weasel were lying behind some stinging nettles in the mill garden. His head resting in his hands, Weasel was looking up at the top of the poplar. Oska was still there. The black crows, perched on the swaying tops of neighbouring trees, were eyeing Oska warily. I climbed over the fence and called to my cousin to get down.

Petka and Weasel jumped to their feet.

"Well, did you find your uncle?" Petka asked.

Oska climbed quickly down. He jumped straight into the stinging nettles and ran towards me, tucking his shirt in as he ran.

"What do I know, Oska! Listen!" And I told my cousin what my uncle had told me.

"Aha, so that's it," Oska said, excited at once. "Well, we'll show them then. Listen, lads. Let's crack into these young dandies now. We mustn't let them get into the Fox Caves; there'll be trouble if they do."

"But there's such a lot of them, they'll catch us," said Petka, getting worried.

"We won't be alone, we'll call out the other lads. Let's go to the village," Oska commanded.

We ran to the village. Oska took us on la long trek round the crooked side-streets, gathering his pals. In answer to his whistle, village lads whom we had never seen before kept appearing from behind the fences. I did not know a single one of them.

"Come and smash the dandies! We'll take their hats away from them," Oska kept saying.

The village lads understood my cousin at once. Probably this w-as not the first time they had got together to fight someone, or to go out in the woods.

When the whole band had gathered round us, Oska gave his orders.

"Now all of you go home. Bring back some lime and some bottles. And as many corks as you can find. We'll meet at the graveyard, by the common grave. Hurry!"

The lads quickly scattered to their homes.



THE BATTLE OF THE HOLLOW OAK



The common grave was ringed round with strong iron railings. Here, under a tall oak cross, many of the peasants of Nagoranye were buried. Quite recently, in 1918, they had been shot by a German punitive detachment.

It had happened soon after the Germans had made Hetman Skoropadsky ruler of the Ukraine.

One evening, when a stuffy July day was drawing to its close, a detachment of steel-helmeted Germans had entered Nagoranye. Soon the peasants learnt that the Germans had come to commandeer their horses. However, the peasants refused point-blank to assemble in front of the church with their horses, as the German Unter ordered them. Then the Germans unshouldered their heavy rifles, fixed their flat gleaming bayonets, land began to drive the peasants by force on to the green in front of the church.

The invaders went silently round the cottages, leading out the horses. They took no notice of what the owner said; they simply put the halter in his hands and ordered him to lead his horse to the village green. And if the owner proved stubborn, they helped him on with the butts of their rifles.

The horses thus driven up to the fence round the church were at once inspected by la veterinary surgeon—a ginger -moustached fellow in a grey trench cap. Meanwhile the German soldiers heated a black, square-tipped branding iron in a little furnace on wheels that they had brought with them. If the horse was to the vet's liking, the soldiers put the red-hot iron to its hindquarters, then led the animal over to a thin, ill-tempered lieutenant in a shiny pointed helmet. The lieutenant, blinking short-sightedly and twitching his nostrils with distaste at the smell of singed fur, handed out long, blue receipt-slips to the owners.

Among the villagers whom the Germans herded to the green was one Prokop Dekaluk, a short, quiet fellow, who lived near the log-road that led to the mill. The Germans had found him at home, just when he was about to go out into the fields to cart corn. When the veterinary surgeon on the green started running his hands over Prokop's horse, it was too much for Prokop and he gave the vet such a blow that the fellow's hat flew off. The Germans dashed up to Dekaluk and started tying his arms.

"Help me, good people!" Prokop shouted.

His neighbours ran to help him. They were joined by other peasants; and soon a real fight had started on the big green in front of the church.

The furious peasants did not give the Germans a chance to collect their wits; they pitched into them with anything they could lay hands on—whips, halters, and even shaft-bows taken from their carts.

Sensing freedom, the frightened horses broke away and galloped for home.

When they recovered from their surprise, the Germans opened fire on the crowd, and only then were they able to drive the peasants back to their homes.

All night an unusual stillness hung over the village. The Germans had marched out of Nagoranye no one knew where, and to many it seemed that all was well. But next morning, as soon as it was light, a squadron of German dragoons on sleek, glossy horses rode into the village. The dragoons rode quietly down the main street and halted by the church, where the little wheeled furnace still stood on the village green.

Before the dragoons had time to dismount, the villagers realized what was going to happen and started running away from the village. But it was too late; Nagoranye was surrounded on all sides by German infantry.

Again the peasants were driven on to the village green, this time without horses. The men were lined up in two rows. The German veterinary surgeon, the short-sighted lieutenant in spectacles, and a squad of soldiers walked slowly down the ranks, identifying those who had offered resistance the day before.

Twenty-five men were picked out, their hands were tied behind their backs, and they were shot in front of everybody before the stone wall of the village church.

For a long time a terrible wailing and crying was heard on the village green. The wives of the murdered men rent their kerchiefs and wept with grief. Their children and relatives wept with them. They tried to reach the men who had been shot, but in vain; the German dragoons allowed no one to approach the church. Prokop Dekaluk was not among those who had been killed. He had fled from the village immediately after the scuffle with the Germans, and for a long time nothing was heard of him.

The Germans stood guard over their victims until late at night. When the full moon rose over the village, now grown quiet, they loaded the corpses on their carts, took them over the dam to the right bank of the river, and buried them there.

Only when the Red Army came were the people of Nagoranye able to bury their dead properly, in this common grave.

The high mound was still fresh and not yet covered with grass. On the oak cross an inscription had been burned out with a heated nail:



HERE LIE

TWENTY-FIVE

POOR PEASANTS

WHO DIED

AT THE HANDS OF

THE ACCURSED ENEMIES OF THE

UKRAINE— THE GERMAN INVADERS



 . . . We made our way deep into the graveyard. The village lads followed us. Nearly all of them were wearing home-made straw hats, coarse homespun blouses and equally coarse trousers. Barefooted, deeply tanned by the sun, they swung their long knouts skilfully, lopping whole branches off the bushes at a single blow. Some had brought with them whips of tightly woven rawhide.

By the time we reached the common grave there was the whole army of us—about twenty strong.

For a couple of minutes or so we stood in silence.

Then Oska said: "Listen, lads. Did you see the dandy boys marching through the village with their flag. At the moment they are resting near Copper Hill. Let's go and give them what for."

"We can give them what for all right, but suppose they pay us back with the same? There are a lot of them," suggested a swarthy little fellow in a tattered straw hat, scratching the back of his head; he had a rawhide whip wound round his wrist.

Oska grinned slyly.

" 'A lot of them,' " he mimicked. " 'A lot of them!' Are your knees knocking already? Don't worry, we'll make it. Now then, what have you some bombs and bomb them, brought—let's have a look."

The lads delved in their pockets and produced old corks, dusty vodka bottles, and lime. There was lime in plenty; lime could be found in any Ukrainian cottage.

Oska strode about among the Lads as if he were at the market. The lads displayed their wares, and he examined them. Now and then he frowned.

"Everyone who's got unslaked lime—put it straight in the bottles," he commanded.

"Mine's slaked." A little fellow came forward and showed Oska a full sack of crushed lime.

"Chuck it away," Oska ordered him sternly. "Slaked lime is no good to us. Make sure you only put unslaked lime in, lads. And mind the bottles are dry. Do you hear?"

"Suppose there's a spider's web in the bottle?" someone asked.

"Fill it up. It doesn't matter as long as there's no water. Water will make them blow up at once," Oska explained.

Seating themselves on the gravestones, the lads silently began to pour lime into the dirty bottles. The lime sprinkled on their knees and on the grass. In their haste, the lads pounded the big lumps down the necks of the bottles with sticks, catapult handles, or just with their fingers.

With the corkscrew on my penknife we took turns in boring holes in the corks of our bottles. Oska gave out stripped goose feathers that looked like toothpicks, and we stuck them in the corks.

"I say, Oska, the corks might come out," Petka said doubtfully.

"We'll fix them with wire," Oska reassured him. "Mikhas!" he shouted to the swarthy little fellow in the tattered straw hat, who was the son of Prokop Dekaluk. "Run over to the other side. You know, where that iron wreath is, on the grave of Simashkevich, the priest. Pull some wire out of it . . . or no . . . bring the whole wreath."

About two minutes later Mikhas returned dragging the heavy wreath with silver-painted leaves over the green grave-mounds. Every leaf was attached to the iron frame with fine soft wire.

Without more ado the whole crowd of us set about stripping the wreath. The silver leaves trembled under our quick fingers and fluttered into the thick grass.

In a few minutes nothing was left of the wreath but the bare iron frame; the leaves that had once adorned it were strewn round us on the graves.

Oska showed us how best to secure the corks and we fastened them to the necks of the bottles with the wire. The corks we had fitted with quills were secured in this way, the others were simply pushed into the bottles, so that they could be easily removed.

At last, when all our preparations were completed, Oska gave the order:

"All right, rouse yourselves!"





We made our way towards the scouts through the dense thickets of the right bank. Oska sent forward two lads to reconnoitre. As soon as we reached the bend of the river, the two lads waved to us.

Before us, on the opposite bank lay the scout camp. The scouts had pitched their green canvas tents in a big clearing near the hollow oak; between the tents they had built camp-fires. The dry brushwood they had gathered in the forest was burning fiercely. Thick smoke was rising from the fires, blackening the billy cans that hung above them. A tasty stew of millet, bacon, and potatoes was on the boil.

We concealed ourselves in the bushes near the ford. Although we were very close to the scout camp, no one there could see us.

When the scouts had eaten, they assembled round the troop banner, which was furled on a pole near the hollow oak. Wooden stave on shoulder, a sentry was pacing slowly round the banner.

Just beyond the hollow oak there was a thick cluster of bushes. Presently from behind these bushes Marko Grzhibovsky appeared. He explained something to the scouts and a large party of the bigger boys followed him away. The rest seemed to be waiting for something.

"They must be going to play coppers and robbers," I decided. I felt very glad that Grzhibovsky had left the camp, taking his revolver with him. His scouts with their staves and knives were not so terrible. But what if the "robber" scouts thought of hiding in the Fox Caves?

"Listen, chaps," Oska said quietly.

We crawled closer to him.

"You two," said Oska, addressing two of the village lads, "take the bottles with quilled corks. As soon as we cross the river, go along the bank to where that tree stump sticks up. Lower the bottles quietly into the water. Not all in the same place though—keep them :a bit apart, or they'll get broken."

Then Oska turned to the lads who had volunteered to throw bottles.

"Have you still got the water tins?"

Weasel showed Oska our white tin, a lanky village lad produced a green bottle with a broken neck, and Mikhas Dekaluk a small clay pot.

"Good. I'll get some in this," said Oska, shaking a rusty soldier's mess tin. "Roll up your trousers."

We all rolled up our trousers above our knees.

The scouts who had stayed by the hollow oak still had not noticed anything; they were looking in the direction Grzhibovsky and his party had taken.

Suddenly we heard a whistle from the hill. That was probably the troop-leader's signal. Yes, so it was. About twenty scouts—those who. had been chosen as "robbers"— raced away into the forest. Those who were left by the tents were evidently going to stay in camp. They remained sitting round the banner, talking.

"Come on, lads," Oska whispered.

One after the other, parting the bushes quietly, we crept down to the river and entered the cold water. Bending low, almost touching the water with our hands, we forded the river about fifty paces below the hollow oak. The river bed here was stony. Covered with green slime and silt, the pebbles slid away under our feet. The swift current swirled round our legs, threatening to carry us away downstream.

A few paces from the bank, Oska, Weasel, Mikhas Dekaluk, and the tall lad whose name I did not yet know, scooped up some water in their containers.

Oska was the first to climb out on the bank. He at once sent the lads to sink the bottles with quilled corks by the camp. The boys darted away. It seemed to me they were carrying real bombs in their hands.

We waited for them to come back, shifting from one foot to the other. Standing on the bank was very unpleasant. The scouts might notice us at any moment, for we were under their very noses.

The lads returned at the double. Even before they reached us they nodded their heads. Everything ready! Now for the big bang! . . . We crawled quickly towards the hollow oak. My heart beat madly. 0 to dash into the sunlit clearing, let out a whoop and plunge into the fray!

The brown, half-rotten trunk of the hollow oak showed up through the bushes. We could hear the scouts talking in the clearing.

"Fill up!" whispered Oska.

I stepped back, hoping that the bottle would not blow up in Weasel's hands. Beside me little, dark-faced Mikhas poured water out of his clay pot into the bottle. His hands were trembling and the water kept sprinkling on the grass; only half of it bubbled down the neck of the bottle, dampening the already smoking lime.

Quickly the lads fixed the corks in the bottles.

"Throw, then charge!" Oska whispered, and at that very moment there was a roar from the river, as the first of the sunken bottles exploded.

Through the bushes we saw the scouts start scurrying about the clearing.

"Hur-r-nah!" Oska shouted hoarsely and hurled his' bottle right among the green tents.

Others flew after it. Good old Weasel threw his farther than anyone.

The bottles fell in the clearing and, before the scouts could tell what was happening, burst one after the other with deafening explosions. Splashes of hot lime flew everywhere.

We, too, shouted "hurrah." Our ringing shout echoed across the river. Knocking over the tents, slipping and sliding on the soft grass of the clearing, we charged at the scouts.

Suddenly I came face to face with Kotka Grigorenko. His cheek was smeared with lime. Evidently Kotka had got his share of our "bomb."

Now you're for it, you snake! Rushing at him, I knocked him backwards on to a tent with a single blow. The tent caved in and Kotka fell on the ground. He tried to jab his boot into -my stomach but I dodged aside and, ripping off his hat, dashed on.

We threw the light scout staves into the bushes and tipped over the billy cans. The stew hissed over the glowing embers of the camp-fires.

"Flags! Get their flags!" Oska shouted hoarsely, waving a patrol flag with a lion's head on it.

By the hollow oak, a hot tussle for the troop banner was being fought. Two burly scouts with knives at their belts were staggering backwards, dragging the banner with them into the bushes. They were being attacked by a bunch of the village lads, who were pummelling them with their fists and lashing them with twigs.

Fatty Maremukha was there too. He was darting about round the scouts' legs, butting them with his head and pinching their thighs.

One of the lads—Mikhas probably—had leapt on the back of s scout and was pulling his hair.

At that moment, two more explosions following each other in quick succession were heard from the river. The crash was so loud that it seemed real guns were firing from the other bank.

One of the big scouts lost his nerve and, dropping the pole, made a dash for the bushes. The other, thrown off his balance, toppled over. Mikhas did a somersault over his head. The pole of the banner snapped and broke. The gold fringe was torn from the silk.

Village lads piled on top of the scout, pummelling him with their fists. He twisted like an eel, but could not get away.

Just then Weasel ran up. With a deft jerk, he snatched the broken pole with its tattered banner from under the scout and made off with it to the river.

"Run! Run! They're after you!" Oska shouted, noticing that two of the big scouts had dashed in pursuit of Yuzik.

What saps! As if anyone could catch our Weasel! The banner was ours now anyway.

And we rushed after Weasel.

Up on the hill, the scouts were already whistling to one another for all they were worth. We could hear them crashing about in the bracken. Someone—probably Marko Grzhibovsky himself—fired a revolver. Clearly the scouts had sensed that something was wrong and were returning to camp at the double.

Without looking back, we tore through the bushes, clutching our trophies—crumpled scout hats, broken staves, and patrol flags.

I did not notice how we crossed the ford, not even when one lad slipped and drenched the rest of us.

The scouts were still whistling at the foot of the hill and in the clearing round the hollow oak. The sound drove us on. We could still hear the cries of the scouts ringing in our ears, still see their frightened faces, ruined tents, and scattered camp-fires.

On we went, as if we were running a race, down the narrow forest path, scratching our elbows on the bushes and crushing the brushwood underfoot. Only on the other side of Badger's Mount, when we had no breath left in our bodies, did we stop.

Here it was quiet land cool, and there was no one about. Gasping for breath the lads took off their broad-brimmed straw hats. We fanned ourselves to get cool. Oska unbuttoned his shirt and let the cool forest air flow over his heaving chest.

"I gave that dandy-boy one! Hardly left any hair on his head," Mikhas said at last, wiping his dark forehead with his hand.

"Did you see how I got that big one in the leg? He'd never have let go the banner, if it hadn't been for me," cried Petka.

"What are you boasting for? If it hadn't been for Weasel, they'd still have the banner," I chimed in. I wanted to take Petka down la peg.

"Never mind, lads! Don't start quarrelling; you all fought well," said Oska soothingly. "What we ought to be thinking about is where to hide the flags."

And indeed, where were we to put those flags? Those little ones, with the heads of birds and animals on them you could shove under your shirt, but what could we do with the troop banner? Why, it was big enough to lay a table will. There could be no taking it through the village, where we might bump into a Petlura man. And there was not much time to think either, for at any moment the big scouts might appear out of the forest, brandishing their sharp knives.

"Let's hide it in the birch-grove," Oska suggested.

That was an idea. No one would ever think of looking for it there.

We made for the birch-grove by way of a narrow track running between two fields of wheat. The track was thickly overgrown with flowers and weeds. As we walked, we crushed blue corn-flowers, wild, only half-opened poppies, and lilac bells. And all around us, on either side of the track, the wheat, still not fully grown, but already tall and thick, nodded in the wind, every puff sending a gentle wave rippling through the ears.

The birch-grove was quite cool. Standing on a rise, it was open to the wind on all sides. The smooth graceful birches swayed with just a faint rustle. In the bushes a magpie was pouring forth his song. He sang loud and passionately, heedless of our footsteps.

We went down the hollow, to the brook. Weasel knelt down on the bank and started scratching a hole with both hands under the roots of an old birch-tree. The earth was damp and crumbly, mixed with clay. Weasel dug easily. "That's enough," Oska ordered, and pushed the folded scout banner into the hole.

The hole was filled in. Now we could go home. As we were walking back to the village, we heard a distant rumble of thunder.

"There's going to be a storm," remarked a lanky red-haired lad.

"You're imagining things," said Petka in surprise. "Look how clear the sky is."

"That's not thunder, that's the Reds firing," I exclaimed.

"The Reds! How could it be? That's thunder," the lanky fellow insisted. "I don't suppose you town folk have ever heard real thunder. You'll see—it's going to rain. Hear the noise the crows are making. That means rain."

I was silent. Let them think it was thunder. We should see who was right.

We approached the village. It was near evening. The cows returning from pasture were nuzzling the gates and lowing. The mistresses were letting them into the yards and starting to milk. Now in one yard, now in another we heard the milk patter, just like rain, into the broad zinc pails. Feeling the approach of evening, the sleepy hens were having a last scratch and going to roost. How quickly the shadows fell!

Oska told the lads to assemble tomorrow afternoon in the birch-grove.

"We'll share out the spoil," he said importantly.

The lads broke up and went home. One of them pulled a scout hat out of his pocket. Taking off his plain straw hat and glancing about him apprehensively, he put the scout hat on his head. He had not gone more than two places, however, when he took it off again and thrust it into his pocket, as if he were afraid of something. Then I boldly donned Kotka's hat—it was a little too big for me— and followed the others. But Oska saw me and his face at once broke into a frown.

"Take it off," he ordered. "How can you!"

"Oh, all right . . ."

The four of us went back to my uncle's cottage. Petka's fishing-rod and net still stood by the steps. Oska's mother, Aunt Oksana, was sitting on the earth surround of the cottage with a clay bowl between her knees, shelling last year's maize. As she rubbed one cob against another, the golden grains pattered into the big glazed bowl.

Uncle Avksenty, wearing a brown homespun jerkin, was standing by her. A double-barrelled shot-gun hung on his shoulder. He was about to leave.

"Where have you been, lads?" he asked, on seeing us.

"Bashing the town kids, Dad," Oska replied, producing a Petlura flag from under his coat. "We didn't half give it to them!" 

"What town kids? The ones with the drum? The cadets?"

"Yes, that's them," Petka exclaimed, jumping up and down. "The cadets! We knocked all their tents down, and took their hats . . . Look, Vasya's got a hat. Show it, Vasya!"

"Where did this happen?"

"Near Copper Hill, by the river," Oska said, waving the scout flag boastfully.

"So it was you started all that banging down there? And I've been racking my brains trying to think what all the noise was about. What were you firing with? I couldn't make it out. Either it was sawn-off shot-guns, or bottle bombs . . ."

"That's it, bottle bombs," said Oska with an artful grin.

"Bottle bombs? . . .Go on! Where did you get them?"

"We didn't get them, we made them," I explained to Uncle Avksenty.

"Honestly, we did," Oska backed me up. "And the way they ran, Dad! Some into the bushes, some . . . They thought they were real bombs. We turned the whole place upside down, and Weasel . . ."

"Who told you to attack them?" his father broke in sternly.

"But we . . ."

" 'We, we!' Do you know what trouble you might have caused? It's a good thing we managed to get all the arms out of the cave in time, or we should have had to pay for the mess you made."

"But the scouts are for Petlura!" Petka exclaimed in surprise.

"What about it? We might have been arrested because of you. You ought to have let them alone."

"They won't arrest anyone. The Reds are near," I said. "You told me yourself."

"Who knows . . ." Uncle said doubtfully. "At one time they were all scuttling back to town, then just a little while ago six Petlura men came galloping back through the village on their way to Zhmerinka. I'm off to have a look myself what's doing on the main road. You go careful here."

"Can't we come with you?" I asked Uncle Avksenty.

"No, it's not safe on the main road nowadays; and I've got to pick up your dad, too. Go inside land have your supper, then off to the barn . . . Oksana, give the lads some borshch and dumplings." And with these words Uncle walked out of the yard and turned in the direction of the Kalinovsky road.

After supper, when we were crossing the yard to the barn, I noticed heavy purple storm-clouds mounting in the sky over Nagoranye. Had that red-haired lad been right about the rain after all?



WE LEAVE THE VILLAGE



It did rain that night. We were awakened by a loud clap of thunder. Through the open doors of the barn we saw flashes of lightning in the orchard illuminating the dripping leaves of apple and plum-trees.

Curled up snugly in the dry bay, I listened to the rain beating down on the drooping foliage; big drops from the trees plopped en the young fruit, the leaves of the bushes, and the shaky creeper-covered fence round Uncle Avksenty's yard.

The rain lashing through the night, the lightning blazing green and blue across the black, troubled sky, the heavy menacing rumble of thunder frightened and thrilled me.

Wakened by the thunder, I was some time getting to sleep again. I remembered all that had happened during the day, and that, too, made me feel happy and just la bit frightened.

Now the Reds simply must come, I thought. If they don't turn up soon, we are done for. Neither Kotka Grigorenko, nor his scouting friends would forgive us for yesterday's raid.

And how were they feeling now in the clearing by the hollow oak? They could hardly have had time to get away from there. This downpour would make them wet all right! The tent-poles were broken, the canvas was spattered with lime and strewn all over the ground. We had certainly made a fine mess of the scouts' camp. They had nowhere to shelter.

And Marko Grzhibovsky? He must be tearing his hair because we had grabbed his rotten banner. No, Grzhibovsky's camping expedition was a failure—they had 'not finished their game of coppers and robbers, they had not even finished their stew. They shouldn't have sung that boasting song of theirs when they marched into Nagoranye.

Pour down on them, rain! Lash them harder! Let them remember this expedition for the rest of their lives!

But for me, and for the other fellows, who had already fallen asleep again, it was fine. No rain could get through this well-thatched roof. Under us was last year's hay, a bit prickly, but dry and smelling of daisies and forest grass. The fine blades tickled my cheeks and ears, and poked into my nose, but I lazily brushed them aside, pressing closer to Petka, my left arm round his shoulders. Tired and happy, I fell fast asleep to the sound of the warm and joyful rain.

We woke up late. It was a calm fresh morning. The yard was already bathed in sunlight. Through the open doors of the barn we could see how much brighter the leaves on the trees had become. The glazed bowl was gleaming on the fence.

"Up you get, Petka!" I gave Petka a jab in the ribs, but he only buried himself deeper in the hay. "Get up, get up, lazy-bones!" I cried, tickling him under the arms, whereupon he jumped up so quickly that all the hay in the barn started 'moving.

Anyone would have thought there was a frost outside the way Petka rubbed his pink ears with both hands.

"I expect the banner got wet; did you hear the rain last night?" said Oska, stretching himself sleepily.

"No, it didn't, I pushed it right under the roots," Weasel reassured Oska. He grasped a beam as if it were a bar in the gym, and pulled himself up, dislodging a shower of dust and shavings from the rafters.

In the yard we heard Oksana talking loudly to someone.

We went out and said good morning to her. A wrinkled old woman went away at once, and Oksana complained to us quietly that there was "such a to-do" in the village. Nobody could talk of anything else but that the Reds were near. At dawn the villagers had driven their horses away to the other side of Copper Hill, without telling the elder; they were afraid the Petlura men might requisition the horses for the evacuation. There was talk that Petlura patrols that night had seized all the horses in the neighbouring village of Ostrovchany.

"My husband is a caution!" said Oksana. "Going away without saying a word and leaving everything for me to do! I tried to hide the pig in the cellar, but it got out, and now it's lying on the floor squealing the house down—it must have sprained its leg."

She talked to us just as if we were friends of Uncle Avksenty's. We listened sympathetically to her complaints, but all the time we were thinking: "What shall we do? A pig's a pig, but what's going to happen to us?"

Uncle was artful; he had slipped away to the partisans and left us behind. Suppose a battle was already starting somewhere near the town? Here we shouldn't see anything!

And we decided to return to the town.

"Come with us, Oska," I suggested to my cousin.

But his mother shouted angrily: "He's not going anywhere. Don't you dare go! Father said you were to stay at home . . . You stay here, Oska, you will help with the work, if no one else will."

Oska made a face, but he dared not disobey his mother.

There was nothing for it, we must go without him. But it was a pity.

We said good-bye to my aunt, shook hands warmly with Oska, and set off along the road through the woods.





It is fine in the woods after rain! All the flowers smell so sweet. Blue-bells, violets, and pansies peep out among the periwinkle that fringes the path. Bees hum in the pink blossoms of the sweet-brier. And how well the birds sing up there in the tops of the trees where you can't see them!

The whole forest rings with their song.

From a grey aspen-tree a cuckoo calls three times, then stops all of a sudden. It must have heard us coming.

We walked along a damp shady path ridged with bare tree roots. Now and then we jumped across puddles :and our feet slipped on the muddy patches.

Not far from the birch-grove I remembered that Oska had promised to go there that afternoon and divide up the captured banner with the village lads. We, too, had a right to a share in the spoil.

"Let's take our share, chaps," I suggested, nodding towards the hollow.

"Oh, let Oska do what he likes with it. What use is it to us?" said Weasel.

"No, let's take it. We didn't fight for nothing, did we?" Petka insisted, jumping up land down. It was two against one.

We turned off the path towards the brook. Petka burrowed into the ground with both hands; I pulled the banner out from under the roots and shook off the sticky clay. The rain had got to the banner after all, and the silk was wet and dark. Well, how should we divide it? There were twelve of us altogether; if the banner was divided equally into twelve, each piece of silk would be no bigger than a handkerchief. But had it not been for Weasel, who knows, the scouts might never have lost their banner in the first place. Surely we had a right to keep half for ourselves.

It did not take me long to make up my mind. I got out my penknife, shoved a corner of the banner into Petka's hand, pulled my corner and cut the silk down the middle.

"One half's yellow, and the other's blue. Now what are you going to do? You ought to have cut it the other way, stupid," said Weasel, shaking his head.

"What for? We'll take one half and leave the other for Oska," I assured him.

"But there are three of us."

"We'll draw lots. The one who wins gets the whole piece. It'll make a shirt or a table-cloth. What do we want handkerchiefs for? We aren't girls, are we?"

Weasel looked thoughtful, and Petka at once took my side.

"That's right," he cried. "We'll leave the yellow half, and take the blue for ourselves. And I'll arrange the draw. Sticks or stones?"

Weasel thought for a moment and shook his head. "All right, go on . . . with sticks . . ." he said graciously.

Rolling up the yellow piece of silk, Petka pushed it back in the hole under the old birch-tree. Then he ran away into the bushes and returned, gripping three sticks tightly in his fist.

"The shortest gets the banner," he announced. I drew first. Petka was afraid we should see inside his hand and gripped the sticks so tightly that it took some strength to pull them out.

"Who will get the silk," I wondered, examining my stick. Petka had nibbled the ends with his teeth. Weasel pulled after me and said: "Show!" Petka opened his sticky trembling hand. We placed our sticks there in (a row, and it turned out that Weasel's was the shortest. That was fair.

Weasel wrung out the banner like a wet rag and pushed it down his shirt front.

As we crossed Badger's Mount, I looked across the river and saw the clearing where we had fought with the Petlura scouts the day before. It was deserted. Only the white pools of lime, the trampled grass, and the black patches left by the fires bore witness to yesterday's struggle.



PANIC



The busy Kalinovsky road was some distance away. Weasel was leading us into town along the wormwood-covered paths between the fields. Skirting short, thick-sown stands of buckwheat, we crossed deserted, grassy cart-tracks one after the other.

"What a long way we've come. We won't be home till tomorrow," Petka grumbled. He was tired and sweating, and could hardly keep up with Weasel.

Poor Petka was having a bad time that day. It was no joke how far we had gone, and we had not rested once. Petka's legs were short, and it was harder for him than for us.

"All right, Petka, don't moan," said Weasel. "We'll rest when we get to the cemetery. Keep going."

"Yuzik, is -the cemetery far?" I could not help asking.

"No, it's not far. See that crooked lime-tree on the hill? The cemetery's just the other side."

Yuzik was right. No sooner had we climbed the hill than we saw the green sycamores rising over the cemetery wall. Beyond that lay our town.

On la small hillock by the cemetery we sat down for a rest. It was good after a long walk to lie down under the sycamores and listen to the bumble-bees humming among the pink-and-white clover.

On the left, beyond the prison allotments, the white ribbon of the 'main road wound away from the town to the horizon. Now it ran straight and level, now it would make fantastic zigzags round kurgans that lay in its path, now it would vanish into a dark woodland grove, now it would re-appear and wind again among meadows, melon-fields and stands of corn. This was the Kalinovsky road, the main route from our town to the north.

At the moment it was wrapped in grey clouds of dust that rose higher than the telegraph poles; carts and carriages were dashing towards the town. We could hear them even across the allotments and the little wood that separated us from the Kalinovsky road.

Who was in those carts and carriages—Reds or Petlura men?

"Come on, let's get moving," said Weasel.

We had not been sitting down for more than two minutes, but we jumped up at once and pushed on. A well-beaten path led us down towards the town.

We passed the cemetery. We could already see the tops of the tall, silvery poplars in Zhitomir Street.

Suddenly Weasel jumped across a ditch and headed in the direction of Prison Street.

"Where are you going, Yuzik?" I called.

"Come on, come on!" he urged.

We ran out into the cobbled street.

Before us stood the prison, a huge stone building, surrounded on four sides by a high brick wall.

"Oh!" gasped Petka, squatting down on his heels from sheer surprise.

From behind the prison wall came a crash of breaking glass.

"They're breaking the windows," Weasel said quietly, squatting down beside me.

And at that moment, about fifty paces away from us the broad iron-bound prison gates slowly opened. Five Petlura men in short black tunics ran out on to the square. They stopped. Then their leader waved in the direction of the cemetery. Holding their rifles at the ready, the guards doubled across the street. They jumped over the cemetery wall and vanished among the marble crosses. The honeysuckle bushes stirred and were still.

"Look, look!" Yuzik whispered, half-rising to his feet.

With a crash of glass a red brick flew out of the top left-hand-corner window of the prison. Then the dirty, dust-coated windows began breaking one after the other.

The prisoners—all those who had been against Petlura —clung to the bars and waved and shouted something we could not understand. Then a cloud of white limestone dust rose from a window on the second floor by the drain-pipe. Oho! Someone in the cell was striking the iron grating with a heavy length of iron. The dull impatient blows sounded all over the prison. In a moment the grating would fall out.

But do you ever get a chance to watch anything with Weasel!

"Come on, chaps!" he shouted.

Reluctantly we ran off down Prison Street. I looked back as I ran. It would have been so interesting to see the people whom Petlura had thrown into prison break that grating and escape to freedom like the famous rebel Karmeluk.

Noticing that we were lagging behind, Weasel shouted: "Hurry up, or they'll start shooting."

Perhaps he was right. Any minute the Petlura guards might open fire on the rebelling prisoners.

It was nice running barefoot on the smooth stone slabs of the pavement—much better than over the prickly fields. But why was there no one in the street? The whole town might have died it was so empty.

We ran past the diocesan convent—a yellow building with narrow windows like la monastery. This was the headquarters of Ataman Dragan's crack regiment.

Now then, let's see if the Petlura troops were still at home. But what had happened? The college windows were wide open. Near the front steps lay overturned stools, ripped palliasses, a brand-new zinc pail. Inside the college it was quiet. Not a voice was to be heard. Hurrah! The Petlura men had done a bunk!

A shot rang out from behind the station. Then another. Weasel stopped in his tracks.

"What did I say?" he whispered.

Petka's face went pale.

"Hadn't we better hide, Yuzik?" he asked cautiously.

"What's that?" Yuzik burst out angrily. "Where can we hide? In a moment there'll be such a . . . Here that?"

Quite close by, somewhere near the governor's house, a machine-gun chattered. The rattle of the firing echoed over the quiet, subdued town. The machine-gun fell silent, but immediately rifle-shots rang out near the station. Surely it wasn't the Reds so near? A stray bullet sang over the roof of the diocesan convent.

Without a word Weasel set off down the street at a run. We raced after him.

Things had come to a pretty pass if bullets were whistling overhead.

We padded away down the street, but the firing grew louder and louder, quite close by.

Suddenly Weasel swerved to one side.

"Back! There's someone by the chemist's," he whispered.

Petka crouched down by the wall of a grey two-storeyed house and I darted into the porch. Who was there, by the chemist's? Perhaps we had better turn back? . . . They might shoot . . .

But Weasel was crawling forward.

"Let's have a look, but keep quiet," he suggested.

In single file we made our way along the wall of the grey house to the drain-pipe at the corner. Just round the corner there was a hedged-in garden. Following Weasel we dived under the yellow acacia bushes, and from under the bushes, peeped out into the street.

The huge window of the best chemist's shop in the town was broken. A few days ago, large jars filled with clear pink water had stood on the shelf behind the thick plate-glass, and above them on the glass had been written in white letters:



MODEST TARPANI

CHEMIST



Now there were neither jars of pink water, nor the sign in white letters. The shattered window looked like a great square door with a very high door-step. The pavement in front of the shop was strewn with broken glass. Inside, several Petlura men, their boots clattering on the spotless tiled floor, had taken possession of the counter. As we watched, one of them, with a dangling forelock and his hat perched on the back of his head, jumped on the glass-topped counter containing scented soap and bottles of perfume. The glass cracked under his boots and he sank knee-deep into the counter. His friends followed his example. They kicked the glass fronts out of the cupboards stacked with little bottles of medicine with Latin 'labels on them.

"Find the spirits, Ostap, the spirits!" one of them shouted to the fellow with the forelock.

Jumping out of the counter on to the floor, the man with the forelock ran into the back of the shop and returned a moment later, dragging a tall, grey-haired old man in a white coat. We knew him—it was Dulemberg, the dispenser. The dispenser tried to resist, but the Petlura man grabbed his arm and slung him right out into the street.

"Say your prayers!" he shouted, land pressed the muzzle of his revolver to the dispenser's ear.

I turned away in horror; what were they going to do to him?

But at that moment there was a shout from the shop: "Wait, don't shoot, Ostap."

The Petlura men carried several large jars with white labels on them out into the street. Setting them down on the pavement, the ruffians forced the dispenser to try the medicines.

We watched the grey-haired Dulemberg kneel down and with trembling fingers remove the glass stoppers. He poured a little of the medicine from each jar on to his palm and tried it with his tongue. Some of the jars he at once moved aside, saying in a dull voice:

"I won't touch that, it's poison."

The Petlura men grabbed these jars by the necks and smashed them against the wall. The jars flew to pieces. Medicine streamed over the pavement. The place began to smell like a hospital.

The Petlura ruffians loaded the bottles of medicine that Dulemberg had tasted on their two-wheeler.

We felt very sorry for the old man kneeling on the pavement, but we could do nothing to help him. Feeling that they were leaving the town for ever, the Petlura men had gone wild. They no longer cared about anything. Had we run out into the street where their hobbled horses were loping about, that fellow with the dangling forelock would have shot us down on the spot.

The terrified dispenser knelt in front of his ransacked shop just as though he were in church. His face creased with fear, he waited for further orders.

A squat Petlura man in a blue tunic ran out of the shop. Going up to Dulemberg, he held out a big green jar. Dulemberg poured out a handful of brown powder and, having tried it on his tongue, said dully: "Liquorice. It's sweet."

The rest of the Petlura men surrounded their squat companion, and he poured a little of the-brown powder into their palms. Then they swallowed the powder like sugar, and licked their lips.

"All right, get off with you, put the place in order!" The Petlura man with the dangling forelock gave Dulemberg a violent kick in the back and, pushing his revolver in his belt, ran over to the two-wheeler.

Dulemberg fell face-downward on the pavement. His grey beard dipped into the puddle of spilt medicine. Struggling to his feet, he wiped his hands on his white coat and walked slowly into the ruined shop, as if it were a stranger's.

The street was empty. Only the two-wheeler could be seen in the distance clattering towards the centre of the town with its load of chemist's jars.

From beyond the forest came the dull -boom of a howitzer. The shell whistled over us and exploded somewhere near the governor's house.

We ran on down the deserted street towards the seminary.

Here it was even more terrifying. On all sides we were surrounded by silent houses with shutters over the windows. Probably the owners of these houses had gone down into their cellars first thing in the morning and were afraid to show their faces in the street. Only dogs were to be seen in the empty yards. They barked and whimpered as the shells shrieked through the air. And we, too—I don't mind admitting it—shivered and crouched down and thought to ourselves: "Go a bit farther! A bit farther! Don't land here!"

At the seminary there were no Petlura sentries to be seen.

The grey building was as empty as the diocesan convent; there was no sound of the machines that had been used for printing money, no one could be seen at the windows. Both flaps of the iron gates leading into the yard were open, as if a cart had only just entered.

The nearer we went to Zarechye, the louder grew the rattle of wheels, the creak of carts, and the neighing of horses. When the old dark fortress loomed up before us on the cliffs across the river, we saw clouds of dust rising above the fortress bridge.

The bridge was choked with the carts and traps of the fleeing Petlura forces. From every street in the town they were making for the bridge, which they had to cross to reach the Usatov road out of Zbruch.

Near the Turkish Steps we noticed a whole sack of white flour lying in the road. How strange that no one took any notice of it!

We ran across the wooden bridge and climbed the cliffs to Old Boulevard/ From the tall cliffs, overgrown with moss and yellow wild flowers, we had a good view of Ponyiatovsky Street, which was swarming with troops.

The square grey Confederacy hats of the Pilsudski legionnaires mingled with the fur caps of the Petlura men. The legionnaires were trying to overtake one another. White foam flew from the mouths of the sweating frightened horses.

At the top of Ponyatovsky Street rose the grey wails of the Dominican church. Its tall black doors and the wicket-gate leading into the churchyard from the street were tightly closed. There was not a soul about in the churchyard. The grey stone figures of the Catholic saints looked down from the roof with melancholy faces.

I remembered one day in early spring when the Pilsudski legionnaires arrived in town with the Petlura men. All that evening little bells had rung in the belfry of this church, while a Polish bishop conducted a service in honour of some tall, thin Polish general. The plaintive strains of the organ resounded under the vaulted roof of the church; legionnaires with clanking spurs strode pompously across the parquet floor; the local Polish ladies in old-fashioned cloaks, black sequined rapes, and long frilled silk dresses, kept rising from the oaken pews and, after the bishop, hurriedly making the sign of the cross on their severe, veiled foreheads.

Now there was no sign of the bishop in his big womanish hat, nor of the stuck-up Polish ladies with their umbrellas. No bells pealed in the belfry.

A short grey-clad legionnaire broke ranks and ran on to the pavement. The puttee on his left leg had slipped loose and was streaming out behind him. The legionnaire stopped, angrily tore the puttee off his leg, threw it on to the wall round the churchyard, and rushed on. For long we saw the white hem of his pants flashing down the street. He was afraid of being left behind.

Only a short time ago, legionnaires just such as he had marched through the town, singing boastfully:



"Smash the Bolsheviks! 

Smash the Bolsheviks!"



Well, did you smash them?

"What are they taking all that paper for? That's queer! Look!" It was Weasel who spoke.

A peasant cart piled high with blue and brown office files was coming down Ponyatovsky Street to the bridge.-They must be the files of some Petlura ministry or other. As we watched, one of the files slipped from the cart and fell in the road. The white sheets of paper scattered over the cobbles and were crushed under horses' hooves, as an officer's dazzling coach and pair swept past.

"Come on, what about picking them up?" Petka suggested.

That made me angry. 

"How can you, you ass? They'll lash you away with their whips. Don't you see how mad they are now."

Petka turned away offendedly. At that moment Sasha Bobir appeared from nowhere.

"Hullo, chaps!" he shouted. Then, lowering his voice, he asked Yuzik: "You haven't seen Kotka by any chance?"

"Here's another deserter," Weasel shouted right in Bobir's face. "Well, where are your beloved scouts? Why aren't you heading for the border with them?"

"But I . . . Why, do you think I'm really on Petlura's side, chaps? . . . We hadn't got anything to. live on, and they used to give you free meals there. That was why I signed up . . ." Bobir protested in a plaintive tone.

"Signed up so that when you got older you could become one of their chiefs? So that you could kill poor people, eh? But we didn't sign up, did we?" Yuzik insisted.

"Oh, you . . ." Sasha faltered, "your parents explained everything to you. Vasily's father has been in with the Communists for a long time—do you think I didn't know?

And you, Yuzik, have got an uncle in Kiev, a sailor, who knows all about politics. He wrote you letters explaining whose side you ought to be on. But my mother herself persuaded me to join the scouts just because of those free meals . . ."

Evidently moved by Sasha's sincere confession, Weasel asked more gently:

"Did you get back yesterday night?"

"Yes, that's right. We were just getting ready to chase the gang that attacked us, when a messenger arrived with an order to return to town. And by the cemetery the rain caught us and we all got wet through. Thunder, lightning, puddles everywhere—no one could see anything. Then Grzhibovsky shouted, 'Fall out!' and we just scattered. And I got a cold. See -how my nose is running?" Sasha recounted, sniffing.

"So your camping-out wasn't much of a success?" Petka remarked slyly.

"You're telling me! If I had known what it would be like, I'd never have gone . . . Look—more cavalry! And all with flags . . ."

Sasha was right—it was la detachment of Polish lancers. Little red-and-white pennants with white crowned eagles in the middle fluttered on their lances. The riders sat their leather saddles rather awkwardly, as if the horses under them were not their own. They kept urging them on with their spurs and whips.

Suddenly a shrapnel shell burst over the Pope Tower. We saw the puff of smoke float away over the panic-stricken town like a little white cloud.

Hoarse shouts and swearing were heard from the bridge. Lashing his bay horse with a long whip, a lancer accidentally tore the yellow-and-blue banner carried by a Petlura man riding beside him.

"Where are you going, you devil!" the Petlura man yelled viciously.

Close by, we heard someone shout, "Run! Run!" Even the bold spirits who had dared to climb trees were making off at the sound of shrapnel.

"Let's run to Zarechye," I said, nudging Petka and Weasel.

Leaving Bobir, we dashed off to Petka's home on the Old Estate.

Petka ran after us, gasping out: "To Old Estate! . . . We'll hide in the cellar . . . We'll be able to see everything from there . . ."

We dashed through the weeds and bushes to Petka's house. More and more shells whined over the town. Already they were falling on the Usatov road, cutting off the Petlura forces' path of retreat.

Just by Petka's house we bumped into my father. With him there was a lad in a broad-brimmed straw hat. This was strange—how had Father got here?

My father and the lad in the straw hat had pulled a brand-new machine-gun, still smeared with oil, out of the long grass and, crouching low, were dragging it on to the path. The lad who was helping my father lifted the gun by the barrel.

It was so unexpected that we had no time to hide. Father noticed us and shouted hoarsely:

"Get out of here, you ragamuffins!"

I was even more surprised when I heard the familiar voice of Omelusty coming from the lilac bushes:

"Miron, give Prokop the cartridge-belts."

Forgetting about us, Father ran into the long grass. When he returned loaded with cartridge-belts, Prokop Dekaluk darted towards him. I had seen him once in Nagoranye and remembered him well. Prokop was followed by Uncle Avksenty in his brown jerkin. What a lot of them here!

"Who are these young shavers?" little Prokop Dekaluk, dark as a gipsy, nodded in our direction.

Father handed him two green boxes of ammunition and stepped out on to the path.

"Go straight home, I tell you!" he shouted, really angry.

Not likely! Why should we go home? Seeing that Father had turned to Uncle Avksenty, all three of us darted through the open door of the cellar and hid there, just by the entrance, on the mildewed stone steps. From there we had a fine view of the fortress on its high cliff, and the fortress bridge swarming with the Polish lancers and Petlura men.

Their horses were rearing up and charging into one another. Even from where we were we could hear the wooden planks of the bridge creaking and groaning.

"Aha, so you're dancing, you snakes! Just what you deserve! That'll teach you to shoot innocent people!" I almost shouted with joy.

Father carried a full bucket of water out of the long grass and handed it to Uncle Avksenty. Uncle grabbed the bucket and darted into the bushes where Omelusty was hidden, and where the lad in the straw hat had already dragged the machine-gun. A moment later Father followed Uncle Avksenty into the lilac.

And at that moment the chatter of the machine-gun rose behind the bushes. The loud vibrating fire deafened us.

This was grand! They were firing from here, from the Old Estate, straight at the fortress bridge, at the Petlura men running away to Poland, and at their masters, the grey, mouse-like Pilsudski legionnaires.

Father and Omelusty and the Nagoranye partisans had got here just at the right time.

A wounded Petlura man dropped over the bridge rail into the river below. Any moment, it seemed, those rickety rails would collapse into the waterfall; the Petlura forces in the rear were pressing up behind those in front, and the narrow planking could not hold the mass of men who were riding on to it. And here was this machine-gun firing away from the Old Estate; its flaming muzzle pounded the bridge with an unerring stream of bullets.

Lying flat on the cold damp steps, we quivered with excitement. How we envied the grown-ups! Flow I wished I had been in Omelusty's place! Had I been able to fire a machine-gun, I should certainly have been lying there beside him in the bushes.

I longed to jump out of the musty-smelling cellar, shout "hurrah," and run to the machine-gun, if only to see how it was firing.

But the deafening rattle of the firing, drowning the sound of the wind and the distant shell-bursts and Petka's whispers, was just a bit too frightening.

We remained in the cellar until the last Petlura men, crouching low, dodged over the fortress bridge. Jumping over dead horses and their -dead comrades, dropping their carbines and crumpled fur caps as they ran, forgetful of everything, even their own wounded, they ran to the trenches on the other side of the narrow, shallow-watered River Zbruch, where they hoped to shelter from the swift cavalry of Kotovsky.



NEW FRIENDS



The artillery bombardment had not died away, when a Red reconnaissance patrol galloped on to the fortress bridge. The patrol whirled past the fortress in a cloud of dust, and for a long time we heard the hooves of their swift horses clattering along under the cliff on the other side of the river.

In the wake of the reconnaissance patrol, a big cavalry detachment rode up to the bridge with their swords drawn.

Cavalrymen in Budyonny hats and sheepskin caps crowded the bridge. From the Old Estate we watched the steady trotting of their tired horses, so calm after the panic of the retreating Petlura forces; there seemed to be no end to them.

Raised swords flashed among the red banners above the heads of the riders.

Now "and then, heavily-loaded green machine-gun carts rattled past in the stream of cavalry.

As they left the narrow bridge and came out on the broad Usatov road, the horses, sensing freedom, galloped forward.

Detachment after detachment raced in pursuit of Petlura. Evidently the cavalrymen wanted to catch Petlura before he reached the border, and give him and his men a taste of their sharp swords.

Following the cavalry, the Red infantry, artillery, and baggage trains entered the town along the Kalinovsky road.

We ran into town.

As soon as we got past the churchyard we began to meet dusty Red machine-gun carts. There were very many, with veteran machine-guns, their worn, blistered barrels pointing skywards. Sun-burnt Red Army men, in faded khaki tunics sat in the carts singing: 



"One evening as I watched the sun go down, 

A Soviet regiment came marching into town . . ."



Artillery and field kitchens with smoky chimneys rolled past down the steep slope, rattling and jolting over the ruts.

Gradually the town came to life. People appeared in the streets, more and more of them every minute. Many of the townspeople walked along beside the Red Army machine-gun carts and shouted to the soldier's, trying to make their voices heard above the noise.

The tired smiling Red Army men gazed curiously at the steep twisting streets, the sharp drops protected by stone barriers, the old houses of the gentry with narrow windows like loop-holes, and our fortress with its battlemented watch-towers perched on top of the tall cliff.

Evening was coming on. Father was not at home. He had swallowed down some cold borshch and, without even having a proper talk with my aunt, had dashed off after Omelusty to Governor's Square. There the Military-Revolutionary Committee was holding a meeting.

Sitting on the sofa, I told my aunt about our stay in Nagoranye.

Unexpectedly the door opened and a short fair-headed Red Army man entered our kitchen. He greeted us loudly and asked: "Can we billet anyone with you, Mum?"

"But we've only got two rooms and this kitchen, dear," my aunt responded in alarm, coming away from the stove into the light.

"Ah, what a pity," the Red Army man said with a sigh. "And I had a mind to put our chief in with you."

"What is your chief, has he got a family with him or is he single?" Aunt inquired cautiously.

"A family, Mum? Never on your life," the Red Army man exclaimed delightedly. "How could he have a family with him, when we've all left our families behind?"

After some hesitation, Aunt agreed to give this unknown chief her room with the little window looking out into the garden.

Next day, Red Army Commander Nestor Varnayevich Polevoi, a very tall, broad-faced man with so much thick fair hair that it would not stay under his green Budyonny hat, took up his quarters in my aunt's room. He was commander of the mounted reconnaissance of the Tiligulo-Berezansky Regiment, which together with Kotovsky's cavalry had chased the Polish lancers and the Petlura men out of the town.

A two-wheeled army cart brought a folding iron bed and a striped mattress to the house. Polevoi himself carried this bed into Aunt's room and spread the mattress on it, and Aunt Maria gave him clean sheets.

Polevoi covered the bed with his grey woolly blanket, neatly concealing the loose ends between the mattress and the iron framework of the bed.

On the same day a telephonist arrived and fixed up a yellow field telephone on the bookshelf. He pushed the gleaming black telephone wire through the casement into the garden, then stretched it over trees and telegraph poles right to the diocesan convent, where our lodger's regiment was quartered.

In the evening Polevoi w-as already talking on the telephone. From the bedroom we could hear him turn the handle and ask loudly:

"Regiment headquarters? Give me the Chief of Staff . . ."

Changes also took place in our rabbit shed. Polevoi had a horse called Chestnut, a sleek brown animal with a white blaze on its forehead. Polevoi's orderly, a swarthy, sunburnt soldier named Kozhukhar, stabled Chestnut and his own filly Psikheya in the shed. We had to take the hutch with the Angora rabbit in it outside and put it by our neighbour's fence. The Grzhibovskys' house was silent these days; even Kutsyi sat quietly on his chain and did not hark so much. Ran Grzhiibovsky, the sausage-manufacturer, paced about his yard with an angry, sullen expression on his face. Evidently he was worried about his son Marko, who had fled with the Petlura men.

Father would be away from home for days on end. As soon as the Reds had arrived he had started printing a newspaper called The Red Border on strong blue wrapping-paper. After work he would often do duty at the Revolutionary Committee, or patrol the streets with a rifle on his shoulder.





Two weeks passed.

The chestnut trees round the High School, which was now closed for the summer, shed their blossom. So did the lime-trees round Uspensky Church. White acacia flowers came out on New Boulevard, and the potatoes were already blooming on the allotments. Soon Aunt Maria would be dishing up new potatoes for dinner, dressed with fennel and cream.

The little fruit on the broad boughs of our old pear-tree were swelling and filling with juice, and you knew that summer was here by the appearance in the market of the first early apples, red currants, and late bird-pecked dark-red cherries.

To me it seemed that the Communists had already been in the town for a long time, that the red flag on the dome of the diocesan convent had been hanging there since winter, and that Polevoi had been living with us even longer.

I had become very attached to Polevoi's orderly— Kozhukhar. Although he lived not in our house but with Lebedintseva, our neighbour, he was at our house more often than Polevoi. Polevoi was continually being called to headquarters by telephone. More often than not the telephone would ring in the middle of the night. Polevoi would jump out of bed to answer it and, after a short conversation, leave the house for a long time. Bandits were causing trouble in the surrounding forests, and the mounted reconnaissance was often out chasing them down the lonely gullies and broad forest paths.

Kozhukhar had not so much to do. Polevoi rarely took him out on an operation. Kozhukhar would while away his spare time at our place, cleaning the shed, grooming his Psikheya and helping Aunt Maria.

Sometimes Aunt Maria would wash for both Polevoi and Kozhukhar. Then Kozhukhar would potter about with her round the stove, carry water, skilfully wring out wet shirts and towels, and afterwards, resting on the couch, tell Aunt Maria all kinds of tales.

Kozhukhar addressed her only by her patronymic— Afanasyevna. Me he at once nicknamed Makhamuz.

"Why Makhamuz!?" I asked, unable to understand what the word meant.

"Because you're a - Makhamuz," Kozhukhar replied with a mysterious smile. "Some people are called 'Makhamuzes.' "

"What people?"

"People like you . . ."

 And so Makhamuz it was. "If anyone asks for me, Makhamuz, tell them I've gone to market. I'll be back soon." "Have some sunflower seeds, Makhamuz." "Like to bathe the horses, Makhamuz?"

I didn't mind, although the strange nickname puzzled me. Let it be Makhamuz, what did I care!

The thing I liked best, of course, was bathing the horses. Sometimes we would take them for a bathe together—I on Chestnut, Kozhukhar on Psikheya.

When we got near the river the descent would become steeper and more winding, and as my horse stepped carefully down the slope its back seemed to vanish from under me. In spite of myself I would cling to Chestnut's silky mane with both hands.

But Kozhukhar could not have cared less. He would sit astride his horse, his eyes half-closed, scarcely moving a muscle except to nod his head occasionally in time with the movement of the horse. Tanned to a deep bronze by the sun, his eyes always twinkling behind half-closed lids, he seemed to me to have an inexhaustible fund of humour and— what was the main thing—daring.

It was good to sit astride your horse, and with a flick of the reins send him forward into the water. Unwilling at first, feeling the bottom and snorting, then more and more boldly, he would step into the river, stretching out his neck and twitching his ears. And when the river got deep and the water flowed over his back, he. would tremble and tense his muscles until, taking his feet off the bottom, he calmly started to swim. You would sit on the horse's wet back with the water dragging at your legs, and just a touch of the reins was enough to send him in any direction you wanted. And later on, when he got tired, you would guide him to the shallows. His coat wet and glistening, he would snort and drop his head to the swift-flowing water, and you would stand up on his slippery back, stretch out your hands, crouch forward and dive into the deep water behind him.

Standing in the river, the horses would flick their tails, nuzzle each other and neigh contentedly, while Kozhukhar and I swam away towards the opposite bank.

I was seeing less of the other chaps these days. Yuzik Starodomsky had not been round for a whole week. Petka ' Maremukha, whom I had met in the street a short time ago, had told me that Yuzik intended going to Kiev to see his uncle—he wanted to enter a naval training college there.

Early one morning Petka darted into our house and with a mysterious air about him called me outside. We went to the allotment, where Aunt Maria's round tomatoes were already swelling with juice, and Petka said to me quietly:

"Do you know who's come to stay with us? Guess!"

I had many guesses, naming all the soldiers who came to see Polevoi and Kozhukhar; but none of them was the right one. Then Petka told me himself.

"Do you know who?" he burst out. "Doctor Grigorenko—there! You'd never have guessed, would you?"

"Go on, tell us another one. As if Grigorenko needed to live with you when he's got such a big house in Zhitomir Street."

"He hasn't got that house any more," Petka explained.

"Whose is it then?"

"How do I know! The Communists have taken it over. No one knows who's going to live there. But the Doctor's living with us. He came yesterday and brought Dad two sacks of white flour. And he wouldn't take any money for them. He just wanted Dad to put him up. It was a bit of a squeeze, but we let him in. He promised for 'that not to take rent from us any more. And he's brought tons of stuff! All night he was bringing things, and Dad helped him. And do you know what else? . . ." Petka looked suddenly guilty, "He gave Mum a wardrobe. Take it,' he said, 'It's no good to me, but you'll find a use for it.' "

"Where did he put all the things?"

"In the attic. We're even afraid the ceiling may fall down. And there's some in the cellar . . . . Only don't tell anyone!"

"And your father helped him?"

"Well . . . he asked him. Dad didn't want to at first, but then . . ."

" 'Asked him! Asked him!' " !I mimicked Petka. "Your father and you are crawlers. When the Petlura men beat up your father, what did you say about Grigorenko? And now that he's given you a wardrobe and some flour, you've gone soft."

"Nothing of the sort!" Petka protested hotly. "My Dad's just being kind. What of it, if a man asks you! The house isn't ours, it's Grigorenko's . . ."

"Kotka living with you too?" I asked.

"No, Kotka has gone away to Kremenchug," Petka replied after a pause. "He's got an aunt there."

"Gone away, I don't think! I bet he's hiding round here somewhere, and you won't tell me in case I go and look for him. You're sorry for your little lord and master, aren't you? Remember how you used to go and get paper with him?"

"What if I did! I wouldn't now . . . Let's go and see Yuzik."

I did not go to Yuzik's, but in the evening when it was dark, I set out for the Old Estate—to see whether Petka had told me the truth.

A faint path ran across the steep slopes of the Old Estate among clumps of juniper and spurge laurel. I followed it to the crimson lilac bushes and quietly moved the branches apart. A few paces away from me was the wing where Petka lived. The rooms were already lighted, but you couldn't tell who was living in them; the windows were hung with dark curtains. Under the windows, heaped with fresh hay, stood the Doctor's trap. Its front wheels rested in a grass-grown flower-bed. Behind the house a horse neighed. A moment later the latch clicked in the passage and Doctor Grigorenko himself in a white shirt appeared on the door-step. He went over to the trap, gathered an armful of hay and. carried it off behind the house.

So Petka was telling the truth. What should I do now? I had better tell Yuzik. I ran to his place.

On the way, by Lebedintseva's fence I saw the curly-headed figure of Omelusty. He was dressed in a white shirt and carrying a bundle of papers under his arm.

"Where are you off to, Vasya?" he asked.

"I was going to Yuzik's."

"Oh, that's good! Just the two I need! Bring him here and we'll go to the fortress together. I'll wait for you in the porch."

"But it's late now, Uncle Ivan, the gate-keeper won't let us in."

"Yes, he will. Don't you worry," Omelusty assured me. "But don't be long. I've been looking for you for some time."

There was nothing for it, so I ran to Weasel's house and brought him back with me. Omelusty was sitting on the steps of the porch, waiting for us. There was a towel in his hands.

"I'm going for a dip on the way back," he explained. "There's no time for a proper bath these days. I'll have to make do with a wash in the river."

"The mosquitoes will bite you. There are tons of them by the river in the evening," Weasel warned him.

"Mosquitoes don't like me; I'm too bony," Omelusty retorted with a laugh.

But as we approached the Old Fortress,. Omelusty fell silent. On the bridge he folded his towel and put it in his pocket. Going up to the lodge, he knocked boldly on the shuttered window.

The gate-keeper came out and, holding his gnarled stick in front of him, eyed us sombrely.

"Open the gate," Omelusty ordered sternly.

The old man lowered his stick and took a step back. . "Who might you be?" he asked warily.

"I'm from the Revolutionary Committee. Do you remember these lads?" Omelusty inquired, pointing at Weasel and me.

"Don't you remember? We brought flowers here—for that man," Weasel reminded him.

"Ah, yes," the old man said with a nod, "now I mind you!" He limped towards us. "But I'm not to blame for anything, Comrade Commander, on my honour I'm not. They gave me his clothes but I never used them. They're still there in the tower."

"What are you worrying about, old fellow? No one's accusing you," Omelusty said quietly. "Is the grave all right? Those roughs didn't destroy it, did they?"

"No, it's quite all right, master," the gate-keeper muttered hastily, opening the gate. "But I've covered it with some weeds. I thought one of those Petlura men might see that stone, you know. Then what would have happened?"

The old gate-keeper was telling the truth.

From a distance, as soon as we rounded the Pope Tower, we noticed a dark heap of weeds at the foot of the bastion. Weasel and I were the first to run forward and clear the grave of the clumps of prickly eryngium, still green goose-foot, young plantains, and wormwood. On the earthy patch surrounded by withered grass we at once found the stone slab that Petka and I had carried to the spot.

"That's where they buried him," Yuzik said.

Omelusty lowered his head and gazed sadly at the gravestone.

Having stood thus in silence for several minutes, he suddenly drew himself up and said between his teeth:

"What a man they killed . . . the lordly swine. How much more good work he could have done for the Ukraine!"

Omelusty turned abruptly to the gate-keeper.

"You must look after this grave a bit longer, old fellow," he said, rubbing his forehead. "We're going to put up a monument here."

The old man nodded his head in silence.

Weasel picked up the withered sprigs of lilac that we had once scattered on the grave.

"What tower did you watch all this from?" Omelusty asked, turning to us.

"From the far one over there—that tall one with the big window, do you see?" I said, pointing to the Pope Tower.

"From there?" Omelusty exclaimed. "How was it they never noticed you? Strange . . . Well, it was lucky for you, lads."

"I was wondering too, Comrade Commander, how they managed to get there, what devil took them to such a place," put in the old gate-keeper.

Omelusty gave a sad smile. "All right, that's enough about devils. Come on lads, let's go home. It's past the old man's bedtime."

On the road from the fortress lo the bridge, just by the entrance to the underground passage, we met a sentry. Rifle at the ready, he was pacing slowly along the fortress wall.

"Is he guarding the bridge?" Weasel asked Omelusty quietly, as we passed.

"He's on the look-out for bandits," Omelusty replied. "You'll be going to bed soon, but he'll be here on duty all night to see that no bandits get into the town. Understand?"

"I understand," Weasel answered.

"Well, if you understand, you young heathens, you'd better run off home; it's time you were asleep," said Omelusty and, noticing that we were not very anxious to leave him, he added: "Now then, off you go. You can swim tomorrow."

"Come on, Yuzik," I said in a disgruntled voice.

If he didn't want to bathe with us, he needn't. I felt hurt that Omelusty still thought of us as kids.

Weasel followed me, glancing round him.





A week later, a procession of soldiers and workers from the local trade unions—printers, municipal workers, railwaymen—wended its way up to the Old Fortress, carrying red banners and wreaths draped in mourning.

It was dusk. The weather was dull and threatening, like autumn. No one would have thought it was summer-time. Heavy black clouds were rolling westwards. A cold wind tore at the flying banners, stirring up dust and withered grass.

'Weasel and I were the last to enter the Old Fortress.

Our gravestone was no longer there. At the foot of the green bastion a smooth plain memorial stone of grey marble stood over Sergushin's grave. On it had been carved in clear letters:





TO A FIGHTER FOR THE SOVIET UKRAINE,

FIRST CHAIRMAN OF THE MILITARY-REVOLUTIONARY TRIBUNAL,

TIMOFEI SERGUSHIN, MURDERED BY PETLURA BANDITS



The memorial was surrounded by a freshly-painted iron railing. Beside it stood Omelusty, bare-headed and gloomy. A rather slight girl in a dark-blue kerchief was holding his arm. She was crying. Wisps of dark brown hair slipped from under her kerchief and fell on her wet cheeks. Who was she? His sister? A friend? Or a strange girl recalling some loss of her own? Perhaps this was the girl whom Sergushin had met when he had boldly roamed the streets of our enemy-occupied town in search of friends?

Among the Red Army men, beside our lodger Polevoi stood my father. Two lines of workers stretched from the grave to the Pope Tower—printers, workers from the flour-mill, workers from the power station. Among the staff of the town hospital I noticed Dulemberg, the dispenser; he was leaning on a stick, gaunt-faced and grey.

The short, stocky commander of the Tiligulo-Berezansky Regiment climbed on to the bastion. Wearing a light-green Cossack tunic, he stood for a few minutes in silence above the crowd, holding his peaked army cap in his hands. Then he began to speak. His first words rang out sharply over the subdued crowd—terse, unpleasant words.

The commander reminded us that many Petlura men— Sergushin's murderers included—had fled across the border, and that from there they would make more than one attempt to harm the Ukrainian people. The capitalists of the Entente were harbouring them. It meant nothing to those money-bags that the Petlura men had the blood of many thousand Ukrainian workers and peasants on their hands. The capitalists picked up Petlura men like stray dogs in the back-yards of Europe, so that later on they could unleash them against the Soviet Ukraine.

"And we must all steel ourselves," the commander went on, "to catch every one of those Petlura swine red-handed and punish them harshly, so that they can never again try to sell the Ukraine."

The commander said that the Donbas miner Timofei Sergushin had been killed by the Petlura men while fighting for the Soviet cause. He told how even in the days of the hetman Sergushin had carried on an underground struggle against the invaders of the Ukraine, rallying and teaching the very best people in our town—printers, mechanics, mill workers. Recalling the sacrifices the working class had borne for the happiness of all working folk, the commander called upon us to avenge the death of Sergushin.

Now the gusty north wind caught the commander's words and carried them out of hearing, now it flung them into the yard, making them echo round the ancient mossy towers.

Weasel and I strained our ears to hear what we could of the commander's passionate speech, and ever clearer grew the picture in our minds of that sunny morning not long ago, when here, under the bastion, the enemies of the 'Ukraine had shot Sergushin.

I remembered how he had come to our house in the winter in his wadded soldier's jacket and furry cap, a late and unexpected guest. It seemed like yesterday.

The chest on which he had lain that night still stood there by the window. We still had the kerosene lamp by whose weak, unsteady light he had shown me those funny figures on the wall.

I remembered the way my aunt went up to his bed. Padding softly in her felt slippers, she brought him a cup of steaming tea, brewed with dried raspberries, Sergushin thanked her and, putting his thin hand out from under the blanket, took the cup.

His hand trembled so much I thought he would spill the hot tea over his blanket. But no, after taking a few sips, Sergushin placed the cup carefully on the window-sill behind the lace curtain. Steam rose from the cup like smoke from a burning cigarette.

Noticing that I was watching him, Sergushin suddenly, for no reason at all, gave me an artful wink. And then the Chinese shadows appeared on the wall. Now they leapt right up to the ceiling, now they dwindled until they were small as mice.

I should never forget Sergushin's straight, merry glance, with that sly twinkle in it . . .

The speeches were finished. Wreaths were laid carefully on the grave. They covered the sand-sprinkled grave-mound. An elderly woman hung several garlands on the railings. The black-and-red funeral ribbons fluttered in the wind.

The people crowding round the railings dispersed, and then the grave, decked with wreaths, could be seen from everywhere, even from the foot of the Pope Tower.

The Red Army men raised their rifles. Their bolts clicked. The commander gave the order. Spurts of flame gleamed against the dark, misty sky. A resounding echo rolled round the fortress and, caught by the wind, was carried far, far away beyond Zarechye.

The rifle volleys and the strains of the sad, solemn song, 



You fell in fateful strife.. 

made us feel still more sorrowful and cold, 

as though icy autumn rain were falling.





I AM SUMMONED



A week had passed since the unveiling of the monument to Sergushin.

Aunt Maria woke me at an unearthly hour. "Get up, Petka has come to see you." What the dickens had brought Petka here at this time-The early sun was filtering in at the window; it had only just risen above the roof of the rabbit shed.

Father's bed was already made; an unfinished cup of tea stood on the table. It could not be long since Father had left the house. .

Sleepy and unwashed, I ran out into the yard. Petka was waiting for me at the gate. He had rather a queer, worried look on his face.

"Well, what do you want? Why didn't you call in the middle of the night!"

"Vasya, they've arrested the Doctor! And his wife too! Petka flashed back at me. "When?"

"Today! Just a little while ago, at dawn. And do you know how? The Doctor heard them knocking, so he ran to Dad in his pants and started hollering: 'Hide me, hide me, for God's sake!' And then, when he saw that Dad had gone to open the door, he went and hid in the cellar. Not the one in the yard though; in our little one under the kitchen. Yesterday evening Mum had put some sour milk down there on the steps, and in the dark he broke all the bowls. And then they came in with rifles and lighted a lamp and went down the cellar after him. He struggled and 'wouldn't come out by himself. They pulled him out like a pig. He wasn’t half dirty! His pants all muddy and his hands covered with sour milk! He even had some on his ear." ' "Did they take his things?" ( "No - nothing. Their maid's run away—I expect she s afraid they'll arrest her too. But all the stuff is still at our place. Carpets and cupboards and beds—everything. Even his horse. I'll be taking it down to the river." "And it will all be yours?"

"Ours?" Petka hesitated. "No, I expect they'll' take it for the club they've started in Zhitomir Street. That's where they take all the requisitioned stuff—sofas, mirrors . . . They're going to give plays there, and cinema shows, and it'll all be free . . . I say, Vasya," Petka suddenly changed his tone, "it must have been my Dad who told them all about the Doctor. Omelusty came round to our place yesterday morning. He didn't come in, he just asked me to go and call Dad. I called him, and they sat for a long time in the bushes on top of the cliff, then Dad and Omelusty went off somewhere. When he came back, he didn't talk to the doctor any more. And I was thinking, Dad must have told about him in court, don't you think?"

At that moment I heard a voice from the street. "I say there, lads, does Mandzhura live here?" I started. By the gate stood a Red Army man, a young freckle-faced lad. He had a note-book under his arm, and a thin blue envelope in his hand.

"Dad's not at home, he's at the print-shop." "At the print-shop? Who will take this envelope then?" "Just a- minute. I'll call Aunt."

"Wait!" the Red Army man called me back sharply. "What's all this about your aunt? Can't you write yourself?"

I nodded. "You his son?" "Yes."

"I thought so," the soldier said with a smile. "Sign here, but write neatly," he commanded, handing me the open notebook. "Look where Vasily Mandzhura is written—there's a cross by it. Sign your name by the cross."

"Vasily? But Father's name is Miron," I replied. "Miron? . . . Miron . . ." the soldier said slowly, then with a shake of his head he concluded briskly: "Never mind, what's the difference: Miron or Vasily. Our clerk must have got mixed up again. Sign."

Pressing the note-book to my knee, I wrote my surname. My hand trembled. The second "a" wobbled and went into the next column.

The Red Army man took the book, handed me the envelope and went his way.

"Come on, let's have a look," Petka demanded at once.

Sitting down on the steps, we started to examine the thin envelope. It had a slip of paper inside which we could feel with our fingers. On the envelope, in large letters, was written:

"Zbruch, Zarechye, 3, Steep Street, Vasily Mironovich Mandzhura."

"Vasya, it's for you. Open it," Petka exclaimed.

Petka was right. My name was Vasily ("Vasya" for short), and my patronymic was Mironovich. But I had never had any letters from anyone. Who could have written to me?

"No, it must be a mistake," I said slowly. "I'll have to show it to Dad—let him work it out."

"Well, you are a goat, a real old goat," Petka grew more and more impatient. "Tear the envelope open. What are you waiting for?"

Now I just wanted to tease Petka.

"What's it got to do with you? It's my letter; I'll open it when I like."

Petka took offence.

"I've known for a long time that you weren't a real friend . . ." he mumbled.

"Me not a friend? Is that what you said? Go and find your Kotka, then! Go and find him in Kremenchug."

Thoroughly hurt, Petka got up, sniffed and, without saying a word, wandered off to the gate.

I felt sorry for him. I had offended him for nothing, nothing at all. And he was a good chap, say what you like. Should I go after him?

But what was in the envelope?

I opened the envelope carefully and pulled out the folded slip of white paper. When I read it, the printed letters danced before my eyes.



Citizen V. M. Mandzhura.

The local Extraordinary Commission hereby summons you to appear on August 20, at 10 a.m. before the investigator Comrade Kudrevich. Address: 2, Seminary Street, Room 12, 2nd floor. Failure to attend is punishable by law.

OSTAPENKO Commandant, Ex. Com.



The letter had come from the big building where the Extraordinary Commission had its offices. Tall silvery poplars grew in front of its windows, and in the mornings their shadow fell across Seminary Street. Night and day, sentries in Budyonny hats paced round that building. Two Petlura ministers, the Countess Rogial-Piontkovskaya, Ovshiia Orlovsky, owner of a water-mill, and many Petlura officers were being held there for trial. When Petlura went" away, these officers had stayed behind in Ukrainian churches, serving as priests. They had maintained contact with the bandits who were holding people up on the road into town.

But why did the Extraordinary Commission need me? Perhaps they wanted to take me on in one of their patrols who were hunting the Petlura men in the villages? Yes, that was it. I should go there tomorrow, they would give me a horse and a leather saddle, a pair of grenades and a rifle, and say: "Off you go!" Would I go? Wouldn't I just! Couldn't I catch those Petlura officers? I could indeed! Why, in the Extraordinary Commission's detachment there was a chap only a bit older than me. He often went galloping past. Even across the bridge, where galloping was not allowed, he rode like a madman. This chap wore a black sheepskin Kuban hat with a red top, and a leather jacket with shoulder-straps across it. He had been given a revolver in a wooden holster and, when he trotted, he always kept his hand on it. Yuzik had told me that bandits from Tutunik's gang had butchered the boy's family at Proskurov; he alone had escaped and run away to the Communists.

How we envied that lad when he galloped through the town without a glance at the passers-by, spurring on his horse and crouching low over the pommel, of his saddle. There was not a boy in town who would not stop and gaze after him.

Everyone in town knew that lad. I wished I could become his assistant. I would obey every word he said, if only we could gallop together across the fields and know that the people in town thought of us as real Red Army men. But there was not much chance of being taken on for a job like that. That chap had probably been in battle and fought the Petlura men.

I wanted to run after Petka—to show him the summons and swank about it.

Or perhaps I'd go to Yuzik's? No, not worth it! Better to wait till tomorrow, then tell them everything. How slowly the time dragged past! Luckily I remembered that Kozhukhar had asked me to look for some Japanese cartridges. A friend of his at headquarters had a big revolver that broke in the middle—a Smith Benson. And Japanese rifle cartridges fitted that Smith Benson fine.

"If you find any, we'll do some shooting," Kozhukhar had promised.

I must have a look. I had a clip of those Japanese cartridges hidden up in the loft somewhere. There were five of them—long shiny cartridges made of red copper, with thin, sharp-pointed bullets and neat round capsules.

I climbed into the loft and searched around there for a long time in the dusty, stuffy darkness. But the clip had got lost somewhere. I just could not find it. What a pity!

Then I spent a long time feeding the rabbit with hare-lettuce, then I ran to the allotment to see if the big, juicy tomatoes were ripe. I did not know what to do with myself all day.

In the evening Father came home from the print-shop. I charged up to him at once, waving my slip of paper. "Look what they've sent me, Dad!" He brought it carefully to eye-level and started reading it. I stared at him impatiently. He was wearing a black nankeen blouse, and he smelt of printer's ink.

"Well, you'd better go if they've summoned you," Father said, handing me back the paper. Then, after a pause, he smiled and added: "That's Omelusty's doing." "What does he want me for, Dad?" "You'll learn soon," Father replied, smiling mysteriously and going over to the wash-basin. "The main thing is: don't be afraid and speak the truth. They judge wisely up there." Father's words reassured- me a little. But still the time dragged very slowly. I went to bed when the cocks did, but could not go to sleep for a long time. I listened to Father's calm heavy breathing, and kept turning his words over in my mind. What did Omelusty want to do with me? Why had I been called to Seminary Street? Who was this Kudrevich who would interrogate me tomorrow? I had never even heard his name before.

Early in the morning, when Father and Aunt Mania were still asleep, I slipped out of bed, crept into the yard and, after splashing some cold water over my face, went out into the street.

All the way I kept feeling the slip of paper in my pocket.

The street was quiet and cool. Flies were buzzing above a fence hung with creepers. What time was it? Who could say! It might be six, it might be nine. In summer the sun rose very early and you couldn't trust it.

On the fortress bridge there was a sentry. Wearing a great-coat and carrying his rifle at the ready, he was pacing slowly by the rail. It was his duty to guard the town against bandits. Suppose the bandits suddenly did try to break into town?

After all, their hide-out was not so far away, in the surrounding forests. And there were loads of them on the eleventh verst. Eleven versts from town the Kalinovsky road ran through dense forest pitted with gullies and hollows. Hiding in these gullies the bandits often crept right up to the road, robbed the passing peasants, murdered Communists, and even attacked armed Red Army men. Any night they might creep round the fortress, kill the sentry on the bridge and break through into the centre. It was not for nothing that every night the Revolutionary Committee and the Committees of Poor Peasants armed the townspeople's patrols with rifles and ammunition.

Leather saddles hung on the green fence of the Town School. The wooden gates were wide open. A field kitchen was smoking in the yard. Washing was drying on the grass by the porch. Governor's Square was deserted. Opposite the governor's house stood a wooden platform decked with green fir branches. Speeches were made from this platform at the revolutionary meetings.

Skirting Governor's Square, I made my way down a narrow side-street to the print-shop. It was still closed. A watchman was sitting on the steps of the porch. The hands of the clock on the town hall pointed to half past seven. I had another two and a half hours to wait. Should I go home? No, I wouldn't do that, whatever happened. I wandered on down Ternopolsky Slope to New Boulevard. More and more often I met people coming up the street. A cart with five Red Army men in it drove past. The men were holding rifles. A horseman dressed in black with a pair of binoculars dangling on his chest galloped by overtaking the cart.

O how I should like to meet one of my pals now! If only they knew where I was going! I would just show them that blue envelope, or the top of the- paper where my name was printed. But, as if to spite me, not one of my pals was about. 

To make the time go quicker, I stopped in front of every shop and examined the wax heads of women in the hairdresser's, the faded portraits in the photographer's, the knitted jackets in the draper's. Then I turned down the boulevard.

On New Boulevard it was quite cool. Birds were twittering up in the maple-trees. The air was pure, and it was easy and pleasant to breathe. Over there under the bushes was the spot where we had rested that night after the raid on Grigorenko's house. It was such a short time ago, yet I had forgotten all about it; it seemed at least a year since then.

I wandered for a long time among the shady avenues of New Boulevard, then I turned off down the path along the cliff edge. From there I had a good view of the grey tower of the town hall rising above the house-tops, and on it the gilded face of the town-hall clock. I could hear its slow heavy chimes striking out the quarters, then the hours.

When the big hand of the clock crept round to half past nine, 'I again fingered the slip of paper in my pocket and walked boldly up the path to Seminary Street. But, strange to say, the farther I walked the more my anxiety grew.

Although I would never have admitted it, there was something I was afraid of. Had there been someone else with me—Yuzik, Sasha Bobir, or even Petka—I should have been first to buck them up. But alone it was a bit scaring.

The white building where the Extraordinary Commission had its offices showed among the trees. I ran quickly across the street and, going up to the sentry, silently handed him my summons.

"Straight upstairs. Second door on the' left," the sentry said calmly.

In the big entrance-hall, beside a brown board with door-keys hanging on it, sat some Red Army men. As soon as I came in, their eyes turned in my direction.

"Where is . . . room . . . twelve?" I faltered.

At that moment I recognized the messenger, the young freckled fellow who had brought me the letter the previous evening. He recognized me, too, and stepped forward with a smile.

"So you're here? Give us your slip, I'll take you up-just for old acquaintance's sake. Room twelve, is it?"

I handed him the crumpled envelope and tried to return his smile, but without much success.

Having led me up to the second floor, the messenger pointed to a bench outside the door of one of the rooms.

"Sit here and wait. They'll call you," he said.

On that comfortable, varnished bench with a curved back sat another boy. I turned to him, and nearly shouted for joy.

"Yuzik! You've been called here, too?"

"Yes . . ." Weasel muttered in embarrassment. "What for, I don't know."

"I don't know either." The words were scarcely out of my mouth when the padded door of room twelve opened and a girl in laced top-boots appeared.

"Come in, boys," she said.

"I'm to see . . . Kudrevich," I said.

"I know. I'm Kudrevich," the girl informed me with a faint smile. "Quick now, come in and sit down."

The room was very light, and oblong-shaped. Its three windows looked straight out on to Seminary Street. Through them we could see the tops of the silvery poplars growing in front of the building. On the wall by the door hung a large map, and at the side stood a cupboard.

By the look of it, this girl was a person of some importance if she had her own separate room here, almost as big as Prokopovich's study at the High School.

We sat down gingerly at a baize-covered desk. The desk was spotlessly clean, like a brand-new one. Not a single paper on it.

"Well, how are you getting on, boys?" the girl asked and, drawing up a chair noisily, she sat down at the desk, facing us across the corner of it.'
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She had rather high cheek-bones, but she was pretty. A dark flush glowed in her cheeks. Her eyes were brown and steady; her neatly-trimmed hair was drawn back behind her ears. And her ears were small arid pink. Comrade Kudrevich's face was kind and cheerful.

"Now then, don't be shy, tell me all about it," she said encouragingly. "What happened here in the town when we were away?"

"But we  . . .went away from town . . ." Yuzik replied slowly, stammering a bit. "Where to?" "To Nagoranye." "That's near Dumanovo, isn't it?" "That's right." "Were you there long?"

"No, not long—two days," I put in to help Yuzik. "And the rest of the time you were living in town, weren't you?" Kudrevich asked.

"The rest of the time we lived in town," Yuzik repeated. "Strolled about the town, had fights with the other boys, went to the fortress—was that it?" asked the girl, her eyes twinkling.

"Yes, we went to the fortress," Yuzik said. "We were there when the Petlura soldiers were shooting that man " "What man?"

"What man!" Yuzik suddenly grew excited. "As if you didn't know. The one Doctor Grigorenko gave away to the Petlura men—Sergushin. They've put up a memorial to him in the fortress. We showed them the grave . . . You know Omelusty, don't you? Ask him . . ." Yuzik suddenly got confused, noticing that the girl was smiling. "But you know already. Why do you ask, then?" he muttered offendedly and fell silent.

"Yes, I know all about it," Kudrevich answered calmly, her face quite serious again. "But now I'm going to talk to someone in your presence, and you just listen."

(Kudrevich got up and left the room, but before we could say a word to each other she returned, accompanied by Doctor Grigorenko. Squinting sideways at us, the Doctor took a chair in front of the investigator. He acted as if he didn't care what Kudrevich might ask him. Grigorenko had grown a beard. There were tags under his eyes. He was wearing no belt and his shoes had no laces in them.

"I am going 'back to the old question," Kudrevich said, taking a file out of her desk. "I think you will tell us eventually how it was that after you had betrayed Sergushin you became witness and assistant at his execution."

"I did not betray anybody . . . and I was not a witness . . . That is slander, sheer slander . . ." the Doctor mumbled.

"Tell me," Kudrevich went on, ignoring what Grigorenko had said, "you must know Grzhibovsky well? You are a friend of his, aren't you? How do you explain the fact that he asked you to help him?"

"What Grzhibovsky? What fortress?' What is all this nonsense, Miss?" said the Doctor, rising in his chair.

"I didn't ask you anything about the fortress, Doctor," Kudrevich replied, smiling.

"You may not ask now, but you did before," the Doctor countered quickly, and sat down again so heavily that his chair creaked.

"So you never went to the fortress either?"

"Good heavens above, Miss, what fortress! Of course I didn't. I live on the other side of town. As if I had nothing better to do than go to the fortress!"

"What do you mean you never went there, when you drove there in your own trap! And felt the earth in the yard!" Yuzik cut in.

Grigorenko looked at Yuzik with a sneer and turned away to the investigator.

"Wait a minute, lad," Kudrevich stopped Yuzik, and again fixed her eyes on the Doctor. "So today you still maintain that you never went to the Old Fortress with anybody, and that you don't know Marko Grzhibovsky at all? Is that what you say?"

"Yes," Grigorenko answered with a sigh of relief. "Very well," Kudrevich assented, closing the file sharply. The Doctor fished a dirty crumpled handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his moustache. Kudrevich got up from her desk and walked quickly over to the cupboard, swaying slightly in her high-heeled boots. Opening the cupboard, she took a bundle wrapped in newspaper from the top shelf, then went over to the Doctor and unwrapped it on the desk in front of him.

It was the clothes Sergushin had taken off before he was shot.

"You've never seen this before either?" Kudrevich asked, hanging Sergushin's stained green blouse over the back of a vacant chair.

"No. What about it?" Grigorenko answered with a start. "Nothing much. Just a question." And Kudrevich again sat down in her arm-chair, eyeing the Doctor keenly. He squirmed in his chair.

"Listen, Mademoiselle, I've told you once and I'll tell you again," Grigorenko burst out suddenly, "I never had any respect for Petlura in my life. I always said he was an upstart, an adventurer, and a swindler, and I never supported him . . ."

"Oh, no more of that," Kudrevich interrupted him. "Now you call him an adventurer, but when he was in the town you took two officers from his crack regiment, Doga and Krivenuk, into your house. And don't you remember the speech you made about the Petlura Directorate when Petlura occupied the town? And who made the presentation to Petlura during the thanksgiving service in the square? And now you start telling me who Petlura is. We know that without your help. He's just as much a hireling of the foreign capitalists and Pilsudski as all the other nationalist riff-raff. They work for the highest bidder . . . Now you tell us what happened, lad," she said, turning suddenly towards me.

I was taken aback and at first could not put two words together. Soon, however, with much hesitation and stumbling,

I began to tell how the Petlura men had shot Sergushin. I also related Petka's story of Doctor Grigorenko's encounter with Sergushin on the Old Estate.

Kudrevich nodded. Clearly she knew everything without our telling her, and had heard it all over again only in order to make the Doctor confess.

While I was speaking, Grigorenko kept fidgeting in his chair and coughing loudly, as if he wanted to frighten me out of telling the whole story.

"And after they shot him the Doctor went and felt him and then wiped his hands on a handkerchief," Weasel put in.

"How dare you tell such lies, you little wretch!" The Doctor jumped up but, checking himself immediately, again slumped back into his chair. "You are holding me up to ridicule, Mademoiselle. I studied at the University of Lvov, I am a Doctor of Medicine, and you start asking me questions in front of a pair of street urchins. Why, they're depraved! They'll tell you anything . . . I never . . ."

"You're depraved yourself . . . and . . . and a liar!" Yuzik burst out, his eyes flashing.

But Kudrevich checked him at once.

"Hush!" she said. "Speak when I ask you."

"Just what I was saying . . . They'll start on you too, if you let them," the Doctor rejoined gleefully. "I'll tell you why they're making all this up about me. I have an orchard . . . a lot of pears and apples, you know. When autumn comes, we get no peace; as soon as your back's turned they're stripping the trees. Young urchins like them . . . Well, I show no mercy. The moment I catch one of them, I take him to his parents. Naturally, of course, they've got a grudge against me. If you get a few more of them here, they'll tell you I'm a thief, a bandit, anything you like . . ."

"Just a moment," Kudrevich again interrupted the Doctor, then she called towards the door: "Comrade Kushnir!"

A Red Army man armed with a rifle came in from the corridor.

"Citizen Blazhko is waiting downstairs in the witness-room. Bring him up," the girl told the sentry.

The Red Army man tapped the floor with his rifle butt and went out.

"You are free now, boys," said Kudrevich. "Give me your slips and I'll sign them."

Downstairs, we saw the gate-keeper of the Old 'Fortress. So his name was Blazhko? He was holding a slip of paper like ours and limping in our direction. He did not recognize us.

When we got outside Yuzik exclaimed indignantly:

"The way he denied everything!"

"I was glad you called him a liar. He might as well know what we think of him."

We walked on to New Boulevard, feeling greatly relieved. We were both rather tired and excited. All round us the birds were singing. The hard clay paths were spangled with yellow pools of sunlight. People hurried past on their own affairs. We wandered after them.





It had been pouring since early morning. Rain was rushing down the drain-pipes and filling the yard with bubbling, muddy puddles. Little streams of water trickled down the windows. The house was so dark it seemed like evening.

All of a sudden Weasel burst into the kitchen, drenched and glistening.

"Vasya, I'm going away!"

I stared at him in amazement.

"Where?"

"To Kiev, to my uncle. Here, read this!"

Weasel handed me a damp, rather crumpled letter. It was from his uncle, the one Yuzik had often told me about who was a mechanic on the Dnieper steamer Dolphin. Weasel's uncle had invited him to come to 'Kiev and promised to get him admitted to the naval training college there.

While I sat on the sofa reading the letter, Weasel waited. Big drops of water glistened like dew in his wet hair. Fine streams were running down his cheeks.

"When are you going?"

"The day after tomorrow. Mum is already making pies for me to eat on the journey," Yuzik said proudly, sitting down on the sofa beside me.

Carefully flicking a drop of rain off the envelope, he put it back into his trousers' pocket. Somehow, as I watched him, I began to feel very sad. Weasel would go away to a big city, and Petka and I would be left behind here alone. This was the end of our company. It wouldn't be the same with just the two of us. Could Petka take Weasel's place? Never. He wouldn't even climb into the Old Fortress with you . . . Oh, what a pity Weasel was going! . . .

And Weasel, as if guessing my thoughts, said:

"When I pass out as a captain, you can come and see me, and I'll give you a free sail on my ship."

"A free sail . . . When will that be!" I answered bitterly.

"When? O, er . . . Very soon . . ." Weasel comforted me, but he spoke without conviction; clearly he felt that he would not see me again for a long time.

The rain seemed to be stopping. The room was getting lighter.

Yuzik went over to the window and drew his finger across the blurred pane.

"If you want me to," he said, without looking at me, "I'll ask Uncle to fix you up at the school as well. You'll come to Kiev and we'll live together . . ."

"Fix me up . . . He doesn't even know me . . ."

"That doesn't matter . . . He'll do it . . ." Weasel went on in the same uncertain tone.

Now I was quite sure he had no faith himself in his promises.

"Vasya, would you like me to give you my pigeons? The ones with the ruffs," Weasel suggested suddenly.

"Yes!"

"Well, I will. You'll be able to catch Petka's pigeons with them. Come round tomorrow after dinner."

"All right, but don't give them to anyone else."

"Me do a thing like that!" Weasel exclaimed indignantly. "But will you write to me? I'll leave you Uncle's address."

I wrote down Weasel's new address in Kiev, and we parted until the following day.





The day came when Weasel was to leave.

That evening Petka and I went round to his house.

Outside the Starodomskys' gate a skinny horse stood harnessed to a break. To take Yuzik to the station, his father had removed the black top which he used to convert the break into the Dog's Prison.

"Hurry up, Dad, or we'll be late!" Weasel's voice reached us as we neared the gate. Then he ran outside.

Weasel was dressed in his best clothes. He was wearing a blue silk shirt made from a piece of the scout banner— the piece he had won in our draw. The shirt was buttoned up to the neck and the new mother-of-pearl buttons gleamed and glistened on the blue silk. A special pair of grey trousers —they looked almost like real wool—adorned his legs, and on his feet he was wearing wooden-soled sandals. I had never seen Weasel looking so smart and sleek. What a dandy!

"Well . . . I'm off," Weasel said quietly when he saw us. Apparently he did not feel quite at ease in this outfit; the new shirt and trousers made him feel ashamed.

"Is that all your stuff?" Petka asked, pointing at a little wicker basket.

"Yes, it's mine. Spare clothes, pies . . ." said Weasel, putting the basket in the break.

Old Starodomsky came out of the gate with a long knout in his hand.

"Dad, can the lads come with us too?" Weasel asked. "They've come to see me off."

"All right, get in," Starodomsky consented.

While he was fixing the bridle, we took our places in the break.

"Isn't your Ma coming?" Petka whispered. "Mum's legs are swollen, she's got rheumatism," Yuzik answered despondently.

The break moved forward.

We were on our way to the station. The skinny horse trotted at a good pace, and the break made such a clatter as it jolted over the cobbles that we could scarcely hear ourselves speak. Only outside town, when we turned down a soft level country road, did we start talking again.

"Be sure and write," Weasel reminded me.

"Kotka and his mother came round to our place today for their things. They've let her out, but the Doctor's still in jail. Or perhaps they've shot him already?" Petka whispered, with a glance at Weasel's father.

"Kotka? Where did Kotka come from?" Weasel asked, pricking up his ears.

"From Kremenchug. (I expect their m-aid wrote and told him all about what had happened," Petka explained.

"And he's living with you, is he?" Yuzik asked frowning.

"No fear! Not with us. He's living with Prokopovich, the head-master. Prokopovich has put them up in his flat."

"Don't let Kotka get round you," Weasel warned Petka and me.

The station was in sight. Already we could see the end carriages of the train that would take our friend away to Kiev. Lucky Yuzik, to be going away! It must be good living in Kiev. Kiev was a fine big city, with a lot of trams, and the Dnieper just near by. I would have gone there myself with pleasure.

Starodomsky reined in the horse by the station railings and, jumping down from his seat, hitched the reins to the trunk of a maple-tree. We passed through a dingy little hall and came out on the platform. People were already getting into the train. We could see their faces through the carriage windows.

"This will do, Yuzik," said Starodomsky, motioning- his son towards the last carriage but one, where there were not so many people. "Does this one go Tight to Kiev?" he asked a Red Army man standing on the carriage steps.

"Yes, Dad, Kiev's the place," the Red Army man replied, straightening his belt.

"Are you going as far as Kiev, soldier?" Starodomsky asked the Red Army man cautiously.

"I'm going farther, to Bryansk. I'll only be changing at Kiev," the Red Army man explained amiably.

"Well, do us a favour, keep an eye on my son during the journey. It's his first journey by train . . ."

"Don't worry, he'll be all right. There's a spare-bunk beside me."

And Weasel got into the carriage. Through the window we could see his basket perched on the upper bunk. Weasel unbuttoned his collar and poked his head out of the window. We stood on the platform, looking up at him unhappily. It is sad to say good-bye to acquaintances, to watch the windows of the departing train slipping by, but it is even sadder to say good-bye to a friend, a comrade, with whom you have passed so many happy and anxious days . . .

When the engine whistled for the last time and the train jerked forward, I gazed at the moving carriages and felt the tears rush into my eyes. The dark square of the last carriage grew smaller and smaller, the distant rumble of the wheels faded out of hearing, people drifted off the platform, and soon the train carrying Weasel away from us could be seen no more in the rolling yellow steppe.



THE ELEVENTH VERST



The day after Yuzik had left, Petka brought me a fretsaw. He had said he would the day before. I wanted to cut a hole in the wall of the rabbit-shed, so that I could make a real house there for the pigeons. I had already laid in a supply of planks and nails. Before starting work, however, I offered Petka something to eat. Aunt had gone down to the river to rinse out the washing, and had left me some buckwheat and milk in a clay bowl.

Arming ourselves with wooden spoons, Petka and I sat down to table and tucked in to the buckwheat. At that moment Polevoi came into the kitchen from his room.

"Steady on. You'll break the spoons," he said with a grin, stopping in the doorway.

Petka blushed and put his spoon down.

"Listen, lads, which of you knows the way to Nagoranye?" Polevoi asked unexpectedly.

"I do. Why?"

"Do you know it well?" Polevoi said, eyeing me keenly.

Broad-shouldered, his thick mop of hair tumbling over his forehead, he stood before us, taking up the whole doorway. The collar of his tunic was unbuttoned, on his chest there were three tapering red stripes.

"Yes, very well. I've got an uncle living there," I said, sensing that something was in the air.

"I shall be going there to fetch some fodder," Polevoi explained. "Want a ride with me?"

Not half I did. Who wouldn't!

But I checked myself and answered calmly:

"On horseback or how?"

"No, in a carriage. The riding horses will stay here."

"Can he come?" I asked, pointing to Petka.

Poor Petka gave Polevoi an imploring look. Polevoi took a glance at him and said:

"Well, all right then, come together."

Petka nearly jumped for joy. Think what luck—all that way in a carriage, and with a Red Commander too!

So after dinner we ran off to meet Polevoi at Headquarters.

. A yellow regimental carriage drawn by a pair of well-fed horses was already standing outside the log stable in the town-school yard. We caught sight of Polevoi at the stable door. He was watching a short, fair-haired Red Army man harness two other horses to a mud-spattered cart. Polevoi had a long cavalry great-coat over his shoulders; on his head he wore a sheepskin Kuban hat with a purple top.

"No coats! Why not?" he asked sternly, when he saw us.

"But it's not cold today, Nestor Varnayevich," I answered in surprise.

"It isn't cold now, but in the fields at night it may be very cold. Run home and get your coats. Quick about it though—fly!"

What could we do? The carriage was already harnessed. While we ran home, the groom would finish harnessing the cart too. Would they wait for us? Of course, they wouldn't. They'd go off to Nagoranye alone. No, there could be no running home for our coats.

"Nestor Varnayevich, we haven't got any coats, we'll go as we are. We won't catch cold, honestly we won't!"

But Polevoi guessed that we simply did not want to run home for extra clothes, and shook his head.

"Well, you are a lazy pair. You just don't want to run. That's it, isn't it? Well, all right." And, pulling his coat tightly round him, he strode into the stables.

A few minutes later he re-appeared carrying a high-shouldered Caucasian cloak, torn in places and bristling with bits of straw.

"This belongs to me, it's an old one," Polevoi said. "It used to travel with me on the baggage trains. I didn't think it was any more use, but it'll come in handy now. It's big enough to wrap up another five nippers like you. Now then, into that carriage. Look lively!"

I sat down beside Polevoi, and Petka climbed on to the driver's seat beside Kozhukhar. The black cloak lay folded at Polevoi's feet. It smelt of horse sweat. On top of the cloak Polevoi put two rifles with slings and several clips of cartridges with sharp shiny bullets sticking out of them. . "Off we go!" he shouted.

Kozhukhar gathered the reins and clicked his tongue; the horses sprang forward and we drove out of the yard.

Our carriage bowled along merrily over the cobbles. Little yellow-tinged lime-trees, gaudily painted barbers' signs, tinkers' stalls flashed past on both sides of the road.

We drove past Starodomsky's yard. What a pity Yuzik had gone away to Kiev! If he'd waited another couple of days we could have taken him with us today to Nagoranye.

A company of students from the military-political school, wearing new Budyonny hats, marched past us. The company was commanded by an elderly, stooped officer in a dark brown tunic.

The men were singing.



We are lads of the Komsomol, 

We must unite and be strong! 

To the sleek pans and the old god 

No more shall we belong.



I knew that song. The Komsomol members always sung it.

We drove past Uspensky Market. The iron shutters of the wooden stalls were heavily bolted. Boys in the street stared at us in surprise. How proud we were to be riding in a regimental carriage with Commander Polevoi.

The carriage climbed the hill. We drove into Zhitomir Street. On either side stretched rows of young acacia-trees, chestnuts, and tall hornbeams.

And here was Doctor Grigorenko's mansion. Over its carved oak doors hung a white flag with a red cross in the middle. The mansion had been taken over by the divisional hospital. On one of the gate-posts there was a small light patch; it reminded passers-by of the brass plate bearing the name of Kotka's father that had once hung there.

Before us stretched the Kalinovsky road winding across 'broad open fields to the horizon. We were already past the town. Somewhere behind the tall sunflowers a quail that had lost its fellows was uttering its sharp cry. The air smelt of mint and wormwood.

Polevoi lighted his pipe. The blue smoke curled up over the carriage and was whisked away by the carefree wind of the fields.

We were only a short distance from Nagoranye—no more than half a verst—when the back axle of our carriage snapped. Polevoi jumped out. He examined the broken axle and with a grunt of annoyance took his great-coat,, the rifles, the cartridges, and the black cloak, out of the carriage and dropped them on the grass.

"This is a fine how-do-you-do," Kozhukhar said vexedly.

The cart behind caught us up. The tow-headed Red Army man. jumped down from his seat and went over to Polevoi. Together they examined the axle and discussed what to do.

A stooped peasant in a brown jacket was coming along the road from the village. When he reached us he took off his hat and bowed.

"Good-day to you."

"Good-day, Father," Polevoi replied. "Can you tell us where the smithy is?"

"The smithy? It's behind the church, on the hillock."

"Is Mandzhura still in the village? Do you know him?" I asked the old man.

"Avksenty? Aye, he's in the village. He's our village elder now."

"Who's that you said?" Polevoi inquired. "Mandzhura? What is he, Chairman of the Village Soviet?" "Aye, that's right," the old man affirmed. "Your uncle?" Polevoi asked me quietly. I nodded.

"A good thing I brought you with me," Polevoi said with a smile. "Let's go and find your uncle then." And going up to Kozhukhar, he said: "Here you are, Petro, here's a rifle and ammunition. Drive slowly to the smithy. You'll make it somehow. Then get back to town alone—we'll come back on the cart . . . Up you get, lads."

Passing the graveyard, we drove straight into Uncle Avksenty's yard. Uncle was not at home and Oska dashed off to fetch him from the Village Soviet.

Uncle Avksenty was very pleased to see us. I introduced him to Polevoi.

When we went into the cottage, Uncle told us what had been happening in the village.

"We've got lots of news to tell you. The elder we used to have here, Bokhotko, ran away with the Petlura men, the dirty dog. We've taken landowner Tshilyatkovsky's water-mill away from him. Now our chief miller is Prokop Dekaluk—you know him, don't you? And I . . . who do you think I am?" Uncle went on, laughing. "A big noise I am! I'm Chairman of the Village Soviet. Honestly. We had a meeting and the poor people of the village chose me. 'You had a bad time under Petlura,' they said, 'Now you be our chief.' Of course, the money-bags don't like it—that they don't. They know what to expect from me, bad luck to 'em. I'm already getting notes thrown into my yard: 'Go easy, Avksenty—we'll burn your place down!' Think they can scare me. The only trouble is they're in with the bandits, and those thugs can do a lot of harm to the village. There are plenty of them about in the woods nowadays . . ."

Meanwhile Aunt Oksana had placed a bowl of vegetable ' soup on the table, and a large round loaf of bread.

While we ate, Polevoi arranged with Uncle about the delivery of fodder.

"By Thursday I'll have ten loads ready for you, and now I'll let you have a cartful of my own," Uncle Avksenty promised.

Out of respect for her guests, Oksana had spread an embroidered cloth on the table. When we had finished the soup, she brought in a lot of Gipsy apples in the hem of her apron and tipped them out on the table. They were firm and long-shaped.

"Well, Vasya, how many more windows have you broken since you were here last?" My uncle asked, watching Petka and me make short work of the apples.

"He's a hero, he showed us the way here," Polevoi said approvingly. "Soon we'll see about making a Komsomol member of him, when he's a bit older."





It was getting dark. Oksana padded barefoot across the clay floor of the best room to light the lamp.

"Oh, time's getting on! Well, thank you, host, for your apples and for the hay. On Thursday I'll send you some carts." And rising from the table, Polevoi offered Uncle Avksenty his hand.

While we were saying good-bye, Polevoi put on his great-coat and fastened it up to the neck. Then he slung the strap of his heavy revolver over his shoulder.

Outside it was already quite cool. We were glad Polevoi had brought that cloak for us.

Once again we said good-bye to Aunt Oksana, Oska, and Uncle Avksenty, then climbed right on top of the cart with Polevoi. We lay on our bellies in the soft springy hay and covered ourselves with the cloak. Polevoi lay down beside us, big and handsome. He smelt fine of tobacco.

The driver—the little Red Army man—climbed on the seat below with his rifle. He was almost invisible under the overhanging load of hay. We could only see the reins he was pulling. The horses, sensing that they were on their way home, tossed their heads and the firm traces tightened over their glossy coats.

Beyond the birch-grove the moon was rising. As we drove on, its bluish light increased till it flooded the surrounding country.

When we drove out on to the level highway, Polevoi rolled over to one side and took his revolver out of its holster. We heard the click of the safety catch.

The road r-an through a fairly thick pine-grove. There were fewer and fewer clearings and turnings. The nearer we got to town, the denser the forest became. Soon the Kalinovsky road was lined on both sides with a solid wall of trees.

All of a sudden, as we drove down from the top of a rise, three men jumped out of the roadside ditch and barred our path.

Who were they? Not bandits? But they were!

"Halt, scum! . . ."

The shout came from a bandit, who had gripped the horses by the bridles and was tugging at them with all his strength.

The frightened horses reared up snorting and swung aside.

Our cart swerved across the road. The unexpected lurch nearly threw me off the hay.

"Get down, curse you!" the bandit who had stopped the horses shouted to our' driver.

Lowering their revolvers, the other two walked slowly up to the horses. They must have thought the driver was on the cart alone.

"Drag him down, the dog!" one of the bandits called with a hoarse oath.

At that moment there was a loud report beside us. Petka clung to me in fright.

It was Polevoi who had fired. He was kneeling in the hay. His Kuban hat had fallen off.

With his long-barrelled revolver right up close to his eyes he was firing at the bandits. I could see the little sharp tongues of flame leaping out of the thin barrel. One of the bandits gave a cry and crumpled to the ground. The other two bolted. Leaping over the ditch, they vanished into the dense forest. A shot rang out from below. It was the driver firing at the fleeing bandits. The echo rolled among the silent trees and died away.

How quiet it had become all round! Only the undergrowth crackling to the left of us where the bandits had run! It was as if a startled animal were charging through the trees.

Down below, under the wheels, the bandit whom Polevoi had shot was groaning.

"Wait a minute, Stepan, don't shoot," Polevoi ordered the driver loudly, but in a voice that was quite calm. Then he sprang to the ground, revolver in hand. "Keep a lookout," he ordered the driver quietly, and he himself went up to the bandit.

It was too creepy for Petka and me to stay up there on the cart.

"Let's get down, Petka, shall we?" I whispered, nodding towards the road.

We gripped the rope that secured the hay and jumped quietly to the ground. We went up to Polevoi. He was kneeling beside the bandit, searching him. Frightened though I was, I wanted to look at the bandit too. Mastering my fear, ] bent down.

The bandit lay quite still. There was blood on his face. His left hand was thrown back, just as if he were trying to grab a stone.

I shuddered . . . No, it could not be . . . I must be mistaken . . .

U bent down right close to the bandit, and again a shudder ran down my spine. The bandit looked very much like Marko Grzhibovsky.

"Petka, that isn't Marko, is it?" I said, nudging Petka.

Petka also bent down over the bandit, but started back quickly.

"It is Marko . . ." he whispered in horror, recoiling from the dead man.

Yes, of course it was Marko, pug-faced Marko, the son of the sausage-manufacturer Pan Grzhibovsky. That was his stubborn forehead, his thick-set neck. Why, and even his tunic was the same one with the high collar he had been wearing when we ;saw him last at Nagoranye!

"Nestor Varnayevich, that's Marko Grzhibovsky. We know him," I said.

But Polevoi answered us with a strict, "Back in the hay at once. We can handle this without your help."

He did not want us to look at a dead man.

We moved away and were just about to climb up on the hay when we heard the rattle of a cart on the other side of the rise.

It was coming towards us.

Suppose it was Marko's friends hurrying to his aid?

Petka and I burrowed under the sheepskin, as if that could save us from the bandits. The forest with its tall pine-trees, branching alders, and stocky bushes seemed to close in on us from all sides.

The beat of the hooves and rattle of wheels grew louder and louder. At last a coach and pair galloped over the rise and drew up within five paces of us.

"Kozhukhar, is that you?" Polevoi called quietly, raising his revolver.

"Comrade Commander, I didn't recognize you," Kozhukhar shouted joyfully from the coach.

He leapt to the ground, rifle in hand, land -ran over to Polevoi, but, having nearly trod on Marko's hand, jumped back with a gasp of surprise.

"Oh, you've been . . ."

. He stared at Marko Grzhibovsky's dead face, now clearly visible in the light of the moon.

"All right, let's get moving," Polevoi said shortly, and put his revolver back in its wooden holster.

A few minutes later we were on our way again. Petka and I lay in the hay, scarcely daring to breathe. I peered into the surrounding thickets. Every tree, it seemed to me, must conceal a bandit. They were well hidden among the shadows, but we, in the light of the moon, were in full view. Why by all that's holy did the driver drive his horses so fast! Why didn't he go a bit slower . . . Hooves make such a noise on cobble-stones.

The thunder of hooves and rattle of wheels echoed all over the" forest. Probably Marko Grzhibovsky's friends—fearsome, hairy bandits—had heard the noise and were already crawling towards the road, thirsting for revenge. They were armed with bombs and sown-off guns. In this dense forest they were the masters—every path was known to them.

But distant lights were already showing through the forest. The town was near. Polevoi's regiment was stationed there, my father lived there. In town the streets were lighted with electric lamps. And a sentry stood guard on the fortress bridge. If the bandits chased us, he would stop them.

The thought made me so happy that I hugged Petka in my arms.

And now it felt good to be riding on the hay. The sheepskin warmed us like a blanket.

The town was getting nearer and nearer. And in front of our cart ran the yellow carriage, in which my friend Kozhukhar was driving the corpse of Marko Grzhibovsky to the local Extraordinary Commission.



JOYFUL AUTUMN



School started late in the autumn. The last yellow leaves had fallen from the trees. Many of the Zarechye housewives were collecting them in sacks on New Boulevard. They would come in useful in winter to light the fire and feed the goats with.

The weather was keeping fine—cold, fresh days, the sky blue and clear, and not a cloud to be seen from morning to night. Whole flocks of crows were circling over the yellow bastions of Old Fortress. Black-headed finches swayed on the branches of the rowan-trees, pecking at the tart berries with their blunt hooked beaks. Now and again we noticed their crimson breasts in the gardens of Zarechye. There were such a lot of them this autumn. Soon we should start catching them on twigs smeared with glue.

Over the balcony of our old High School, a new, red notice showed through the bare branches of the chestnut-trees.



TARAS SHEVCHENKO PEOPLE'S SCHOOL



The High School had gone for ever.

I came into class as if I had always been there.

Already a new class register had been made up and my name was in it along with those of all my comrades. Lots of new things had been happening at our school. Soon, it was said, a pupils' committee would be elected.

Pani Rodlevskaya, the singing mistress, trailed about the corridors looking very glum. She would not be teaching us those old songs any longer. And she had not yet learnt our new songs. She had been transferred to the next class. When her pupils called her "Comrade Teacher," so I had heard, she winced as if someone had trod on her dress. Instead of Rodlevskaya our singing teacher was Chibisov—the one we had had at the Town School.

Chibisov was very thin and wore dark glasses. On the whole he was not a bad teacher, no trouble at all really. The only thing was that every day after school he used to go to the cathedral. Chibisov was the choir-master there, and he had got so smoked up in church that he reeked like a priest of incense and burnt candles.

The botany master Polovyan was pleased with life and always busy. He himself had taken down all the portraits of the Petlura ministers in the Great Hall, torn them out of the frames and reinstated his old photographs of animals; the first photograph to go back was, of course, the famous ant-eating bear.

Zusammen, however, was nowhere to be seen. J had heard he was still ill. But perhaps he was just afraid of the Communists?

But the biggest and happiest surprise, especially for us, former town-school pupils, was that Valerian Dmitrievich Lazarev had been appointed head-master of our people's school.

On the first day of term he called us together in the Great Hall and said:

"Don't laugh at me, boys, for speaking Ukrainian badly. Though I am a Ukrainian, I studied at a Russian university, and in those days the tsar would not let the students study in their own language. Naturally I have forgotten a word or two. But now you and I are living in the Soviet Ukraine, where the majority of the population speak Ukrainian. Therefore our people's school will be a Ukrainian school. And you will learn our native Ukrainian language thoroughly, so that you know it properly. Let's get on well together, lads, and not have any quarrels. The war is over, and now we can study in peace. Our school bears the name of the great Ukrainian poet Tiaras Shevchenko. Never forget his wise and simple words:



Learn and read,

And learn from others,

And never shun your own . . ."



We were glad to hear the quiet calm voice of our favourite teacher after so long a time. And even those who had never met him, greeted him warmly. Everybody took a liking to him.





The following Saturday Petka and I ran into Valerian Dmitrievich near the teacher's common-room.

"Valerian Dmitrievich," I said, plucking up my courage. "When are you going to take us to the underground passage?"

"What underground passage?" Lazarev asked in surprise.

"Don't you remember, Valerian Dmitrievich, you promised us long ago, before Petlura came?" Petka blurted out.

"Wait . . . wait a moment . . . We were going to go down the underground passage near Old Fortress, was that it?"

"That's right," Petka cried.

"Well, we can go now."

"Really, Valerian Dmitrievich?" I could scarcely believe my ears at first.

"But how can we go there when we haven't got a lantern," said Petka plaintively.

Valerian Dmitrievich smiled.

"That really is a disadvantage. All right, I'll tell Nikifor to find us one."





During the last lesson our old friend Nikifor the care-taker found a lantern in the store-room and filled it with kerosene.

Before the bell had stopped ringing, before Polovyan, the botany master, had closed the class register, I had dashed out of the class-room into the corridor. Petka dashed after me and, forgetting that the teachers were still about, shouted at the top of his voice:

"Vasya! Wait, Vasya!"

On the floor, by the door of the teacher's common-room stood the old, rusty Lantern. I seized it at once. When Petka ran up he looked very put out. But all he said was: "Think I want to get my hands dirty with kerosene . . ."

The door of the common-room opened and Lazarev appeared in a peaked cap, with a ball of twine under his arm. An embroidered Ukrainian shirt peeped out from under his tussore jacket, and in the velvet band round his cap there was a hole where the cockade had been removed.

"Ready so soon?" Lazarev asked, surveying us, and handed Petka the ball of twine. "Here, carry this."

Petka, proud to be trusted by Valerian Dmitrievich, darted to the stairs.

When we reached the street, he looked up at Lazarev and 'asked: "Where is your cockade?"

Lazarev put his hand quickly to his cap and felt for the cockade.

"I must have lost it," he replied in a worried voice.

And he started looking for the cockade on the ground.

Then I noticed that he was smiling. "Aha," I thought, "you can't fool us." Petka realized, too, that the head-master was joking.

"Have you really, Valerian Dmitrievich?" he asked innocently.

Lazarev smiled.

"Your eyes are too sharp, you notice everything," he said. "I've taken it off, there's no need for it now."

"Did you throw it away?" Petka asked cautiously.

"No, it's lying about somewhere at home."

Petka was silent, then he gave a sniff and suddenly looked straight at Lazarev.

"Give it to me, Valerian Dmitrievich," he said in a trembling voice.

"The cockade? What do you need it for?"

"Oh, I just collect all sorts of badges . . ."

"What a cadger!" I thought. "Fancy having the nerve to ask like that?"

"Yes, you can have it."

"Really? Oh, thanks!" said Petka and beamed with pleasure.

A few minutes later, when we were walking down to the fortress bridge, Petka said complacently:

"I say, Valerian Dmitrievich, cowardly people are afraid of this underground passage. But I'm not a bit. Vasya and I were at Nagoranye in the summer. There are some terrific Fox Caves there. We went all over them, and I didn't turn a hair."

"What are you lying for?" I wanted to shout. "We never went inside the Fox Caves."

But Petka realized that in his high spirits he had gone a bit too far. He blushed and looked at me with such pleading eyes that I felt sorry for him and decided not to give him away.

"There's a boaster for you," I thought. "So you're not a bit afraid, eh? All right, you'll change your tune in the underground passage."

The underground passage began in the crag under the high fortress wall. From outside it looked just like an ordinary cellar. A flight of white stone steps scattered with rubbish and dung led down into the darkness. On a heap of rubbish right in the entrance a big bush of nightshade had sprung up. From the underground passage rose a dank smell of mould and rotting wood.

Without a word, Lazarev took a box of matches out of his pocket, struck a match and, shielding it from the wind, lighted the lantern. A cobweb under the glass flared up and burnt out at once; the even tongue of flame, hardly visible in the daylight, stretched upwards and burnt steadily.

"Now tie the twine," Lazarev instructed Petka.

Petka knelt down and, showing the tip of his tongue in his excitement, tied the twine to a post fixed in the ground just by the road.

"Well, shall we move?"

With these words Lazarev led the way into the underground passage. His white figure disappeared in the darkness. As I went down the steps after Lazarev I noticed the grey-capped sentry wave us good-bye. I raised my hand to return his wave, but at that moment Petka pushed me on and I found myself in darkness that the faint light of the lantern did little to overcome.

We had not gone more than a few paces when the passage took a sharp turn to the right, under Old Fortress, and the circle of light from the entrance disappeared.

How long we walked I do not know; but it was a long time. All round us there seemed to be mildewy stone walls. The underground passage was like a narrow corridor, and we had to bend low as we made our way along it. I walked behind Lazarev and could see hardly anything but his white feck. Petka puffed along close by, unwinding the ball of twine.

"Careful. Now, let's have some light," said Lazarev.

Stumbling forward, I jabbed him right in the back with the lantern. I raised the lantern so that it shed its light all round. The wall looked as if it had been burst open by some underground torrent. In front of us lay a heap of stones, sprinkled with clay and sand. A damp smell was coming from somewhere.

"Steady now, boys," Lazarev said, and took the lantern.

I did not know what to do at first. How could I go on without the lantern? What if this passage led straight to the well under the Black Tower and we dropped into that rushing underground torrent?

But Lazarev, holding the lantern before him, climbed boldly over the heap of stone. Having done so, he stopped and lighted the way for me. Dazzled by the light of the lantern, my feet slipping in all directions, I found my way across the unsteady mass more by sense of touch than anything else, and stood beside Lazarev. After that we went on together; the passage had become wider and cleaner. The ground underfoot was firm, as if someone had rolled it specially.

I had just made up my mind that nothing could stop us now, when Lazarev halted.

A solid wooden barrier blocked the path. Someone had deliberately boarded up the passage, and a very long time ago by the look of it. The broad thick boards were covered with mildew, and on one side, where they were nailed to a post, a bunch of toadstools was sprouting.

"There's a fine kettle of fish," said Lazarev, surveying the barrier. He turned to us, his eyes twinkling and asked: "Shall we go back?"

"Can't we go through there?" I said, pointing to the barrier.

"Through there? How can we? It's boarded up."

There was a silence.

(It would be a pity to go back. Fancy coming all the way down here just to turn back at the first obstacle.

'I stepped up to the barrier, wedged both hands in a chink between the boards and, pressing my feet on one of the lower boards, pulled hard. Before I knew what had happened I was lying on my back on the ground. The boards had rotted with age and little strength had been needed to pull away the upper board and push the lower through into the passage. My feet were now on the other side of the barrier, and a damp slippery board lay on my chest.

"Suppose someone grabs my legs on the other side!" I thought, and jumped hastily to my feet.

"You're a real giant, Mandzhura," said Lazarev approvingly.

Without much difficulty we pulled down another board and crawled one after the other through the barrier.

Now we were in the real subterranean regions. Perhaps no one had been here for hundreds of years. We should certainly have something to tell the chaps at school.

It was easy and pleasant to walk; the path was either dust or rotten wood, land our feet made no noise. Suddenly my foot crunched on something and there was a clanking sound.

"Valerian . . ." I shouted and could not get the rest out.

Lazarev lowered the lantern at once. Under the old damp wall I saw bones and, beside them, a round white skull embedded in the ground,

 "What's up, Vasya? Eh?" Petka whispered, bumping into me from behind.

I did not answer. I was frightened. Now I regretted that we had come down into this beastly underground passage. The skeleton was long and narrow, and it lay with its arms outstretched. Between them, like a round cobblestone, loomed the white skull. Lazarev bent down boldly and picked up a jangling chain. I saw a pair of fetters. The white bones of the hands at once sprinkled out of the fetter rings.

"Who is it?" Petka asked in a queer flat voice.

"Who is it?" Lazarev repeated calmly, jangling the fetters and holding them up almost to his face. "Hard to say. One can only guess . . . . Let's think . . ."

'In the underground passage it became very quiet.

The lamp was burning unevenly. Its flickering light danced over the walls. We could hear each other's breathing clearly in the silence.

"Let's think," Lazarev repeated slowly. "This man died a long time ago, obviously not in the war that's just over. So we must turn to history. When Colonel Honta of Uman, and Maxim Zheleznyak, started the 1768 rebellion against the Polish pans, known in history as the Koliivshchina, the pans succeeded in crushing the rebellion and started rounding up Honta's Cossacks. Our Old Fortress was -also used as a prison for the Cossacks whom the Polish gaiduks caught and condemned to death. Who knows, perhaps this man was one of them . . ."

After a pause Lazarev added: "Or perhaps this fettered prisoner was a friend of the famous rebel Karmeluk. I'm going by the fetters. They are about a hundred and fifty years old. In any case, this man could not have been a pan, or he would not have had to die here in chains . . ." II bent down, and was about to touch the skull when Petka cried:

"Don't, Vasya, don't!" and cowered back in the darkness.

"Don't touch it, leave it as it is," Lazarev ordered sternly.

I thought how this unknown man had died here, underground. He must have struggled desperately for a long time, feeling along the walls with his fettered hands, returning to the bolted prison door many times, then going back, searching, searching all the time for a way out, until at last he fell, tormented and exhausted, on the dank earth, never to rise again.

Of course it was a friend of Karmeluk's. Only Karmeluk and his friends would have dared to try to escape from this terrible fortress. Probably this man had been with Karmeluk when he lay in wait for the Polish pans on the mountain roads of Podolia and took vengeance on them for their cruelty to the poor folk. Perhaps he had taken refuge with Karmeluk in the dense forests of Podolia and by their camp-fire, on a calm, starry night, in some remote gully unknown to the pans, had struck up quietly the song of the brave Karmeluk:



Poor people, poor people, 

I know you through and through. 

And when I see you suffer, 

I shed bitter tears for you.

The world counts me a happy man, 

For the merry smile I wear. 

It little knows how sad's my heart 

That feels but grief and care.

Where'er across the land I go, 

I see the worth of rich men's laws,

I see the hoggish luxury and wealth 

That with their aid he stores.



And probably, when they had finished that sad slow song, the dawn would come, and the stars in the sky would fade. Then in the light of their dying fire Karmeluks comrades, as they gathered up. their weapons and prepared to move on, would strike up a fresh song, full of spirit:



But up, my lads, and forward now, 

For I am here with you. 

On a dark night, on a dark road, 

The pans their wealth shall rue.



And, surely, the first to strike up that song would be Ustim Karmeluk himself. I remembered all that Lazarev had told us about Karmeluk, and saw him as he must have looked in that remote gully by the faint light of dawn—a giant of a man, with broad shoulders, fastening his jerkin of brown homespun.' I saw his brave and formidable face with the brand seered by glowing iron on his broad forehead. I saw him tighten his belt, clap his hat on his head, take his old flint-lock pistol in one hand, and a gnarled stick in the other, and say to his friends:

"Come, lads! Let us give the pans a feast." And thus thinking of Karmeluk, I followed Lazarev along the underground passage. Petka puffed along beside me.

I stretched out my hand and felt the ball of twine he was holding in front of him. There was hardly any twine left. What if we got lost down here?

I wanted to ask Lazarev to turn back, but could not bring myself to do so. "It's a good job that Red Army man noticed us coming in," I thought. "If anything goes wrong he will send his pals to rescue us."

"Stop," said Lazarev and raised his hand. Holding his lamp high, he stepped forward cautiously into a small chamber, in the wall on the right there was a square black hole; in the left-hand corner I could make out two dark slits. Lazarev turned left, and when we reached the slits, we saw that the continuation of the passage was there. True, the way through was almost blocked by a large stone slab, but Lazarev pushed it hard and the huge slab of granite turned on an iron spindle until it stood sideways in the opening, leaving two tall narrow slits on either side. Both of them were large enough for a man to step through. Lazarev handed the lantern silently to Petka and, leaning on the stone door, peered into the depths of the passage. Petka shone the lantern.

"I should say the main passage goes on here. But what is that over there, then?" So saying, Lazarev went over to the small square hole-high in the opposite wall. We followed him. Suddenly I stumbled. "Show a light," I whispered to Petka. Petka held out the lantern as if he expected to find another skull lying on the ground. He only recovered his nerve when he had taken a good look at the ordinary block of stone lying at my feet. This must have been the stone that had filled the black opening through which Lazarev, standing on tip-toe, was now looking. As we watched him, he thrust his hand into the opening and began pulling away the stones. They thudded heavily to the floor and the concave roof of the chamber seemed to shake with every thud. Lazarev went on boldly pulling away the stones, beyond which there lay nothing but black emptiness. When the hole was large enough, Lazarev nodded towards the dark opening and said:

"I think it'll be more interesting down here. What do you think, boys?"

We said nothing, and truth to tell, there was no other thought in our heads but how to get out of here as soon as possible, and see the sun, and breathe the fresh autumn air. Without waiting for an answer, Lazarev dismissed the stone door with a wave of his hand and added, "Of course, that's the main passage. But we can always go there. Let's have a look at the secret place." And taking the lantern from Petka, he strode to the opening he had made and stepped through it. We followed him.

The going was much worse now than it had been.

There were many sharp stones sticking up out of the ground, and the way lay uphill.' But we had only climbed fifty paces, when we began to descend. The farther we went, the steeper the slope became, and the narrower the passage. It was now quite impossible to walk abreast. Lazarev led the way, jangling the fetters and swinging the lantern. He walked slowly, feeling the wall with his free hand. The ground was slippery underfoot. I, too, pressed my hands against the slimy walls, to save myself from falling. A damp ' smell rose from below.

"Valerian Dmitrievich, wait," I shouted, but my voice did not carry in the dank, musty air.

A drop of water splashed down the back of my neck. Little streams were trickling down the walls. I was already walking in water, and I fancied I could hear the croaking of frogs. But then I felt a fresh breeze in my face. I took a few more paces and felt the ground going up hill again. It was drier. There was no water at all.

"Wait, Vasya! Don't go so fast," Petka shouted imploringly as he panted after me. "Hurry," I shouted back.

And we scrambled up and up until I again found myself at Lazarev's side.

He was bending down, shining the lantern on a heap of stone and gravel.

It was the end of the passage.

"What a nuisance! It's a dead end," Lazarev said perplexedly.

And indeed it looked like a dead end, but the air here was clean and fresh.

"Hold this, Mandzhura," said Lazarev, giving me the lantern. "Let's see what this does." And he kicked the heap as hard as he could.

His foot sunk into soft ground. And when he pulled it out, we saw a round hole, and beyond it—sunlight.

We quickly scraped away the earth with our hands and, when the hole was big enough, stood aside to let Lazarev through. I was the last to crawl out of the underground passage. At first I could not understand where we were. There were bushes all round the hole and a little distance away rose a tall battlemented tower. The tower stood on the edge of a precipice. Far below, between rocky banks, flowed a river, gleaming in the sun. And only when II glanced to the left and saw the back of the. Old Fortress rising on a hill, did I realize that we had turned up in the Tatariska district, about a verst and a half from our Zarechye.

"I thought we'd come out in Kalinovsky Woods, but look how near we are," Petka said disappointedly. "We ought to have taken the other passage."

"Let's take it then," I challenged him. "Want to go back?"

"No, what for?" Petka answered in alarm. "It's too late now anyway."

And as though he were afraid I might drag him back into that dark hole, Petka moved away, to the tall watch-tower.

"Valerian Dmitrievich! Valerian Dmitrievich!" he shouted suddenly. "Look what's written here."

"Where?" Lazarev asked, going up to Petka.

"Look."

A small marble tablet was set in the stone wall over the entrance to the watch-tower. On it was carved the inscription: "Felix, regnum quod tempore pads, tractat bella."

"It was the Poles wrote that, wasn't it, Valerian Dmitrievich?" Petka asked.

"It's written in Latin," said Lazarev. "That inscription must be about two hundred and fifty years old. Now what would the translation be? Wait a moment . . ." And Lazarev pursed his lips, muttering something under his breath.

We gazed at him in expectation. At length, Lazarev said cheerfully:

"Well, the meaning is approximately this: 'Happy the state that in time of peace prepares for war.' "

After that my respect for Lazarev knew no bounds. And as for Petka, he gazed at Lazarev in wonder. Petka was also very pleased with himself for having spotted the little marble tablet first.

Lazarev glanced around him, picked up the fetters and said:

"Well, boys, that's that, let's go home. We've had a pretty good outing this time. I think we had better call it a day."

"Shall we come here again?" I asked.

"Indeed we shall. We'll get together a few more enthusiasts and come here on Sunday for the whole day. Remember how we used to go to the fortress? . . ."

We accompanied Lazarev as far as the boulevard, then said good-bye and went home to Zarechye to have dinner. Outside Old Estate we tossed to decide who should take the lantern to school on Monday. Petka won the toss. I ran home empty-handed, but highly pleased with the day's outing.





Oska came from Nagoranye to live with us and go to our school. Between lessons we often went out on the square in search of chestnuts. We used to find them in the heaps of yellow leaves and fill our pockets with them, and then off we would go—back to the third floor. It was good fun throwing chestnuts from the balcony across the square —they whizzed through the air like bullets. Petka had got such a knack that he could throw them nearly as far as the cathedral. One day he got Prokopovich right in the back with a chestnut. We often saw Prokopovich our old headmaster. He had become a priest and was serving in the cathedral. A funny sight we thought him the first time we saw him in his long green robe, with a heavy silver crucifix on his chest. Now, whenever we saw Prokopovich coming down the street, we would raise the shout:

"Fly-catcher! Fly-catcher!"

We had been having lessons normally for three weeks and no one thought any fresh pupils would join the school, when Kotka Grigorenko suddenly appeared in class.

I even felt a shudder run down my spine when I saw him in the doorway of our class-room. The lesson had already begun. Polovyan, the botany master, was pinning drawings of a mammoth's skeleton on the board. So that Polovyan should not notice him, Kotka tip-toed to the back of the class and sat down quietly at the back desk. All through the lesson I was itching to turn round, just for a glance to see what Kotka was doing, but I stopped myself. After all, 'we were enemies.

By the time the long break came round Kotka had got used to things and was quite his old self again. Before the bell rang he had smudged the whole blackboard with chalk drawing a picture of a thatched cottage, taken several flying leaps over the desks, and swopped two pencils with Yasha Tiktor for an Austrian cartridge. He did not speak to me or to Petka.

The next day, as soon as the third lesson was over, freckled Sasha Bobir came and sat at our desk.

"Help me, chaps," he whispered, glancing round at his neighbours.

"What's up?" Oska asked.

"Listen, chaps," Sasha went on imploringly. "Kotka's got my bulldog. He's brought it to school with him. I saw him showing it to Tiktor. I'll give you some pellets, chaps— I've got a whole pound of pellets at home—but you must help me against Kotka."

"Where's Kotka now?" Petka asked, getting up. His eyes were gleaming. He stepped out from his desk.

"He ran upstairs, he's upstairs," Sasha answered excitedly.

Sasha was so agitated that even his freckles were red.

We found Kotka at the end of an empty corridor on the third floor. He was sauntering towards us, his hands in his pockets.

"Look here, Kotka . . ." Sasha began in a trembling voice.

"Well?"

Kotka stopped and took his hands out of his pockets.

He stood before us in his grey high-school tunic, his head thrust slightly forward. In his bright unfriendly eyes there was misgiving and alarm.

"Kotka, give me back my revolver," Sasha said firmly.

"Your revolver?" Kotka repeated with a start. "I haven't got any revolver."

"You have, don't lie," Sasha retorted hoarsely. "It's in your pocket."

At that moment Kotka jumped back to the window. Petka leaped to cut him off.

"Grab his legs," he shouted.

I liked that—grab his legs! It was not so easy as Petka thought. Kotka was kicking so violently that it was impossible to get near him. At the same time he was jerking his shoulders to free himself of Petka, but Petka had a firm grip on him from behind and would not let go. Kotka grunted with anger and shook his head, but could not get free.

"Go on, grab 'em. Give it to him. What are you afraid of?" Petka encouraged us.

Just then I managed to grasp one of Kotka's legs. I gripped his boot firmly and pulled. Sasha weighed in and brought Kotka down on the floor at Petka's feet.

We weren't afraid of Kotka now. Now we would search him.

"Let me go, I'll give it to you myself," Kotka ground out between his teeth.

"Will you?" Sasha, perched on Kotka's back, insisted suspiciously.

"I will . . . Honestly, I will," Kotka promised. "All right, let him go, chaps," Bobir commanded and jumped to his feet.

Rather reluctantly we obeyed. Without looking at us, Kotka, battered and dishevelled, got up slowly and patted the dust out of his trousers. Then he put his hand in his pocket and unhurriedly pulled out the nickel-plated bulldog. It was a very nice bulldog—new and shining; you could see it had not been used much.

Sasha even licked his lips.

 "Give it to me," he said, stretching out his long, thin hand.

"Give you what? What do you want?" Kotka asked with a look of surprise, keeping a tight hold on the butt of the revolver. .

"My revolver!" Bobir groaned, and held out the other hand.

"Your revolver? Fiddlesticks!" And with that, Kotka swung back his arm and threw the bulldog out of the open window. "There you are," he hissed spitefully.

Just then there was a loud bang down below in the square.

Now what? That must have been Sasha's revolver going off when it hit the pavement. Suppose the bullet had killed someone in the square? Petka recoiled to the stairs, and Kotka, straightening his tunic, grinned spitefully.

"Well, did you get it?" he asked.

Only then, recovering our senses, did we realize how cleverly Kotka had tricked us.

"You . . . you . . . you want to join your father, do you?" Sasha stuttered, going pale.

"Wait," Petka interrupted. "Let's go out on the balcony and see what's happened."

We raced down the corridor.

"What kind of revolver is it—a self-loader?" I asked, overtaking Sasha.

"Yes," Sasha answered plaintively.

We peeped cautiously over the balcony into the street. The square was deserted.

Yellow leaves were scattered over the cobbles. At the corner of the school building, under the window through which Kotka had tossed the revolver a Red Army man was standing looking up at the third floor, where the wind was swaying the open casements.

After standing there for a while, the Red Army man thrust the revolver into his pocket and, glancing round from time to time, slowly walked away.

Sasha watched every step with pain in his eyes. Never again would he see his bulldog! The rest of us, also watched the Red Army man with regret. II even thought of running after him. It seemed to me that if you asked the Red Army man properly, he would give the bulldog back. What did he need with a stupid little revolver like that? He probably had a Nagant. But while I was thinking of these things, the Red Army man disappeared behind the cathedral. It was too late.

Back in the class-room we found Kotka standing by the teacher's desk.

"I'll get even with you," he threatened. "Just wait . . ."

"All right, we know. You want some more, do you? Petlura snake!" Petka answered fiercely.

Chibisov came into the class-room with his music under his arm, and Kotka, glancing round, sat down at his desk.

Soon after this incident we learnt from Yasha Tiktor that in another school on the Ternopolsky Slope the senior classes were taught a new subject we. had never heard of before—politgramota.

"That's about politics," Sasha Bobir explained importantly.

"How do you know?" Petka asked, eyeing Sasha with distrust.

"Oh, I know all about it," Sasha said, hopping about proudly. "My big brother goes to a Komsomol group that the printers have. I've heard him use that word."

"Why don't we have this . . . what is it, Yasha?" Petka asked.

"Politgramota," Yasha prompted him.

"Why not? Don't you know why not?" Sasha replied. "The teachers don't want it—that's why. Do you think they're interested in politics? Let's go and complain about them."

"Go where?" Petka asked, edging up to Sasha.

"To the red house on the other side of Old Boulevard," Sasha suggested boldly. "My brother said that's where all the chiefs hear complaints from people."

Petka looked scared. "To the red house . . . Why go there? We ought to ask Lazarev."

"Lazarev can't do anything by himself, you ass," II said. "He's all on his own so far, and there are a lot of snakes like that Rodlevskaya round, him. They've got their claws into him as it is."

The following day we were going home from school, to Zarechye. I felt happy and light at heart. We had hardly any home-work to do and the weather was fine. The sun was shining brightly; its clear rays flooded over our hilly town, gleaming on the bluish paving stones and the puddles left by the rain of the night before.

I blinked up at the sun, thinking to myself how good it would be if summer lasted all the year round. But winter would soon be here. It would start with light frosts, the roofs would be grey in the mornings, the green grass on the allotment would wither, and then the real frosts would come, each one harder than the Last, and suddenly the river below Old Fortress would freeze over. When you threw a pebble, it would bounce over the ice and slide along without even leaving a mark—the ice would be so firm and smooth and clear. But just then I thought how good it would be in the mornings to run out into the school yard during long break and smash the fine coating of ice that had formed on the puddles overnight. You would take a run and a jump into one of those puddles, the ice would crack and snap, but you would fly on without even wetting your boots. And then how good it would be after break to run in from the cold and, before the teacher came, press up against the warm painty-smelling stove. And I no longer felt a bit sorry that autumn was passing. I was even glad. I must get my "snow maidens" sharpened.. .

But then I heard Sasha Bobir's hoarse voice strike up in front:



We're sons of those who took up arms, 

Petlura's hopes to blight,

Who left their workshops and their homes, 

On barricades to fight . . .



Sasha sang badly, in a bleating tone, not at all as the Red Army men stationed at the diocesan convent sang that song. I was about to shout and tell Sasha to keep quiet, when Petka joined in too.



Our armoured train flies on ahead. 

Communism is journey's end. 

No other route will do instead. 

With rifles our rights we'll defend.



Sasha and Petka sang together, marching down, the cobbled road.

Now I, too, found it hard to keep quiet.

We marched straight down the middle of the road, singing like real Red Army men:



And many there's a lad with us, 

Who marched at Father's side, 

Who passed him shell or cartridge clip, 

And "Vengeance!" with him cried.



People in the street stopped and stared after us. Singing our cheerful song, we came out on Old Boulevard. It was difficult to march abreast down the marrow path leading between the trees. We changed to single file and the song broke off at once. The boulevard was like a wood, there were so many trees about. Dry, yellow leaves flew past in the wind.

Sasha took a running jump into a ditch full of leaves and lay back in it, grinning blissfully.

"Here's a soft place, chaps. Look!" he called to us.

We dived after him into the ditch as if it were a stream, and started throwing armfuls of golden leaves into the air and showering them over one another. The leaves floated round us like huge red butterflies, then, twirling their crooked tails, dropped wearily on the yellow earth.

At length we left Old Boulevard and went out into the street.

"Us that the house you were talking about, Sasha?" Petka asked, pointing to a big red-brick two-storey building next to the post-office.

"Yes, that's the one," Sasha exclaimed. "That's the place we ought to go to."

"I know a chap who works there," Petka boasted.

"Come off it . . . 'You know a chap!' . . ." I chipped in.

"Of course I do," Petka insisted indignantly. "Doesn't Omelusty work there? Have you forgotten?"

Petka was right. Omelusty did work there. My father had told me so. Omelusty was living in town now, in the Town Soviet's hostel, and we rarely saw him.

"Let's go and see Omelusty then," Sasha decided at once. "Come on, let's go now."

"No, why now?" Petka started to retreat. "We can go later."

"Aha!" Sasha burst out gleefully. "So you don't know anyone there after all. You were making it up."

Petka flared up again. "Me making things up? Come on then . . . You'll see!" And he marched away in the direction of the red house.

On the brown oak door of the house there was a cardboard notice.

Regional Committee of the Communist Party of the Ukraine Regional Committee of the Komsomol of the Ukraine

"Well, shall we go in?" Petka asked doubtfully, having read the notice.

Without replying, Sasha pushed Petka forward through the big oak door. But Petka resisted, clinging to the doorpost.

"Oh, go on! What's the matter?" I said. "Only crabs walk backwards."

The heavy door banged noisily behind us.

We went a little way up a marble staircase. On the right, a dark corridor led away among the rooms of the ground-floor. Where should we go? Perhaps the corridor would be better?

From the far end of the corridor came the sound of a typewriter. We walked a few paces in semi-darkness and stopped outside a door. A voice was speaking loudly inside. Suddenly the door opened and our old neighbour Omelusty stepped into the corridor. He was wearing tall tarpaulin boots, an embroidered blouse buttoned high at the neck, and blue riding-breeches.

"What are you doing here, lads?" he asked, looking at us in surprise.

"Hullo, Uncle Ivan . . . it's us!" And pushing the others aside, I went up to Omelusty.

"Vasya? . . . Why, I didn't recognize you. Well, come in, now you've paid us a visit."

We followed him into a large room with a tiled fireplace.

In the room there were some people sitting on tables, talking. On seeing us, they fell silent. The room was very smoky. Blue clouds of smoke were floating up to the ceiling. Three rifles stood in a pile by the fire-place.

"Here's a delegation come to see me," Omelusty said with a laugh, pointing at us.

"What are you going to treat them to?" a stocky bald-headed man in a khaki tunic responded. "You might at least have got some bubliks for them."

"But where can 'I get them?" said Omelusty, spreading his arms. "Take a seat on the window-sill, lads," he invited. "We've only got two chairs and you can see how many people there are here."

I told Omelusty about our school and about the pupils' committee. He listened attentively, scratching his chin.

"Our head-master's a good one, but the new singing teacher Chibisov sings in church and believes in God," Petka interrupted.

"And Pani Rodlevskaya doesn't take any notice of the pupils' committee at all," I interrupted Petka. "She says the pupils' committee -are just a lot of upstarts."

"We want politgramota. They have it at the other school, why don't we have it?" Sasha blurted out with sudden, resolution.

Omelusty chuckled. His comrades sitting on the tables laughed too. And one of them pulled out a note-book and wrote something in it.

"All right, lads, you'll get everything: politgram and good teachers and lunches and blackboards. Just wait a while," Omelusty promised, rubbing his forehead. "All of us have got to study now. I shall be going to the Party School myself."

Just before we left, I drew Omelusty aside and said to him quietly: "We were called up before the Extraordinary Commission. Do you know Kudrevich?"

"I do, Vasya, I do," Omelusty replied with a wink, and added: "Don't talk too much about it though."





Exactly a week later, after the second break, a tall lad in a plain brown shirt, rough green trousers, and heavy army boots with elk-skin soles came into our class-room. We were running about the room, and the arrival of the new-comer brought us up short, some at the blackboard, some round the stove, and Petka Maremukha actually on the teacher's platform.

"Sit down," the lad said unexpectedly. "Sit down," he repeated, clearing his throat.

Staring at him, we sat down at whatever desks were nearest.

"Boys . . ." the lad said hoarsely, and again cleared his throat. "Comrades . . . Let's get to know each other. My name is Panchenko. I've been sent to you from the District Committee of the Komsomol. We are going to study politgramota together. Do you know what politgramota is?"

The class was silent.

What could we say? In speechless wonder we sat looking at our strange new teacher, who was so different from any we had known before.
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