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HOW SENKA FIRST SAW DEATH


      
      Of course, that wasn’t what she was called to begin with. It was something ordinary, a proper Russian name. Malaniya, maybe,
         or Agrippina. And she had a family name to go with it, too. Well everyone’s got one of them, don’t they? Your lop-eared mongrel
         Vanka doesn’t have a family name, but a person’s got to have one, because that’s what makes them a person.
      

      
      Only when Speedy Senka saw her that first time, she already had her final moniker. Nobody ever spoke about her any other way
         –they’d all forgotten her first name and her family name.
      

      
      And this was how he happened to see her.

      
      He was sitting with the lads on the bench in front of Deriugin’s corner shop. Smoking baccy and chewing the fat.

      
      Suddenly, up drives this jaunty little gig. Tyres pumped fat and tight, spokes painted all golden, yellow leather top. And
         then out steps a bint, the like of which Senka has never seen before, not on the swanky Kuznetsky Most, not even in Red Square
         on a church holiday. But no, she wasn’t a bint – a lady, that’s what she was, or, better still, a damsel. Black plaits in a crown on top of her head, a fancy coloured silk shawl on her shoulders, and her dress was silk too, it
         shimmered. But the shawl or the dress didn’t matter, it was her face, it was so . . . so . . . well, there’s just no words for
         it. One look, and you melted inside. And that was what Senka did, melted inside.
      

      
      ‘Who’s that fancy broad?’ he asked, and then, so as not to give himself away, he spat through closed teeth (he could gob farther
         than anyone else like that, at least six feet – that gap at the front was very handy). ‘It’s plain to see, Speedy,’ Prokha
         said, ‘that you’re new round here.’ And right enough, Senka was still settling into Khitrovka back then, it was only a couple
         of weeks since he’d taken off from Sukharevka. ‘That ain’t a broad,’ says Prokha. ‘That’s Death!’ Senka didn’t twig straight off what death had to do with anything. He thought it was just Prokha’s fancy way of talking
         –like, she’s dead beautiful.
      

      
      And she really was beautiful, no getting away from that. High clear forehead, arched eyebrows, white skin, scarlet lips and
         o-o-oh –those eyes! Senka had seen eyes like that on Cavalry Square, on the Turkestan horses: big and moist, but glinting
         with sparks of fire at the same time. Only the eyes of the damsel who got out of that fancy carriage were lovelier even than
         the eyes on those horses.
      

      
      Senka’s own eyes popped out of his head as he gaped at the miraculously beautiful damsel, and Mikheika the Night-Owl brushed
         the baccy crumbs off his lip then elbowed him in the side: ‘Ogle away, Speedy,’ he says, ‘but don’t overdo it. Or the Prince
         will lop your ear off and make you eat it, like he did that time with that huckster from Volokolamsk. He took a shine to Death
         too, that huckster did. But he ogled too hard.’
      

      
      And Senka didn’t catch on about Death this time either – he was too taken by the idea of eating ears.

      
      ‘What, and did the huckster eat it, then?’ he asked in amazement. ‘I wouldn’t do that, no way.’

      
      Prokha took a swig from his beer. ‘Yes you would,’ he said. ‘If the Prince asked you nice and polite, like, you’d be only
         too happy to do it and you’d say thank you, that was very tasty. That huckster chewed and chewed on his ear, but he couldn’t
         swallow it, and then the Prince lopped off the other one and stuck it in his mouth. And to make him get a move on, he kept
         pricking him in the belly with his pen – his knife, I mean. That huckster’s head swelled up afterwards and went all rotten.
         He howled for a couple of days, and then croaked, never did get back to that Volokolamsk of his. That’s the way things are
         done in Khitrovka. So just you take note, Speedy.’
      

      
      It goes without saying that Speedy had heard about the Prince, even though he hadn’t been doing the rounds in Khitrovka for
         long. Who hadn’t heard about the Prince? The biggest hotshot bandit in the whole of Moscow. They talked about him at the markets,
         they wrote about him in the papers. The coppers were hunting him, but they couldn’t even get close. Khitrovka didn’t give
         up her own –everyone there knew what happened to squealers.
      

      
      But I still wouldn’t eat my ear, thought Senka. I’d rather take the knife.

      
      ‘So, is she the Prince’s moll, then?’ he asked about the amazing damsel, out of simple curiosity, like. He’d decided he wasn’t
         going to gape at her any more, wasn’t really that interested, was he? And anyway, there was no one to gape at, she’d already gone
         into the shop.
      

      
      ‘Ith she?’ Prokha teased him (not all of Senka’s words came out right since one of his teeth was smashed out). ‘You’re the
         one who’s a moll.’
      

      
      In Sukharevka, if you called one of the lads a moll, you earned yourself a right battering, and Senka took aim, ready to smash
         Prokha in his bony kisser, but then he changed his mind. Well, for starters, maybe the customs were different round here,
         and it wasn’t meant to be an insult. And then again, Prokha was a big strapping lad, so who could tell which of them would
         get the battering? And last but not least, he was really dying to hear about that girl.
      

      
      Well, Prokha kept putting him off for a while, but then the story came out.

      
      She used to live all right and proper, with Mum and Dad, out in the Dobraya Sloboda district, or maybe Razgulyai – anyway,
         somewhere over on that side of town. She grew up a real good-looker, as sweet as they come, and she had no end of admirers.
         So, just as soon as she came of age, she was engaged. They were on their way to the church to get married, she and her bridegroom,
         when suddenly these two black stallions, great huge brutes, darted right in front of their sleigh. If only they’d guessed
         they ought to say a prayer right then, things would have gone different. Or at least crossed themselves. Only no one guessed,
         or maybe there wasn’t enough time. The horses were startled something wicked by the black stallions and they went flying off
         the bank into the Yauza river on a bend. The bridegroom was crushed to death and the driver drowned, but the girl was fine.
         Not a scratch on her.
      

      
      Well, all right, all sorts happen, after all. They took the lad off to bury him. And the bride walked beside the coffin. Grieving
         something awful, she was – they said she really did love him. And when they start crossing the bridge, right by the spotwhere
         it all happened, she suddenly shouts out: ‘Goodbye, good Christian people,’ and leaps head-first over the railings, down off
         the bridge. There had been a hard frost the day before, and the ice on the river was real thick, so by rights she should have
         smashed her head open or broken her neck. Ah, but that wasn’t what happened. She fell straight into this gap with just a thin
         crust of ice, dusted over with snow, plopped under the water – and was gone.
      

      
      Well, everybody thinks, she’s drowned, and they’re running around, waving their arms in the air. Only she wasn’t drowned,
         she was dragged about fifty fathoms under the ice and cast up through a hole where some women were doing their laundry.
      

      
      They snagged her with a boathook or some such thing and dragged her out. She looked dead, all white she was, but after she
         lay down for a while and warmed up again, she was as good as new. Alive and kicking.
      

      
      Because she was harder to kill than a cat, they called her Lively, and some even called her the Immortal, but that wasn’t
         her final moniker. That changed later.
      

      
      A year went by, or maybe a year and a half, and then didn’t her parents try to marry her off again. And by now the girl was
         a more beautiful blossom than ever. Her bridegroom was this merchant, not young, but filthy rich. It was all the same to her
         – Lively, I mean –a merchant would do as well as anyone. Those that knew her then say she was pining badly for her bridegroom,
         the one who was killed.
      

      
      So then what happens? The day before the wedding, at the morning service in church, the new bridegroom suddenly starts wheezing
         and flinging his arms about and then flops over on his side. He twitched a leg and flapped his lips for a bit, and went to
         his eternal rest. Carried off by a stroke.
      

      
      After that, she didn’t try to get married any more, and before long she ran away from her parents’ house with this gent, a
         military man, and started living in his house, on Arbat Street. And she turned into a real swanky dame: dressed up like a
         lady and came to visit her mama and papa in a shiny varnished carriage, with a lacy parasol. The officer couldn’t marry her,
         he didn’t have his father’s blessing, but he adored her madly, absolutely doted on her.
      

      
      Only number three was done for as well. He was a strong young gent, with bright rosy cheeks, but after he lived with her for
         a while, all of a sudden he startedwasting away. He turned all pale and feeble, his legs wouldn’t hold him up. The doctors
         tried everything they could think of, sent him away to take the waters, and off to foreign parts, but it was all a waste of
         time. They said there was some kind of canker growing inside him, and it had nibbled all his insides away.
      

      
      Well then, after she buried her officer, even the slow-witted could see there was something wrong with the girl. And that
         was when they changed what they called her.
      

      
      There was no way she could go back to Dobraya Sloboda, and she didn’t want to anyway. Her life was all different now. Ordinary
         folks steered clear of her. When she walked by, they crossed themselves and spat over their shoulders. But everyone knows
         the kind that did cosy up – rakish, dashing types who couldn’t give a damn for death. And after she sucked all the juice out
         of that last gent –well, you’ve seen for yourself what she turned into then. Far and away the best-looker in the whole of
         Moscow.
      

      
      And it carried on. Kolsha the Spike (he was a big-time bandit, used to work the Meshchani patch) stepped out in style with
         her for a couple of months – then his own lads took their knives to him, because he wouldn’t divvy up the loot.
      

      
      Then there was Yashka from Kostroma, the horse thief. Used to walk pure-blood trotters straight out of the stable, sold them
         to the gypsies for huge money. Carried thousands of roubles around in his pockets sometimes. He begrudged her nothing, she
         was swimming in gold. But the police narks shot Yashka down six months past.
      

      
      And now there’s the Prince. Three months and counting. Sometimes he puts on a brave face, but sometimes he rants and raves.
         He used to be a respectable thief, but now doing someone in means no more to him than squashing a fly. And all because now
         he’s taken up with Death, he knows he isn’t long for this world. It’s like that saying: invite death to come visiting, and
         you end up in the graveyard. People don’t get their monikers for nothing, especially one like that.
      

      
      ‘What moniker d’you mean?’ Senka asked eagerly after he’d listened to the story with his mouth hanging open. ‘You still haven’t
         told me, Prokha.’
      

      
      Prokha stared at him, then tapped his knuckles on his own forehead. ‘Why, you half-baked simpleton,’ he said. ‘Sowhat do they
         call you Speedy for? I’ve just spent the best part of an hour explaining that to you. Death – that’s her moniker. That’s what
         everyone calls her. She don’t mind, she answers to it, she’s well used to it.’
      

   
      
      

      
HOW SENKA BECAME A
KHITROVKAN

      
      Prokha thought Senka was called Speedy, him being a smart lad, with lots of gumption, eyes darting about left and right, always
         quick with an answer, never stuck for a word. But actually Senka’s nickname came from his surname. His father’s name used
         to be Trifon Stepanovich Spidorov. What his name was now, only God knew. Maybe he wasn’t Trifon Stepanovich any longer, but
         the Angel Trifaniil instead. Except that his old dad wasn’t likely to have been made an angel – he drank too much, although
         he was a good man. But as for his mum, she was definitely somewhere not too far from the Throne of Light.
      

      
      Senka often thought about that – which of his parents had ended up where. He wasn’t sure about his father, but he had no doubts
         about his mother and brothers and sisters, the ones who’d died from cholera with their parents. He didn’t even pray for them
         to get into the Kingdom of Heaven – he knew they were already there.
      

      
      When the cholera hit their suburb three years before, it had carried off a lot of folk. Senka and his little brother Vanya
         were the only Spidorovs who kept a tight grip on this world. And whether that was good or bad depended on which way you looked
         at it.
      

      
      For Senka it was probably bad, because his life was altogether different after that. His dad worked behind the counter in
         a big tobacco shop. He got a good wage and free baccy. When he was little, Senka always had clothes to wear and shoes on his
         feet. A full belly and a clean face, as they say. He was taught reading, writing and arithmetic at the usual age, he even
         went to commercial college for half a year, only when he was orphaned, that put an end to his studies. But then never mind
         his studies, that wasn’t the reason he was so miserable.
      

      
      His brother Vanka was lucky. He was taken in by Justice of the Peace Kuvshinnikov – the one who always used to buy English
         baccy from their dad. The magistrate had a wife, but no children, and he took Vanka, because he was small and chubby. But Senka
         was already big and bony, the magistrate wasn’t interested in someone like that. So Senka was taken in by his second uncle,
         Zot Larionovich, in Sukharevka. And that was where Senka ran wild.
      

      
      Well, what else could he do but run wild?
      

      
      His uncle, the fat-bellied bastard, starved him. Didn’t even give Senka a seat at the table, even though he was flesh and
         blood. On Saturdays he used to beat him, sometimes for a reason, but mostly just for the hell of it. He didn’t pay him a kopeck,
         although Senka slaved away in the shop just as hard as the other boys, and they were paid eight roubles each. And the most
         hurtful thing of all was that every morning he had to carry his second cousin Grishka’s satchel to the grammar school for
         him. Grishka walked on ahead, full of himself, sucking on a fancy boiled sweet, and Senka trudged along behind, like a serf
         from the olden days, lugging that unbelievably heavy satchel (sometimes Grishka put a brick in it out of sheer mischief).
         He’d have loved to squeeze all the pus out of that Grishka like a fat, ripe boil, so he’d stop putting on airs and share his
         sugar candy. Or smash him across the head with that brick – but he couldn’t, he just had to lump it.
      

      
      Well, Senka lumped it for as long as he could. For three whole years, near enough.

      
      Of course, he used to get his own back too, whenever he could. You have to find some way of letting off steam.

      
      Once he put a mouse inside Grishka’s pillow. During the night it gnawed its way to freedom and got tangled in his second cousin’s
         hair. That was a fine ruckus in the middle of the night. But it went off all right, no one suspected Senka at all.
      

      
      Or that last Shrovetide, when they baked and boiled and roasted all that food, and gave the orphan only two little pancakes
         with holes in them and a tiny scraping of vegetable oil. Senka flew into a fury and he splashed some of that oat ‘decoction’
         they took for constipation into the big pot with the thick cabbage soup. That’ll make you run, you greaseballs, let’s see
         you twitch and heave! And he got away with that too – they blamed the sour cream for going off.
      

      
      When he got the chance, he used to steal all sorts of small things from the shop: thread maybe, or a pair of scissors, or
         some buttons. He sold what he could at the Sukharevka flea-market and threw away the things that were no use. He got beaten for it sometimes, but only on suspicion – he was never caught in the act.
      

      
      But when he finally did get his fingers burned, it was really bad, the smoke was thick and the fiery sparks flew. And it was
         Senka’s compassionate heart to blame for the whole thing, for making him forget his usual caution.
      

      
      After he hadn’t heard anything about his brother for three whole years, he finally got word from him. He often used to comfort
         himself by thinking how lucky Vanka was, and how happy he must be, living with Justice of the Peace Kuvshinnikov, not like
         Senka. And then this letter came.
      

      
      It was amazing it ever got there at all. On the envelope it said: ‘My brother Senka hoo lives with Uncle Zot in Sukharevka in Moscow’. It was lucky Uncle Zot knew one of the postmen who worked at the Sukharevka post office, and he guessed where to bring it,
         may God grant him good health.
      

      
      This was what the letter said:

      
      
         Deer bruther Senka, how are you geting on. Im very unhapy living heer. They teech me letters and scowld me and misstreet me,
            even thowits my naymday soon. I askd them for a horsy, but they tayk no notiss. Come and tayk me away from these unkind peeple.
            Yor little bruther Vanka.
         

      

      
      When Senka read it, his hands started trembling and the tears came pouring out of his eyes. So this was his lucky brother!
         That magistrate was a fine one. Tormenting a little child, refusing to buy him a toy. Then why did he want to raise the orphan
         in the first place?
      

      
      Anyway, he took serious offence for Vanka, and decided it would be cruel and heartless to abandon his brother so.

      
      There wasn’t any return address on the envelope, but the postman told him the postmark was from Tyoply Stan, and that was
         about eight miles outside Moscow if you took the Kaluga Gate. And he could ask where the magistrate lived when he got there.
      

      
      Senka didn’t take long to make up his mind. After all, the next day was St Ioann’s day – little Vanka’s name day.

      
      Senka got ready to set out and rescue his brother. If Vanka was so unhappy, he was going to take him away. Better to suffer
         their grief together than apart.
      

      
      He spotted a little lacquered horse in the toy shop on Sretenka Street, with a fluffy tail and white mane. It was absolutely
         beautiful, but really pricey – seven and a half roubles. So at midday, when there was only deaf old Nikifor left in his uncle’s
         shop, Senka picked the lock on the cash box, took out eight roubles and did a runner, trusting to God. He didn’t think about
         being punished. He wasn’t planning on ever coming back to his uncle, he was going away with his brother to live a free life.
         Join a gypsy camp, or whatever came along.
      

      
      It took him an awful long time to walk to that Tyoply Stan, his feet were all battered and bruised, and the farther he went,
         the heavier the wooden horse got.
      

      
      But then it was very easy to find Justice of the Peace Kuvshinnikov’s house, the first person he asked there pointed it out.
         It was a good house, with a cast-iron canopy on pillars, and a garden.
      

      
      He didn’t go up to the front door – he felt too ashamed. And they probably wouldn’t have let him in anyway, because after
         the long journey Senka was covered in dust, and he had a cut right across his face that was oozing blood. That was from outside
         the Kaluga Gate, when he was so knackered, he hung on to the back of an old cart, and the driver, the rotten louse, lashed
         him with his whip – it was lucky he didn’t put his eye out!
      

      
      Senka squatted down on his haunches, facing the house, and started thinking about what to do next. There was a sweet tinkling
         sound coming from the open windows – someone was slowly trying to bash out a song that Senka didn’t know. And sometimes he
         could hear a thin little voice he thought must be his Vanka’s.
      

      
      Senka finally plucked up his courage, walked closer, and stood on the step to glance in the window.

      
      He saw a big, beautiful room. And sitting at a great big polished wooden box (it was called a ‘piano’, they had one like it
         in the college too) was a curly-haired little boy in a sailor suit, stabbing at the keys with his little pink fingers. He
         looked like Vanka, and not like him at the same time. So peachy and fresh, you could just gobble him up like a spice cake.
         Standing beside him was a young lady in glasses, using one hand to turn the pages of a copy book on a little stand, and stroking
         the little lad’s golden hair with the other. And in the corner there was a great big heap of toys. With toy horses, too, much
         fancier than Senka’s – three of them.
      

      
      Before Senka could make any sense of this amazing sight, a carriage drawn by two horses suddenly came out from round the corner. He only just managed to jump down in time and squeeze
         up against the fence.
      

      
      Justice of the Peace Kuvshinnikov himself was sitting in the carriage. Senka recognised him straight off.

      
      Vanka stuck his head out of the window and shouted as loud as he could:

      
      ‘Did you bring it? Did you bring it?’

      
      The magistrate laughed and climbed down on to the ground. ‘I did,’ he said. ‘Can’t you see for yourself? What are we going
         to call her?’
      

      
      That was when Senka spotted the horse tethered to the back of the carriage, a sorrel foal with plump round sides. It looked
         like a grown-up horse, only it was really small, not much bigger than a goat.
      

      
      Vanka started chirruping away: ‘A pony! I’m going to have a real pony!’ And so, Senka turned back and trudged all the way
         to the Kaluga Gate. He left the wooden horse in the grass at the side of the road. Let it graze there. Vanka didn’t need it
         – maybe some other kid would get good use out of it.
      

      
      As Senka walked along, he dreamed about how time would pass and his life would change miraculously, and he would come back
         here in a big shiny carriage. The servant would carry in a little card with gold letters, with everything about Senka written
         in the finest fancy style, and that young lady with the glasses would say to Vanka: ‘Ivan Trofimovich, your brother has come
         to visit’. And Senka would be wearing a cheviot wool suit and button-down spats, and carrying a cane with an ivory knob on
         it.
      

      
      It was already dark when he finally staggered home. It would have been better if he hadn’t come back at all, just run off
         straight away.
      

      
      Right there in the doorway Uncle Zot thumped him so hard he saw stars, and knocked out the front tooth that left such a handy
         gap for spitting. Then, when Senka fell down, his uncle gave his ribs a good kicking: ‘That’s just for starters, you’ll get
         what you deserve later. I went to the police about you,’ he yelled, ‘I wrote out a complaint for the local sergeant. You’ll
         go to jail for stealing, you little bastard, they’ll soon straighten you out in there.’ And he just kept on and on barking
         out his threats.
      

      
      So Senka did run away. When his uncle got tired kicking and punching and went to take the yoke down off the wall – the one the women used to carry water – Senka darted out of the porch,
         spitting blood and smearing the tears across his face.
      

      
      He shuddered through the night at the Sukharevka market, under a load of hay. He was feeling miserable and sorry for himself,
         his ribs ached, his battered face hurt, and he was really hungry too. He’d spent the half-rouble left over from the horse
         on food the day before, and now he had nothing but holes in his pockets.
      

      
      Senka left Sukharevka at dawn, to get well out of harm’s way. If Uncle Zot had snitched on him to the coppers, the first constable
         who came along would grab him and stick him in the jug, and once you were in there, you didn’t get out in a hurry. He had
         to make for somewhere where no one knew his face.
      

      
      He walked to another market, the one on Old Square and New Square, under the Kitaigorod wall, and hung about beside the row
         of food stalls, breathing in the smell of the pies and the baked goods, shooting quick glances this way and that in case any
         of the tradeswomen got careless. But he didn’t have the nerve to snitch anything – after all, he’d never stolen openly like
         that before. And what if he got caught? They’d kick him so hard, it would make Uncle Zot seem like a doting mother.
      

      
      He wandered round the market, keeping well away from Solyanka Street. He knew that over there, behind that street, was Khitrovka,
         the most terrible place in all Moscow. Of course, there were plenty of con merchants and pickpockets in Sukharevka too, but
         they were no match for the thieves of Khitrovka. From what he’d heard, it was a terrifying place. Stick your nose in there,
         and they’d have you stripped naked before you could say knife, and you could be grateful if you managed to escape with your
         life. The flophouses there were really frightening, with lots of cellars and underground vaults. And there were runaway convicts
         there, and murderers, and all sorts of drunken riff-raff. And they said that if any youngsters happened to wander in there,
         they disappeared without a trace. They had some special kind of crooks there, grabbers, they were called, or so people said.
         And these grabbers caught young boys who had no one to look out for them and sold them for five roubles apiece to the Yids
         and the Tartars for depraved lechery in their secret houses.
      

      
      But as it turned out that was all horseshit. Well, everything about the flophouses and the drunken riff-raff was true, but
         there weren’t any grabbers in Khitrovka. When Senka let slip about the grabbers to his new mates, they laughed him down something rotten.
         Prokha said that if someone wanted to grab a bit of easy money off kids, that was fine, but forcing youngsters into doing
         filthy things – that just wasn’t on. The Council wouldn’t stand for anything like that. Slitting a throat or two in the middle
         of the night wasn’t a problem, if some gull showed up because he was drunk or just plain stupid. They’d found someone in Podkopaevsky
         Lane just recently, head smashed in like a soft-boiled egg, fingers cut off to get the rings, and his eyes gouged out. It
         was his own fault. You shouldn’t go sticking your nose in where you aren’t invited. The mice shouldn’t play where the cats
         are waiting.
      

      
      ‘Only why put his eyes out?’ Senka asked in fright.

      
      But Mikheika the Night-Owl just laughed and said: ‘Go and ask them as put them out.’

      
      But that conversation came later, when Senka was already a Khitrovkan.

      
      It all happened very quickly and simply – before he even had time to sneeze, you might say.

      
      There was Senka walking along the row of spiced tea stalls, sizing up what there was to filch and plucking up his courage,
         and suddenly this almighty ruckus started up, with people shouting on all sides, and this woman was yelling. ‘Help! I’ve been
         robbed, they’ve took me purse, stop thief!’ And two young lads, about the same age as Senka, came dashing along the line of
         stalls, kicking up the bowls and mugs as they ran. A woman selling spiced tea grabbed one of them by the belt with a great
         ham of a hand and pulled him down on to the ground. ‘Gotcha,’ she shouted, ‘you vicious little brute! Now you’re for it!’
         But the other young thief, with a sharp pointy nose, leapt off a hawker’s stand and thumped the woman on the ear. She went
         all limp and slipped over on her side (Prokha always carried a lead bar with him, Senka learnt that later). The lad with the
         pointy nose jerked the other one up by the arm to get him to keep on running, but people had already closed in from all sides.
         They’d probably have beaten the two of them to death for hurting the woman, if it wasn’t for Senka.
      

      
      He roared at the top of his voice:

      
      ‘Good Orthodox people! Who dropped a silver rouble?’

      
      Well, they all went dashing over to him: ‘I did, I did!’ But he squeezed through between their outstretched hands and shouted
         to the young thieves:
      

      
      ‘Don’t stand there gawping! Leg it!’

      
      They sprinted after him, and when Senka hesitated at a gateway, they overtook him and waved for him to follow.

      
      After they stopped at a quiet spot to get their breath back and shook hands. Mikheika the Night-Owl (the one who was shorter,
         with fat cheeks) asked him: ‘Who are you? Where are you from?’
      

      
      And Senka answered: ‘Sukharevka.’

      
      The other one, who was called Prokha, bared his teeth and grinned, as if he’d heard something funny. ‘So what made you leave
         Sukharevka in such a hurry?’
      

      
      Senka spat through the gap in his teeth – he hadn’t had time to get used to the novelty of it yet, but he still spat a good
         six feet.
      

      
      And all he said was: ‘Can’t stay there. They’ll put me in jail.’

      
      The two lads gave Senka a respectful kind of look. Prokha slapped him on the shoulder. ‘Come and live with us, then. No need
         to be shy. No one gets turned in from Khitrovka.’
      

   
      
      

      
HOW SENKA SETTLED IN AT
THE NEW PLACE

      
      So this was the way he and the lads lived.

      
      During the day they went ‘snitching’, and at night they went ‘bombing’.

      
      They did most of their thieving round that same Old Square where the market was, or on Maroseika Street, where all the shops
         were, or on Varvarka Street, from the people walking by, and sometimes on Ilinka Street, where the rich merchants and stockbrokers
         were, but definitely no farther than that, oh no. Prokha – he was their leader – called it ‘a dash from Khitrovka’. Meaning
         that if anything went wrong, you could hightail it to the Khitrovka gateways and side alleys, where there was no way anyone
         could catch a thief.
      

      
      Senka learned how to go snitching quickly enough. It was easy work, good fun.

      
      Mikheika the Night-Owl picked out a ‘gull’ – some clueless passerby – and checked to make sure he had money on him. That was
         his job. He moved in close, rubbed up against the gull and then gave them the nod: yeah he’s got a wallet on him, over to you. He never pinched anything himself – his fingers weren’t quick enough for that.
      

      
      Then it was Senka’s turn. His job was to surprise the gull so his jaw dropped open and he forgot all about his pockets. There
         were several ways of going about it. He could start a fight with Night-Owl – people loved to gawp at that. He could suddenly
         start walking down the middle of the road on his hands, jerking his legs about comically (Senka had been able to do that ever
         since he was a little kid). But the simplest thing of all was just to collapse at the gull’s feet, as if he was having a fit,
         and start yelling: ‘I feel real bad, mister (or missus, depending on the circumstances). I’m dying!’ If it was someone soft-hearted,
         they were bound to stop and watch the young lad writhing about; and even if you’d picked a real cold fish, he’d still look round, out of sheer curiosity, like. And that was all Prokha needed. In and out like a knife, and the job was done. It
         used to be your money, but now it’s ours.
      

      
      Senka didn’t like bombing so much. In fact, you could say he didn’t like it at all. In the evening, somewhere not far from
         Khitrovka, they picked out a ‘beaver’ who was all on his own (a beaver was like a gull, only drunk). Prokha did the important
         work here too. He ran up from behind and smashed his fist against the side of the beaver’s head – only he was holding a lead
         bar in that fist. When the beaver collapsed, Speedy and Night-Owl came dashing in from both sides: they took the money, the
         watch and a few other things, and tugged off the jacket and the low boots, if they looked pricey. If the beaver was some kind
         of strongman who wasn’t felled by the lead bar, they didn’t mess with him: Prokha legged it straight away, and Skorik and
         Filin never stuck their noses out of the gateway.
      

      
      So bombing wasn’t exactly complicated, either. But it was disgusting. At first, Senka was terrified Prokha would hit someone
         so hard he’d kill them, but then he got used to that. For starters, it was only a lead bar, not knuckledusters or a blackjack.
         And anyway, everyone knew that God himself looked after drunks. And they had thick heads.
      

      
      The lads sold their loot out of Bunin’s flophouse. Sometimes they only made a rouble between them, but on a good day it could
         be as much as fifty. If it was just a rouble, they ate ‘dog’s delight’ – cheap sausage – with black rye bread. But if the
         takings were good, they went to drink wine at the Hard Labour or the Siberia. And after that the thing to do was visit the
         tarts (‘mamselles’ they were called in Khitrovka), and horse around.
      

      
      Prokha and Filin had their own regular mamselles. Not molls, of course, like proper thieves had – they didn’t earn enough
         to keep a moll just for themselves – but at least not streetwalkers. Sometimes the mamselles might even feed them, or lend
         them some money.
      

      
      Senka soon acquired a little lady-friend of his own too. Tashka, her name was.

      
      That morning Senka woke up late. He couldn’t remember anything that had happened the day before, he had been too drunk. But
         when he looked, he saw he was in a small room, with just one window, curtained over. There were plants in pots on the windowsill,
         with flowers – yellow, red and blue. In the corner, lying on the floor, was a withered old woman, a bag of bones, tearing herself apart with this rasping cough and spitting blood into a rag – she had
         consumption, for sure. Senka was lying on an iron bedstead, naked, and there was a girl about thirteen years old, sitting
         at the far end of the bed with her legs crossed under her, looking at some book and laying out flowers and muttering something
         under her breath.
      

      
      ‘What’s that you’re doing?’ Senka asked in a hoarse voice.

      
      She smiled at him. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘that’s white acacia – pure love. Red celandine – impatience. Barberry – rejection.’

      
      Queer in the head, he thought. He didn’t know then that Tashka was studying the language of flowers. Somewhere or other she’d picked up this
         book called How to Speak with Flowers, and she’d really taken to the idea of talking with flowers instead of words. She’d spent almost all the three roubles she
         got from Senka the night before on flowers – run to the market first thing and bought a whole bundle of leafy stuff, then
         started sorting it all out. That was what Tashka was like.
      

      
      Senka spent almost the whole day with her that time. First he drank brine to cure his sore head. Then he drank tea with some
         bread. And after that they sat there doing nothing. Just talking
      

      
      Tashka turned out to be a nice girl, only slightly touched. Take the flowers, for instance, or that mum of hers, the miserable
         drunk with consumption, no good for anything. Why did she bother with her, why waste her money like that? She was going to
         die anyway.
      

      
      And in the evening, before she went out on the street, Tashka suddenly said: ‘Senka, let’s you and me be mates, shall we?’

      
      ‘All right,’ he said.

      
      They hooked their little fingers together and shook them, then kissed each other on the lips. Tashka said that was what mates
         were supposed to do. And when Senka tried to paw her after the kiss, she said to him: ‘Now what do you think you’re doing?
         We’re mates. And mates don’t go horsing around. And you shouldn’t do it with me, anyway, I’ve got the frenchies, picked it
         up off this shop clerk. You do the jig-a-jig with me and that snotty nose of yours will fall right off.’
      

      
      Senka was upset.

      
      ‘What do you mean, the frenchies? Why didn’t you say anything yesterday?’

      
      ‘Yesterday,’ she says, ‘you was no one, just a customer, but now we’re mates. Never mind, Senka, don’t be scared, it ain’t
         a sickness that takes to everyone, especially not from just one time.’
      

      
      He calmed down a bit then and started feeling sorry for her.

      
      ‘What about you?’

      
      ‘Phooey,’ she said. ‘There’s plenty round here have got that. They keep going somehow. Some mamselles with the frenchies lives
         to be thirty, even longer, sometimes. Thirty’s more than enough, if you ask me. Mum over there’s twenty-eight, and she’s an
         old woman – her teeth have all fallen out, and she’s covered in wrinkles.’
      

      
      Senka still called Tashka his mamselle in front of the lads. He was ashamed to tell them the truth – they’d just laugh him
         down. But it was okay, what did that matter anyway? You could horse around with anyone you wanted if you had three roubles,
         but where could he find another good mate like her?
      

      
      Anyway, it turned out it was possible to live in Khitrovka, and even better than in some other places. Of course, the place
         had its own laws and customs, like anywhere else, you had to have those, to make it easier for people to live together and
         understand what they could and couldn’t do. There were lots of laws, and you needed to live in Khitrovka a long time to remember
         them all. Mostly the way of things was clear and simple, you could figure it out for yourself: treat outsiders anyway you
         like, but don’t touch your own; live your own life, cause your neighbour no strife. But there were some laws you couldn’t
         make any sense of, no matter how hard you racked your brains.
      

      
      For instance, if someone crowed like a cock any earlier than two in the morning – out of mischief, or drunkenness, or just
         playing the fool – you were supposed to thrash him within an inch of his life. But no one in Khitrovka could explain to Senka
         why. There must have been some point to it at some time, only now even the oldest old men couldn’t remember what that was.
         But even so, you still couldn’t crow like a cock in the middle of the night.
      

      
      Or take this, for instance. If any of the mamselles started putting on airs and cleaning her teeth with shop powder, and her
         client caught her out, then he had the right to knock all her teeth out, and the mamselle’s pimp had to accept the loss. Clean
         them with crushed chalk if you want to be posh, but stay clear of that powder, that was invented by the Germans.
      

      
      There were two kinds of laws in Khitrovka: those from times gone by, the way things used to be in the olden days, and new
         ones – those were announced by the Council when they were needed. Say, for instance, a horse-tram sets off down the street. Who ought
         to work it – the ‘twitchers’, who dip their fingers in all the pockets, or the ‘slicers’, who cut them open with a sharpened
         coin? The Council deliberated, and decided it wasn’t a job for the slicers, because the same crowd rode the horse-tram all
         the time, and soon they wouldn’t have any pockets left.
      

      
      The Council was made up of ‘grandfathers’, the most respected thieves and tricksters, those who had come back from doing hard
         labour, or were so old and feeble they didn’t work any more. The grandfathers could untangle any kind of tricky knot, and
         if anyone offended against the Council’s rules, they meted out the punishment.
      

      
      If someone made everybody else’s life a misery, they threw him out of Khitrovka. If he really fouled things up, they could
         even take his life. Sometimes they might give someone up to the law, but not for what the Council really thought he was guilty
         of – they ordered him to take the rap for someone else’s crimes, one of the ‘businessmen’s’. That way things worked out fairer
         all round. If you tried to cheat Khitrovka, you had to answer for it: purge your crime, bleach yourself white and help the
         good people, and they’d put in a good word for you in the jailhouse or in Siberia.
      

      
      And they didn’t hand over a rogue they’d convicted to just anyone in the police, only to their own man, Boxman, the senior
         constable in the Khitrovka precinct.
      

      
      This Boxman had served more than twenty years around here; Khitrovka wouldn’t be Khitrovka without him. If Khitrovka was a
         world, then he was like the whale it rested on, because Boxman was authority, and people can’t live without any authority
         at all, otherwise they start forgetting who they are. There has to be a little bit of authority, a tiny little bit, and not
         according to some rules on a piece of paper, thought up by some outsider in some place no one had ever seen, but according
         to justice – so that every man could understood why his face was getting blacked.
      

      
      Tough but fair, that was what everybody said about Boxman, and Boxman really was his surname. He wouldn’t deliberately do
         you wrong. Everyone called him ‘Ivan Fedotovich’ to his face, as a mark of respect. Only Senka couldn’t tell if it was just
         a nickname that he’d got from his surname, or if it was because in olden times, so they said, all the constables in Moscow
         were called ‘boxmen’, because of the kiosks they used to stand in. Or maybe it was because he lived in the official police box on the edge of the Khitrovka market. Any time when he wasn’t pounding his beat, he sat at home
         in front of an open window, keeping a watch on the square, reading books and newspapers and drinking tea from his famous silver
         samovar with medallions that were worth a thousand roubles. And there weren’t any locks on the box. What would Boxman want
         locks for? In the first place, what good were they, when the place was surrounded by top-class lock-pickers and window-men?
         They could open any lock, easy as falling off a log. And in the second place, no one would go trying to filch anything from
         Boxman – not unless he was tired of living, that is.
      

      
      From his window the constable could hear everything and see everything, and what he couldn’t see or hear was whispered to
         him by his loyal informers. That was above board, it wasn’t forbidden by the Council, because Boxman was part of Khitrovka.
         If he’d lived by the written laws and not the laws of Khitrovka, they’d have knifed him ages back. No, when he took someone
         into the station, it was all done with the proper understanding: he had to do it, to show his bosse she was doing something. Only Boxman didn’t put anyone away very often – not unless he absolutely had to – mostly he taught people their lesson
         with his own hands, and they kowtowed to him and said thank you very much. In all the years he’d been there, only one pair
         of shysters had ever gone for him with a knife – escaped convicts, they were, not from Khitrovka. He beat the two of them
         to death with his massive great fists, and the police superintendent gave him a medal. Everyone respected him for it, and
         the Council gave him a gold watch for the inconvenience.
      

      
      So once Senka had settled in a bit, it was clear enough that Khitrovka wasn’t such a terrible place. It was more cheerful
         there, and freer, and it goes without saying that he ate better. In winter, when it got cold, it would probably be tough,
         but then winter was still a long way off.
      

   
      
      

      
HOW SENKA GOT TO
KNOW DEATH

      
      It happened about ten days after Senka saw Death that first time.

      
      He was hanging about on the Yauza Boulevard, in front of her house, spitting at the bollard they tied the horses to and staring
         at the half-open windows.
      

      
      He already knew where she lived, the lads had shown him and, to tell the truth, this wasn’t the first day he’d spent cooling
         his heels here. Twice he’d been lucky and caught glimpses of her from the distance. One time, four days before, Death had
         come out of the house wearing a black shawl on her head and a black dress, got into the fancy gig that was waiting for her
         and driven off to church for mass. And just yesterday he’d seen her arm in arm with the Prince: dressed up like a lady, wearing
         a hat with a feather in it. Her beau was taking her somewhere – to a restaurant, maybe, or the theatre.
      

      
      He took a gander at the Prince at the same time. Well, what was there to say, a superb figure of a man. After all, he was
         the most important hold-up artist in all of Moscow, and that’s no small potatoes. The governor-general, Simeon Alexandrovich,
         had it easy, he was born the tsar’s uncle, no wonder he was a governor and a general, but just you try climbing up to the
         top of the heap and making yourself mister big, number one, out of all the crooks in Moscow. It was a real rags-to-riches
         story. And his sidekicks were all really grand lads, everyone said so. They said some of them were really young too, not much
         older than Senka. Would you believe some people’s luck, ending up in the Prince’s gang straight off like that, when you were
         still green and sappy! They had respect, any girls they wanted, more money than they could ever count, and they dressed up
         like real fancy dandies.
      

      
      When Senka saw him, the famous bandit was wearing a red silk shirt, a lemon satin waistcoat, and a crimson velvet frock coat.
         He had a boater perched on the back of his head, gold rings with precious stones on his fingers and calf boots that shone like mirrors. A real sight for sore eyes! A dashing light-brown forelock,
         blue eyes with a bold stare to them, a gold crown glinting in his red teeth, and a chin like chiselled stone, with a dimple
         right in the middle of it. They’re not just a couple – a real picture, that’s what they are, Senka thought, and sighed.
      

      
      Not that he had any stupid dreams in his head that should give him reason to sigh, God forbid. He wasn’t trying to get Death
         to notice him either. He just wanted to get another look at her, so he could properly make out what was so unusual about her
         and why his insides clenched up tight, like a fist, the moment he laid eyes on her. So he’d been wearing down his soles here
         on the boulevard for days now. As soon as he finished thieving with the lads, he went straight to the Yauza.
      

      
      He’d examined the house thoroughly from the outside. And he knew what it was like on the inside too. The plumber Parkhom,
         who fixed Death’s washbasin, told him the Prince had set up his lady love in real classy style, even laid in water pipes.
         If Parkhom wasn’t lying, then Death had a special room with a big china tub that was called a bath, and the hot water flowed
         into it straight out of a pipe, from this boiler up on the wall – gas-heated, it was. Death got washed in that tub almost
         every day that God sent. Senka imagined her sitting there all pink and steamy, scrubbing her shoulders with the sponge, and
         the fantasy made him feel all hot and steamy too.
      

      
      The house was pretty impressive from the outside too. There used to be some general’s manor house here, but it burned down,
         and just this wing was left. It was pretty small, with only four windows along the boulevard. But this was a special spot,
         right smack on the boundary line between the Khitrovka slums and the well-heeled Serebryaniki district. On the other side
         of the Yauza, the houses were taller and cleaner, with fancier plastering, but here on the Khitrovka side, they weren’t so
         smart. Like the horses they sold at the horse market: look at it from the rump, and it seems like a horse all right, but from
         any other angle it’s definitely an ass.
      

      
      And so the front of Death’s house that overlooked the boulevard was neat and dignified, like, but the back led out into a
         really rotten passage, and a gateway only spitting distance from Rumyantsev’s flophouse. You could see what a handy home the
         Prince had found for his girl – if anything happened, if he was ambushed at her place, he could dash out the back way, or even jump out of a window and make a beeline for the flophouse, and there was no way anyone
         could ever find him in all the underground collidors and passages there.
      

      
      But from the boulevard, where the well-bred people strolled about between the trees, you couldn’t see the back passage, let
         alone Rumyantsev’s place. Khitrovkans couldn’t go out past the fancy railings – the coppers would sweep them up with their
         broom in a flash and stick them in their rubbish cart. Even here, on the Khitrovka waterside, Senka tried not to make himself
         too obvious, he stuck close to the wall of the house. He was behaving himself proper too, not like some kind of riff-raff,
         but even so, Boxman spotted him with his eagle eye as he was walking past and stopped.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing skulking over there?’ he asked. ‘You better watch yourself, Speedy, I’m warning you.’

      
      Now that was him all over! He already knew who Senka was and what his moniker was, even though Senka was still new in Khitrovka.
         That was Boxman for you.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you dare nick a thing,’ he said, ‘you’re out of your jurisdiction, because this ain’t Khitrovka, it’s a civil promenade.
         You look out, young Speedy, you sly little monkey, I’ve got you under special observation until the first contravention of
         legality, and if I catch you, or even suspect you, I’ll issue you a reprimand across that ugly mug of yours, fine you a clout
         round the ear and sanction you round the ribs with my belt.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not up to nothing, Uncle Boxman,’ Senka whined, pulling a face. ‘I just, you know, wanted to take the air.’

      
      And for that he got a cast-iron mitt across the back of his head, smack crunch between the ears.

      
      ‘I’ll teach you what for, snarling “Boxman” like that. What a damned liberty! I’m Ivan Fedotovich to you, all right?’

      
      And Senka said meekly:

      
      ‘All right, Uncle Ivan Fedotovich.’

      
      Boxman stopped scowling then. ‘That’s right, you snot-nosed little monkey.’ And he walked on – big, solemn and slow, like
         a barge floating off down the Moscow river.
      

      
      So Boxman went and Senka stayed right where he was, looking. But now he wanted more so he tried to figure out how to get Death
         to come to the window.
      

      
      He had nothing better to do, so he took the green beads out of his pocket, the ones he’d snaffled just that morning, and started
         studying them.
      

      
      What happened with the beads was this.

      
      As Senka was walking away from Sukharevka through the little lanes around Sretenka Street. . .

      
      No, first you need to be told why he went to Sukharevka. Now that was really something to be proud of. . .

      
      Senka didn’t just go off to Sukharevka for no reason, he went on good honest business – to get even with his Uncle Zot. He
         lived according to the laws of Khitrovka now, and those laws said you should never let a bad man get away with anything. You
         had to settle every score, and it was best to pay it back with interest, otherwise you weren’t really one of the lads – just
         some wet-tailed little minnow.
      

      
      So Senka set out, and Mikheika the Night-Owl tagged along as well, to keep him company. If not for Mikheika, he probably wouldn’t
         have dared try anything like that in broad daylight, he would have done the job at night, but now he had no choice, he had
         to play the hard man.
      

      
      And it all turned out fine, really grand in fact.

      
      They hid in the attic of the Möbius pawnshop, opposite his uncle’s shop. Mikheika just sat and gawped, it was Senka that did
         everything, with his own two hands.
      

      
      He took out a lead pellet, aimed his catapult and shot it right into the middle of the shop window – crash! Uncle Zot had
         three of those huge glass windowpanes with ‘Haberdashery’ written across them in silver letters. And he was very proud of
         them. Sometimes he would send Senka to scrub those rotten panes as many as four times a day, so Senka had a score to settle
         with the windows as well.
      

      
      The jangling and the spray of broken glass brought Uncle Zot running out of the shop in his apron, holding a tray of Swedish
         ivory buttons in one hand and a spool of thread in the other – he’d been serving a customer all right. He turned his head
         this way and that, and his jaw dropped open – he just couldn’t figure out how this awful thing could have happened to his
         window.
      

      
      Then Senka fired again – and the second window shattered into jagged splinters. His uncle dropped his wares, flopped down
         on his knees and started collecting up the splinters of glass, like a total fool. It was just hilarious!
      

      
      But Senka already had the third window in his sights. And the way it smashed was a real delight. There you go, dear Uncle
         Zot, take that, for all the care and affection you gave a poor orphan.
      

      
      Feeling all giddy, Senka fired the last pellet, the biggest and heaviest, right at the top of his uncle’s head. The bloodsucker
         collapsed off his knees onto his side and just lay there, with his eyes popping out of his head. He stopped yelling completely
         – he was so astonished by it all.
      

      
      Mikheika was cock-a-hoop at Senka’s daring: he whistled through four fingers and hooted like an owl – he was great at that,
         that was how he got the moniker Night-Owl.
      

      
      And on the way back, as they were walking along Asheulov Lane, up behind Sretenka Street (Senka all calm and composed, Mikheika
         rattling away twenty to the dozen in admiration), they saw two carriages in front of some house there. They were carrying
         in suitcases with foreign labels on them, and some kind of boxes and crates. It seemed like someone had just arrived and was
         moving in there.
      

      
      Senka was on a roll. ‘Shall we lift something?’ he said, nodding at the luggage. Everybody knew the best time for thieving
         was during a fire or when someone was moving house.
      

      
      Mikheika was keen to show what he was made of too. ‘Yeah, why not?’ he said

      
      The first to walk in through the doorway was the gent. Senka didn’t really get a proper look at him – all he saw were the
         broad shoulders and straight back, and a grey-haired temple under a top hat. But from the sound of his voice the gent wasn’t
         old, even if he did have grey hair. He shouted from inside the hallway, with a slight stammer.
      

      
      ‘Masa, t-take care they don’t break the headlamp!’

      
      The servant was left in charge. A Chinee, or some kind of Turk-estani, he was – squat and bandy-legged with narrow eyes. And
         he was wearing a weird outfit – a bowler hat and a shantung silk three-piece, and instead of shoes on his feet he had white
         stockings and funny wooden sandals like little benches. An Oriental all right.
      

      
      The porters with their leather aprons and their badges (that meant they were from the station, so the gent must have arrived
         by railway) carried all sorts of stuff into the building: bundles of books, some wheels with rubber tyres and shiny spokes,
         a shiny copper lamp, pipes with hoses.
      

      
      Standing beside the Chinee, or whoever he was, was a man with a beard, obviously the landlord of the apartment, watching politely.
         He asked about the wheels: what did Mr Nameless need them for, and was he a wheel-maker by any chance?
      

      
      The Oriental didn’t answer, just shook his fat face.

      
      One of the drivers, clearly fishing for a tip, barked at Senka and Mikheika: ‘Hey, keep out of it, you little cretins!’

      
      Let him yell, he’d never be bothered to get down off the box.

      
      Mikheika asked in a whisper: ‘Speedy, what shall we nick? A suitcase?’

      
      ‘A suitcase? Don’t be daft,’ Senka hissed, curling up his lip. ‘Take a gander at the tight hold he’s keeping on that stuff.’

      
      The Chinee was holding a travelling bag and a little bundle –chances were they were the most valuable things, which couldn’t
         be trusted to anyone else.
      

      
      Mikheika hissed back: ‘But how do we get it? Why would he let go, if he’s holding on so tight?’

      
      Senka thought about that for a bit and had an idea.

      
      ‘Just don’t you start snickering, Night-Owl, keep a straight face.’

      
      He picked a small stone up off the ground, flung it and knocked the Oriental’s hat straight off his head – smack! Then he
         stuck his hands in his pockets and opened his mouth – a real angel, he was.
      

      
      When Slanty-Eyes looked round, Senka said to him, very respectful, like:

      
      ‘Uncle Chinaman, your hat’s fallen off.’

      
      And good for Mikheika – he didn’t even twitch, just stood there, batting his eyelids.

      
      Righto, now let’s see what this pagan puts down on the step so he can pick up his hat – the travelling bag or the bundle.

      
      The bundle. The travelling bag stayed in the servant’s left hand.

      
      Senka was at the ready. He leapt forward like a cat pouncing on a sparrow, grabbed the bundle and shot off down the lane as
         fast as his legs could carry him.
      

      
      Mikheika set off too, hooting like an eagle owl and chortling so much he dropped his cap. But it was a rubbishy old cap anyway,
         with a cracked peak, he wouldn’t miss it.
      

      
      The Chinee stuck with them, though, he didn’t fall behind for a long while. Mikheika soon darted off into a gateway, so the
         Oriental had only Senka to chase after. He obviously wasn’t going to give up. Those little wooden benches kept clacking along the roadway, getting closer all the time.
      

      
      By the corner of Sretenka Street, Senka felt like flinging that damn bundle away (he wasn’t feeling quite so bold without
         Mikheika), but then there was a crash behind him – the Chinee had caught one of his stupid sandals on a bottle and gone sprawling
         flat out.
      

      
      Oho!

      
      Senka carried on, dodging and twisting through the alleys for a while, before he stopped and untied the bundle to see what
         precious treasures were hidden inside. He found a set of round green stones on a string. They didn’t look like much, but who
         could tell, maybe they were worth a thousand.
      

      
      He took them to a dealer he knew. The dealer fingered them and tried gnawing on them. ‘Cheap stuff,’ he said. ‘Chinese marble,
         jade stone it’s called. I can give you seventy kopecks.’
      

      
      Senka didn’t take the seventy kopecks, he kept them for himself instead. The way those little stones clicked together was
         much too dainty altogether.
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