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Dear Readers!


There are nations with great, complex histories, nations that have seen much blood and many tragedies, nations that are so hopelessly bound by their histories that they cannot move forward into the future, or even into a normal “present”. Perhaps the most striking example of such a nation in today’s world is Russia, which, under Boris Yeltsin, seemed to have made a concerted effort to escape the vicious circle of its history and move forward into the modern world. In his freewheeling and – in keeping with Russian tradition – rather harsh and cruel manner, Yeltsin worked to tear Russia away from its Soviet past. But he could not bring it off. I wonder whether he himself drew comparisons between his own policy and the policy implemented by Nikita Khrushchev after Stalin’s death in 1953. Maybe not, but what Khrushchev did was indeed quite similar, and just as harsh. Like Yeltsin, Khrushchev was guided by political expediency, not by the rule of law. Khrushchev dreamed of a modernised Soviet Union, while Yeltsin dreamed of a civilised, democratic Russia. In both cases, the result was the same: a return to the past.


When I was writing The Bickford Fuse, Yeltsin was merely collecting his thoughts, while Khrushchev had faded into ancient history. To me, however, this “ancient” history was vital. I kept trying to understand what had been happening in society, among ordinary Soviet people, when – high above their heads, up in the Kremlin – questions of enormous significance were being resolved; these decisions would determine the fate of the nation – of more than two hundred million citizens who had defended their homeland during the Second World War, who had rebuilt its devastated industrial base with cheerful songs on their lips, who had returned from the camps of the Gulag in silence, and who, never breaking that silence, had lived out their difficult lives. I kept trying to understand how they had perceived their new, post-war “Khrushchevian” reality – to understand what had prevented Soviet society and the Soviet political elite from treating Khrushchev’s liberalising “thaw” as the starting point of a new era in Soviet history. And as I worked on this novel, I found my answer: Khrushchev’s efforts to modernise the country were blocked by “Soviet man”. And that same “Soviet man” would block Yeltsin. That very same “Soviet man” now supports Vladimir Putin in all his efforts, hoping that he will return the nation to a mythical past which the Russian people have learned to regard with a kind of religious pride, a past they worship more than God himself.


This novel is about “Soviet man” – a man who is neither bad nor good, but simply Soviet. It explores his psychology, the nature of his thoughts. It explores Soviet man and “his” nation. The Bickford Fuse was the first of three novels in which I attempted to trace the evolution of Soviet man’s utopian mentality. I spent four years writing it, and, for me, it remains the dearest and most important of all my works. The novel was not easy to write, and I realise that reading it might also prove challenging. But I am sure that if you are willing to enter its world, you will not need four years to follow its characters on their journeys, to live alongside them through that most trying and most interesting, half-real, half-fantastic time between the end of the Second World War and the eclipse of Nikita Khrushchev’s political career, accelerated as it was by the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962.


ANDREY KURKOV




 


“Who can live . . . in Russia?”1


NIKOLAI NEKRASOV
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The city slept lightly. It dreamt of a fish – a huge, wide flounder blocking out the sky. And if the flounder blocked out the sky, that meant it wished good things for the city. The city had long yearned for good things. The lone walls of gutted houses were hysterically afraid of the wind, while people were afraid of the crippled houses, avoiding them, keeping a full block away. The tall “single-wallers” looked like dominoes standing on edge. If one of these dominoes were to collapse, everybody thought, the others would also fall, one by one, rumbling and raising dust.


But there was no wind. The “single-wallers” stood motionless.


The town slept.


It dreamt of a fish.


At half past two in the morning the city was roused from its light slumber. The engine of a big black truck started in one of the tumbledown courtyards. Then the truck turned on its lights and rode out into the street. The city blinked, lighting one of its windows, and watched it go. It knew that truck. That truck wished it no harm.


So the city went back to sleep.


The truck stopped at a checkpoint, its motor humming. A man in uniform emerged from the booth, shone his torch into the cab, nodded silently, and lifted the barrier.


“Who was that?” asked the guard’s partner, lying across the chairs placed against the wall.


“Searchlight operators.” The guard on duty yawned and sat down at the table, with its electric lamp, so as to pick up where he had left off – staring blankly into the middle of an open book. He was too sleepy to read. He simply hunted for the shortest and longest words.


Slowly, feeling the dirt road out with its headlights, the truck pulled further and further away from the city.


There were two men in the cab.


“I think it tapers in the east,” suggested the passenger, eyeing the glowing tip of his cigarette.


“Don’t think so . . .” the driver calmly replied, keeping his eyes on the road.


“Then why don’t the airships rise in the air?”


The driver laughed.


Suddenly something rattled against the hood.


“Again!” The driver slammed on the brakes and let out a heavy sigh.


“No surprise there,” the passenger commented indifferently. “Just more proof.”


They got out of the cab. The driver ran a finger along the shallow dent in the hood and looked up cautiously at the inscrutable black sky.


“Well, then – on we go?” the passenger either asked or proposed.


The driver hesitated. Deep in thought, he bit his lower lip and didn’t answer. Then he silently climbed back into the cab and started the engine.


The passenger took his place, casting a questioning glance at his friend.


“Alright . . .” the driver mumbled uncertainly, and they drove off.


“Pity they bumped off Gorych,” the passenger said after a pause, and struck a match, lighting another cigarette.


“Are those Belomors?”2 asked the driver.


The passenger handed him a cigarette.


“It was our fault,” the driver said grimly, after a deep puff. “We shouldn’t have followed his lead. We’d still be driving together, the three of us.”


“Yes.” The passenger nodded.


“And you’re sure they shot him?”


“In accordance with martial law . . .” The passenger monotonously quoted that familiar phrase from the announcements posted all across the city.


“Don’t you worry, they’ll get us too – in ‘accordance with martial law’. We’ll get to see Gorych soon enough.” The driver exhaled cigarette smoke and turned on the wipers.


“You nuts?” the passenger asked, taken aback.


“The engine’s quiet,” the driver explained. “And I’ve had it up to here with this camouflaged silence!” He ran his index finger across his throat.


The passenger shrugged.


The dirt road ran up into the hills. The truck drove slowly, blindly following the wheel-ruts. Its headlights picked out a wooden mushroom by the side of the road – a pre-war bus stop. A man sat on the ground beneath it, his back propped against the mushroom’s stem. Spotting the truck, he jumped to his feet. A machine gun appeared in his hands. He stepped out from beneath the mushroom and fired a few rounds in the air, ordering the truck to stop.


“Looks like we’re in for it,” the driver said cheerlessly, and hit the brakes.


“What if we slam on the gas and knock him clean off?” the passenger suggested.


“This isn’t a two-seater, dammit! The truck bed alone weighs God-knows-what, and there’s another ton inside!”


In the meantime, the man had come up to the cab on the driver’s side, pulled the door open, stepped back, and shouted, “Come out and get shot!”


The driver squinted, trying to make out the attacker’s face, but all he could see was a military uniform, the same as theirs. The stranger’s voice seemed too familiar.


“Kill the lights,” the passenger whispered.


The driver was suddenly delighted. Why hadn’t he thought of that right away? He switched them off – and darkness instantly filled the space vacated by the light.


The driver and passenger sat perfectly still, deathly afraid of giving themselves up with even a barely audible rustle.


“It’s no good, fellas!”


“But that’s . . .” the startled passenger whispered, “that’s Gorych.”


“From where? The beyond?” the driver objected.


“Gorych!” the passenger cried out softly.


“Finally! Recognise me?” they heard from the darkness. “I knew it was you straight away!”


The driver switched on the headlights as well as the lights in the cab. A familiar unshaven face appeared at the door.


“So what did they . . .?” The driver stared at him.


“Whaddaya mean, ‘what’? Pretty obvious. Had plans to finish me off, but didn’t do in time. I knocked out the guard, grabbed the machine gun – and it’s off into the dark!”


“So they’re looking for you?” The passenger nodded.


“Yep. The only place left for me is up there.” Gorych pointed to the sky.


“Good luck finding your way.” The driver grinned. “Get in the back, under the tarp.”


“And where’re you fellas heading?”


“East,” answered the passenger. “Want to check there.”


The truck began creeping over the hills.


“It’s a good thing he’s got a machine gun,” said the passenger. “But it’s too bad they tore the epaulettes off his shirt. The first check – and it’s all of us, ‘in accordance with martial law’.”


“So let’s go ahead and rip our epaulettes off, too,” the driver suggested. “Take the weight off our shoulders . . .”


“No, we’re on a mission, after all . . .”


“That’s a laugh.” The driver grinned.


They heard a persistent drumming on the back of the cab. The driver braked and slid open the little door.


“Whaddaya want?”


“We’re here!” Gorych answered.


“You sure?”


“I thought I saw it.”


The two men in the cab exchanged spiteful glances, then stepped out together.


“Uncover it!” the driver commanded.


The tarp crackled in Gorych’s hands. He panted, feeling the pressure.


The driver and passenger climbed onto the back to help. With movements perfected by several years of work they pulled the tarpaulin slip-cover off a huge searchlight, folded it up, and placed it in the corner.


Gorych carefully wiped the glass face with a cloth.


“God be with you,” the passenger said, almost in a whisper.


The driver leaned over and flicked the switch. A fiery point appeared inside the searchlight, spreading gradually across the parabolic reflector.


“Let’s aim it vertically!” Gorych proposed.


The driver agreed. They loosened the clamps, lined the drum up so that the beam was perpendicular to the ground, and fastened it again.


The searchlight was slowly coming to life. At first, a hardly visible little column of scattered light reached into the sky; some five minutes later, the light focused, becoming bright and monolithic. The column rose ever higher above the ground. Gorych, the driver, and the passenger observed it tensely, their heads thrown back.


“Taking a long time to warm up,” Gorych said, shaking his head.


“An old piece of equipment.” The driver nodded.


“But it takes even longer to cool down,” sighed the passenger. “With this thing, you won’t dissolve into darkness instantly. Better step back.”


They retreated about twenty metres from the truck.


The beam slowly rose upwards. Suddenly it stopped, as if it had struck some kind of opaque barrier.


“What did I tell you!” the passenger exclaimed joyfully.


The driver and Gorych were silent. The driver was tired of straining his neck. He rubbed the back of his head as he lowered it.


“And what’s the point – even if you’re right?” he suddenly asked the passenger.


The passenger stopped smiling and looked at the driver with a somewhat bewildered expression.


“Whaddaya mean? But that’s our only way out!” he began to explain.


“I see it,” Gorych said loudly and abruptly.


The passenger stared at the driver triumphantly.


The driver glanced up.


“Yes, seems you’re right . . .” he muttered. “Well, what now?”


The sound of a volley reached them from the direction of the city. A moment later, a shell shot across the bright beam of the searchlight, like a fly buzzing around a candle flame, and burst up ahead on the dirt road. Clods of earth and shrapnel rattled dully along the ground and against the truck. The searchlight operators dropped down and pressed themselves against the resistant, inanimate soil, which was devoid of even the barest traces of grass.


Shells fell one after the other. The beam of light had served the artillery battery’s maddened commander as a signal to open fire. It’s hard to keep your wits about you when you spend three years on heightened combat readiness in the complete absence of hostilities.


Gorych jumped up and rushed headlong for the truck. The driver, raising himself up just slightly, followed him with his eyes, while the passenger was preserving his face for a brighter future. The daredevil leapt onto the back and flicked the switch.


The beam of light began to shrink and dissipate, mingling with the darkness.


Gorych awkwardly leaned over the side and jumped down.


The next shell lifted a few cubic metres of clay soil into the sky and scattered it all around. A lump of clay the size of a good watermelon from Kherson hit the passenger on the spine between the shoulder blades. The passenger hiccupped and froze. It seemed to him that an instant paralysis had seized all his limbs, and though he felt the presence of a conscious life within him, he could not use it.


The passenger stared blankly into the gloom called earth. He could distinctly feel its indifferent cold with the tip of his nose, but his eyes saw nothing before them. A surge of desperation made him want to clench his teeth, but he couldn’t even do that. Only his eyes would obey him, and he was free to open or close them at his discretion. He suddenly felt disgusted by this limited freedom: whether his eyes were open or closed, the picture didn’t change. He could also still think, but only very angrily. And being a good person, he didn’t wish to think that way, and so he closed his eyes.


The driver and Gorych crawled over to the passenger just as soon as they realised that the fire from the city had stopped.


They turned the passenger onto his back.


“He’s breathing!” the driver said with relief.


“Concussion,” Gorych said, lighting a match and holding it in front of the passenger’s eyes.


The eyes narrowed with displeasure and closed.


“Let’s get him to the truck!” the driver commanded.


Trying to move as gingerly as possible, they carried their friend to the cab. They opened the door and decided to place him on the soft seat. As soon as they tried to seat him, the passenger desperately wailed out his pain and went limp. The driver and Gorych lowered him back to the ground.


“Spine . . .” the driver sighed.


“We’ve got to put him in the back.”


The friends just barely managed to raise the passenger onto the back, folded the tarpaulin slip-cover a few times, and laid the wounded man on top of it. They covered him with a layer of the tarp.


The searchlight emitted great heat: the metal had had plenty of time to warm up, and it would take at least an hour for it to cool.


Gorych and the driver climbed into the cab. The driver shivered. He hesitantly touched the wheel, then drew his hand away and switched on the cab’s little light. The tiny bulb that flashed on divided the darkness into two colours: grey and black. But even this micro-illumination made the driver blink, and for a long time he refused to open his eyes.


When he finally opened them, he caught Gorych glancing at him wistfully.


“We’ve got to go,” Gorych said firmly, as if protesting.


“Where to?” the driver forced himself to ask.


Gorych indicated the windscreen with a look.


“Forward, with the headlights off,” he elaborated on the look after a short pause.


“In complete darkness?” the driver asked, dumbfounded.


“Well, what do you propose, we tease the urban artillery again?”


“Alright,” the driver resigned himself. “But let’s say our goodbyes now, to each other and to him. We might not have a chance later. This looks an awful lot like a journey across a minefield.”


“My whole life looks an awful lot like a journey across a minefield, but I never say my goodbyes in advance.” Gorych smiled sadly. “It’s better to part like the English – just leave . . .”


The farewell with the passenger was brief. He lay on the tarp with his eyes closed. The distinction between waking and sleeping had lost all meaning for him. The driver and Gorych squeezed the passenger’s arm, which was stretched out alongside his torso, squatted down beside him, and smoked a Belomor apiece. When they finished, they returned to the cab.


The engine started. The blind truck slowly crept forward.
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A massive self-propelled barge swayed listlessly on the surface of the sea. The flag of the naval forces hung limp from its short radio tower, and two sailors sat on the deck without speaking. One was redheaded, freckled, and bearded. The other (you could tell right away he was a great admirer of regulations) was clean-shaven, had cut his hair very short – in places down to the scalp – and held his back so straight it was as if he’d been given the command “Attention!” but was allowed to remain seated. His face, which expressed no mood or emotion even when talking or arguing, was just begging for a spot, via a small photograph, in an official document granting some power or permitting some action.


“Kharitonov, when we return, I’ll write a report on you,” the regulation sailor said in a completely indifferent voice, but in perfect Russian. “You haven’t carried out a single one of my orders for the past two months.”


“C’mon,” the redhead sighed wearily. “There’s no-one around! The engine croaked – a heroic death. If I’d have shaved for the morning rollcall for these two damned months of drifting, we would’ve—”


“‘We would’ve’ what?” the regulation sailor interrupted indifferently.


The redhead waved his hand and turned away, showing the other man the shaggy back of his head.


“Junior Seaman Kharitonov!”


“Aye, aye,” the redhead replied without turning back.


“I order you to lower the flag!”


The redhead turned and looked, thoroughly puzzled, into the senior seaman’s eyes, which were narrowed in contemplation.


“The flag might help enemy aircraft detect us,” the regulation sailor said monotonically.


“Yeah, sure, that’s true.” Kharitonov rose and lumbered off to the radio tower. “No sign of the enemy in two months. No sign of allies, either. It’s all got to end sometime.”


“That’s enough analysis, Kharitonov. Did you lower the flag?”


“Yes. And where should I stuff it?”


“Wrap it up in something and keep it on your person.”


“Listen,” the redhead began in a friendly manner. “Maybe you’ll finally tell me: what happened? We two grew up together, worked together, signed up for the fleet together when the bastards attacked. We asked them to put us on the same ship. So they put us on this rustbucket, and it’s five years of war, and it’s five years on the job. And for five years you’ve been acting like a wooden dummy—”


“That’s enough, Kharitonov!” the regulation sailor interrupted. “I’m the senior officer – I’m responsible for the cargo and the ship, and you – you’re my crew, and you must carry out all my orders. Is that clear?”


Kharitonov ran his fingers through his beard.


“Why can’t it grow out like a shovel?” he thought. “Comes out like a little sapper’s spade. You’d think the barge would capsize if I didn’t shave!”


Gulls cried out above the vessel. They had got used to flying behind ships and catching bits of food that sailors would toss in the air. But this ship wasn’t sailing. The gulls circled above it, swooping lower and lower. One of them sat on the radio tower.


“Kharitonov!” the regulation sailor called, throwing a meaningful glance at the noisy birds.


Kharitonov understood, sighed, picked up an automatic rifle from the deck, and fired at the gulls from the waist, without aiming. The gulls cried out in fright and soared up into the cloudless sky.


“You missed them all again,” the senior seaman uttered grimly. “How many rounds do we have left?”


“Three magazines,” said Kharitonov.


“Running low . . . Alright. Head below and check on the cargo.”


The redhead rose sluggishly. He looked up at the sun, stood stock still, narrowed his eyes, and exposed his bearded, freckled face to its heat.


“Go away somewhere,” the senior seaman said wearily.


“Aye, aye,” the redhead whispered to himself and made his way to the tank deck.


They last saw land more than two months ago, when, late at night, having taken on board another load of dynamite and safety fuses, they pushed away from the submerged moorage and headed for the part of the coast they’d learned by heart over the preceding five years, where their boys were engaged in the usual kind of military sabotage behind enemy lines. It was impossible to tally how much material they’d hauled to the place of discharge on their self-propelled barge. Surprisingly, the only things you could tally were a few raids by enemy aircraft, a couple of unidentifiable cruisers spotted on the horizon, and several dozen storms. It was the last of these storms that had left them bobbing on the waves these last two months: first some underwater rock had sliced off the screw propeller, then the engine froze altogether, though it had been as good as dead without the screw, anyway.


Kharitonov had spent all five years pondering one and the same thing: He kept trying to explain to himself how and why Fedya Gritsak, Fedya, with whom he’d grown up, with whom he’d gone fishing in their native lake, Lacha, had changed so much – as Kharitonov’s grandfather had once changed, when he’d learned that God was the opium of the masses and that the winter church was a good set of bricks for building fishermen’s stoves. But the announcements about God and the church were made from a podium. Who had announced to Gritsak, and from which podium, that immediately after being mobilised, Kharitonov – motorman of the Nikitin, the only steamer on the Lacha – was to be regarded, to put it mildly, as a halfwit? Kharitonov hadn’t heard about this. Frankly, he doubted that anyone would have dared make such an announcement, even to Fedya Gritsak alone. In general, Kharitonov took great pleasure in doubting. He loved it not out of a lack of confidence in his correct understanding of all that was happening, but, on the contrary, because of his constant attempts to compare his own understanding of the moment with that of other people. For five years now, he’d been denied the opportunity to compare contrasting understandings, but his ability to doubt, and to draw conclusions on the basis of his doubts, had grown ever stronger. When he first saw a newspaper and held it in his hands as a child, still unable to read very well, he licked the bold black font of each incomprehensible word, so as to grasp its meaning by its taste. And though the taste of the lead ink had not brought about the revelation he’d expected, the habit of finding things out on his own remained with Kharitonov as he entered his adult and partly conscious life.


He went down into the crew’s quarters, which were intended for up to ten people, and lay down in his “top-tier” bunk. Somewhere war is raging, while they’re in their third month of enforced peace. The mechanical nature of the complex relations between rock, iron, and sea had determined the course of events. It could have determined them otherwise – and then their hunk of iron, loaded with dynamite and Bickford fuses, would have been sleeping on the rocky bottom of the Sea of Japan long ago.


Kharitonov wanted to fall sleep, but every time, just before closing his eyes, he’d try to recall some very important thought, which he’d put aside, planning to think it over later. His head seemed to be swollen from physical and mental inactivity. A surplus of all kinds of thoughts, their buzzing abundance, often made for a fitful sleep.
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They left tens of kilometres of total darkness behind them. There may have been just as many in front of them. The truck drove in the darkness, through the darkness, into further darkness. The driver turned the wheel intuitively, listening to the road. It seemed to him he could see it by now, the road. That’s how it seemed, but in fact he couldn’t even see Gorych sitting beside him. He could only hear him coughing, fidgeting. They’d clicked off the little light in the cab, sparing the battery’s weak current. Neither of them did anything but look straight ahead. They looked ahead and kept silent, because a conversation in the dark is like a conversation over a telephone, where there are two people talking and an indeterminate number of people listening.


The driver licked his dry lips and closed his eyes.


He felt like a lonely, tired traveller. He wanted to sleep.


Gorych coughed again.


The driver stiffened, chasing sleep away, and was further roused by a subconscious sense of alarm. Still unable to determine the cause of his fear he turned on the little light. He listened close – and heard the creaking of the wooden side-panels in the back.


That’s what had surprised and alarmed him. He’d never heard that creaking before. Not because the panels hadn’t creaked in the past. It’s just that the engine had always drowned out all other noise, but now the engine was silent . . .


The driver pulled up the handbrake.


“Nothing but roads, cold, and fog . . .” Gorych moaned in his sleep.


“Wake up!” The driver tugged at his shoulder. “We’re here.”


Gorych rubbed his eyes.


“So quiet.”


“Yes.” The driver nodded. “There won’t be much noise, now: we’re out of petrol.”


“So what, that’s it? Can’t go any further?”


“Why not? We’ve been going with the engine dead for a couple of hours, now. It’s probably a downhill slope. So if the slope holds – on we go.”


“Down a slope?” Gorych thought. “Then God forbid the slope should end . . .”


Without saying a word, they got out of the cab.


The driver stomped his boots on the ground, and was surprised at its firmness.


“Getting hungry,” Gorych confessed.


“Got some dried bread in the toolbox,” the driver said, climbing onto the back.


“Do you remember where the Little Dipper’s supposed to be?”


The driver didn’t know. He remembered the stars, had seen them often in the sky before the war, but since all this had begun he’d forgotten not only the stars, but all celestial objects.


“Toss me the matches!” he shouted to Gorych.


The boxes fell on the tarp covering the shell-shocked passenger.


The driver lit a match. He pulled back the tarp and illuminated the passenger’s face.


The burning match trembled in his hand above the yellowed face.


The driver tossed it over the side.


“Dead,” he said.


Gorych was silent, shifting from foot to foot. He finally managed to force out a few words: “The ground’s very hard . . . Strange,” he went on. “I’d forgotten he was with us. Thought it was just the two of us . . .”


“I’d forgotten too,” the driver confessed. “Let me turn on the light.”


He flipped the switch on the searchlight and froze. A spark appeared under the glass, starting to dissipate the internal darkness. The driver stared at it without blinking. His eyes hurt, welled up with tears, but he didn’t take them off the slowly expanding light.


In about fifteen minutes the searchlight warmed up and the beam of light began its slow ascent.


The darkness withdrew. The truck took on shape. Gorych saw the earth under his feet and squatted down. He stroked the earth with his hand, raised his hand to his eyes, and blew on it . . . Then he looked at the figure of the driver, which was distinctly illuminated by the searchlight.


“So quiet.” Gorych again expressed his suprise.


“Let’s get him down,” the driver whispered.


Gorych got up on the wheel and climbed onto the back. He pulled the tarp off the passenger’s face and went rigid, gazing into the dead man’s open eyes.


“Did he want to go with you?” Gorych turned to the driver.


“Yes.”


“But he didn’t believe in it . . . He didn’t use to believe in it.”


“And then he started believing,” the driver replied. “It was very dark. You had to believe in something.”


“Alright,” Gorych exhaled, as if agreeing with some unpleasant thought.


They opened the tailgate and lowered the body to the ground.


There was only one shovel in the truck.


The dry earth resisted them, as if it were trying to hide something.


The driver took the first turn digging. Gorych deepened the grave. You could put your arm in it up to the elbow.


They laid the passenger into the earth face down.


“Better this way,” the driver said. “If birds turn up – they won’t be able to peck at his eyes.”


Gorych agreed.


They shovelled earth over the passenger, but his shoulders still showed through.


“What was his name?” Gorych asked.


The driver shrugged, and smiled bitterly. “I don’t even know your name.”


Gorych nodded. “Someday this will all be over, even if we’re looking in vain,” he said, rose up, and stared at the searchlight.


“There’s nothing up there. You can cut it off.”


The driver climbed onto the back and flipped the switch.


They slammed the cab doors. With the handbrake down, the truck slowly began to roll forward, dragging the dying beam of light into an unknown direction.


The driver leaned on the steering wheel and tried to get used to that new sound – the creaking of the wooden side-panels in the back.


Gorych dozed off.
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What a night! Polished calm – the sleeping surface of the sea. How nice it would be to jump down there, wearing a black peacoat over your striped shirt, the collar raised to the throat – to jump down and walk off, leaving behind you not footprints but ripples, which would radiate and gradually fade, like the ones around a float when the fish are biting. Only I mustn’t forget the book. Without it, I’d never find the writer, who’ll be hard to talk to, because he’s smart . . . And smart people aren’t the talkative kind. I have to convince him to write another book. He has Airships and Their Military Applications, but we need Airships and Their Peaceful Applications. That’s all it would take. Ah, night so nice, passing by your eyes – just as long it doesn’t bring a storm. The lake’s better than the sea. It’s so close to home. But night really is the safest time. Here comes a white airship . . . no, not white – they’d shoot a white one right down. Here comes a black airship, and I don’t even notice it. It moves slowly, with its engine off, carried along on a fair wind, flying over the barge in God-knows-which direction . . . It’d be nice to send some airmail . . .




Dear comrade writer P. Ionov,


I’ve re-read your book about a dozen times, with great cognitive interest, and would very much like to disagree with you. Wartime certainly demands a strictly military application of airships, but we plan on attaining peace, and, on that score, it seems to me you’re a bit off. I wouldn’t reproach you in the least if you’d written this book this or last year. But it was written in 1933! What war were you talking about? That was the time of collectivisation! They needed a different book back then, which you didn’t write! And since you didn’t write it, then there’s no point in talking, really. But still, just consider this comparison: an airship creeps over the city at night and drops bombs on sleeping households, vs. an airship passes over a huge field and scatters wheat seed. So why’d you write only about bombs, about military intelligence? I ask you, please, write a second book. After all, you’re a writer, and that means each of your books is put into practice. If you write the book I’m asking for, send it to my home after the war – addressed to Kharitonov, on the steamer Nikitin, the town of Kargopol, Arkhangelsk Region.


With best wishes and regards.3





Here’s military life for you: no hurry, clear horizon, they took away the radio before the first voyage but left the radio tower. There was a flag up there once, but now it’s gone. Now I’m the flagpole.


*


On the third sleepless night Kharitonov began to doze off. Senior Seaman Gritsak, God keep him from good health, could not forgive his countryman’s disobedience and non-compliance with orders. To some degree, of course, Gritsak was right: have you ever seen a sailor with a red beard, or any beard at all? Gritsak saw such a sailor every day, and it caused him such inner turmoil that he ceased to feel himself a commander. And in order to feel himself a commander again, he had to punish the junior seaman. So Gritsak kept him running twenty-four hours a day – and, in order to make sure that he didn’t rest without permission, Fyodor Gritsak himself was at his side the whole time. He was sitting in the stern next to Kharitonov, staring at the morning horizon. Fyodor too would fall into a doze now and then, and just before dozing off again he noticed a black dot on the horizon. Gritsak rallied, opened his eyes, drew his field glasses out of his bag, and raised the eyepieces to his tired eyes.


The dot turned out to be a boat full of Hitlerites.


“Kharitonov!” Gritsak shouted, overcoming his exhaustion. “Bring a box of grenades from the quarters!”


The redbeard staggered and hobbled over to the quarters. He brought the box and asked, “What for?”


“Enemy attack. Fasten the flag to the radio tower! Stop! As you were! No, fasten it!”


Kharitonov listened patiently until Gritsak was done, and carried out the order. Now he too could see the small boat moving in their direction, with its dozen or so German sailors barely moving their oars. This didn’t look like an enemy attack – especially when the Germans stopped about three hundred metres away, shouting and waving their arms.


“Looks like they’re surrendering,” the senior seaman announced smugly.


The Germans again took up the oars, and one of them raised a machine gun with a white cloth tied to its muzzle.


“One, two, three . . .” Gritsak counted. “Eight of those bastards, and not a single officer . . .”


“Wir kapitulieren!” one of the Germans shouted hoarsely.


“That’s good . . .” The senior seaman nodded.


At about ten metres’ distance from the side of the barge the Germans dropped their oars into the water, gazing nervously and expectantly at the two Soviet sailors; one of the sailors was wild in appearance and character, but the other, who was clean-shaven and held his machine gun by the shoulder strap, gave them no clear cause for alarm. The Germans quietly consulted among themselves and began tossing their machine guns overboard in front of Gritsak and Kharitonov’s eyes.


Gritsak squatted near the box of grenades and squinted at the enemies begging to be taken prisoner.


“We’ve got to shout something at them.” Kharitonov turned to his commander.


“No we don’t,” Gritsak cut him off. “Their homeland will thank us.”


He fumbled a grenade out of the box, pulled the pin with a practised gesture, and lobbed the thing directly into the boat.


“Down!” he cried, falling to the deck.


Kharitonov tumbled face down with a crash.


The explosion sent water, wood, and people flying into the air. A shard pinged near Kharitonov’s head, striking the iron deck. Kharitonov opened his eyes and saw that it wasn’t a shard – it was a severed finger with a gold wedding ring. The redbeard shut his eyes tight. There was a bitter taste in his mouth – he was going to be sick. He tried to hold back but couldn’t. He crawled to the side of the ship and leaned over. When it was over, Kharitonov got up and looked around. Pieces of the little boat were floating in the pinkish water. Gritsak sat yawning on the deck, completely calm, examining his subordinate.


“Alright, to hell with you – go and get some sleep,” he said.


“Why’d you . . .?” Kharitonov asked very slowly, without looking at Gritsak.


“For the sake of fairness. If we aren’t allowed to surrender, then why should they be allowed? And there were eight of them, and only two of us . . . What if they found out that there’s no propeller and there are only two of us? That’d be the end of it. Just think about it – what would we do with them in the open sea? Go to sleep! Halt!”


Gritsak got to his feet, straightened his back, and walked across the deck with a watchful gaze.


“Listen,” he said in an unusually soft voice. “Take the flag down from the radio tower and go to sleep.”


That night a black airship appeared in the sky, moving slowly, with its engine off, carried along on a fair wind, flying over the barge in God-knows-which direction . . .


*


The calm held the next day. Kharitonov was still sleeping in the crew’s quarters, but Senior Seaman Gritsak didn’t want to wake him. He went strolling up and down the deck, even purring something to himself under his breath. There wasn’t much room for strolling, of course, but at least he had every right to consider himself master and captain of the place.


Gritsak stopped at the side of the barge, swept his masterful gaze across the horizon, then looked down at his feet and, seeing the severed finger, curled his lips, swung his right foot high up – and the human shard went flying into the water, its wedding ring flashing a final farewell.


“I served the cause of victory!” the senior seaman said with as much self-assurance as he could muster.


It sounded fairly convincing. Gritsak calmed down and ran his palm across his cheeks, checking whether it was time to shave. He was immediately stung by an unpleasant thought, which protested against Kharitonov’s red beard. Gritsak chased the thought away, fully aware of its rightness and of his own impotence. He imagined the exact circumstances under which Kharitonov’s red beard would cause him trouble. This could only happen unexpectedly, if one of their people’s ships were to come upon their forsaken barge; the ship’s first officer would climb up on the barge’s deck and slam Gritsak with a penalty for deviation from norms of discipline and regulation. It would be good if they were to spot this ship early, so that Kharitonov would have the chance to shave off his “sapper’s spade”, as he himself called it. There’s nothing worse than commanding your countrymen, especially if you grew up with them. They just don’t get that you’re their commander, that you have the power to decide their fate, to reward and punish them. As soon as their barge was found he’d have to file a report requesting a new junior seaman. Let them assign whomever they want, even a Yakut who can’t swim – just as long as he’s never seen him before.
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That night a black airship appeared in the sky. Its engine was off, and it was flying above the sea in God-knows-which direction. There wasn’t a soul in the airship’s gondola, although a stool stood in the centre, some rubbish was strewn about the floor, and in the corner lay a large cardboard box containing more than a thousand packs of Friend-brand cigarettes.


The night was surprisingly quiet.


The electrified surface of the sea looked like an endless runway.


Only high in the sky, where airships fly ahead of storms, was there a light breeze. It was harmless, carrying with it nothing but currents of warm air.


Nature was at rest, and one just couldn’t believe that her rest would continue much longer, that people wouldn’t tire of living in peace and quiet.


But there really was no peace and quiet for man. Humanity couldn’t allow itself what nature allows itself.


That night, it was only the absence of man that ensured peace and quiet. And even man’s creation, abandoned by its Creator, appeared to be the natural product of avian evolution.


And there was nothing surprising in the fact that man’s creation had managed, without its Creator, to climb much higher than man, and that it could find its place in the sky, like a bird or a cloud.


*


The barge’s cook-galley was packed to the brim with “lend-lease” stew. Gritsak opened a can, pinched out a piece of pork flesh, and flicked it at the gulls circling overhead. Two of them plummeted down like stones after the food, collided, and skirmished, while the piece of meat, bidding the foolish birds farewell, dived down to feed fish.


Gritsak grinned and threw the gulls another bit of stew. This time one bird beat the rest, snatched the meat, and flew back up slowly, flapping laboriously, as if it were too stuffed. Then it straightened its broad wings and began tracing circles above the motionless barge.


The senior seaman, his head thrown back, was tossing bits of stew which had gone bad over the past two and a half months to the birds, whom he couldn’t stand. He was tossing it up as if he were tossing it out, not thinking about the birds or about anything else.


Suddenly he frowned, walked across the deck, picked up the machine gun, and emptied a clip at the circling birds. One flopped helplessly into the water. Gritsak watched it fall with great satisfaction, placed the machine gun back on the deck, and sat down.


The rumble of gunfire woke Kharitonov, who’d been sleeping in the crew’s quarters. He rolled around a bit in his top bunk and, when fully awake, pulled out P. Ionov’s book, which he’d read many times, from under his pillow, opening it to a page in the middle. He knew the text almost by heart and wasn’t exactly thrilled by it, as he’d written more than once in his letters here on the barge. These letters to P. Ionov lay in a separate pile in his nightstand. If they were ever published, they’d make up a book even thicker than Ionov’s, and, more importantly, a far more useful book. That, at any rate, is how Kharitonov himself saw it.


A gust of cold wind swept over the barge. Gritsak gazed at the darkening horizon and curled his lips with displeasure. Another half an hour and the sea’s surface would be boiling like water in a kettle, and it wasn’t at all clear that their barge could withstand another of nature’s tantrums.


The gulls had flown off. Gritsak pulled the machine gun closer, regretting his inability to shoot and kill the elements and all their shenanigans, with which he was thoroughly fed up.


The storm lasted a day, a night, and another day, and by the end had wedged the barge between two massive rocks, knocking it about mercilessly, and planting it firmly and permanently on the coastal shelf before falling silent. Soon the water receded, exposing the crumpled hull – ebb-tide, by the moon’s command.


Gritsak sighed with relief. He had reason to rejoice and be grateful to this storm. Under any other circumstances he would have cursed the elements and every wind, but now the shore lay before him: sand, rocks, and green trees, barely visible through the mist. It wasn’t just land that lay before him. Battered by rains and thunderstorms, weathered by southerly and northerly winds, lay his life, its continuation. And what could be more important for a person who’d been reservedly and secretly awaiting his demise?


It was over. The maritime torments were behind him. Those who’d been destined to perish in the deep had met their fates, like the German sailors.


Kharitonov, who’d been weakened by the storm and had dark circles under his eyes, propped himself up on his elbows in the bunk, unable to believe the calm, then dropped back down on his back. The barge’s pitching had emptied him out for a week in advance, and his ears still rang with the gnashing of iron, the rattling of boxes of dynamite sliding across the hold, and the roar of the waves stubbornly beating against the vessel’s sides.


Gritsak descended into the quarters. His eyes landed on Kharitonov and he pursed his lips with distaste.


“We’ve moored!” he said and walked out.


Kharitonov turned his head in the senior seaman’s direction, dropped his feet to the floor, and tried to balance himself by grabbing the top bunk with his hands, as if the storm were still raging. After standing there for a minute or two, he lowered his hands and made his way towards the door with uncertain steps.


“You can rest up,” Gritsak said quietly, in a non-commanding voice, slung the machine gun over his shoulder, and jumped down onto the sand. “I’m heading out on reconnaissance.”


Kharitonov shook his head and remained on deck, following his commander with tired eyes.


The commander briskly clambered up the rocky beach and disappeared from sight.


The evening came on quickly. The low waves hissed, lapping at the shore.


Having regaining his senses, Kharitonov found a pair of scissors, a razor, and a mirror, and began to rid himself, unhurriedly, of his luxurious red beard.


And really, why had Gritsak been so nervous? As if Kharitonov were some sort of irresponsible rebel. As if he didn’t know what one could and couldn’t do, and when one could and couldn’t do it. Right now, for instance, he really did need to get into presentable shape; Gritsak might bring back some army man with stars on his shoulder straps, and then Kharitonov’s beard would land him in a penal battalion pretty quick. But by the time Gritsak does come back, Kharitonov will have transformed himself into a clean-shaven model sailor. Strange: the commander had gone off in a less than military fashion, without giving any orders. He must know Kharitonov’s no fool – Kharitonov would figure out for himself that if he was left alone on the barge with such a cargo, he ought to remain on watch until Gritsak returned. And remaining on watch means looking around and thinking your own thoughts, remembering the house, the lake, from which the river Onega flows – remembering peacetime, which is bound to come again. And when it does come, the sailor Kharitonov will finally do his favourite thing in the world, which he hadn’t yet had a chance to do. He’ll find people for whom airships are the most important things in life – he’ll find them and stay with them. He’ll work for a piece of bread and a cup of milk a day. And he’ll finally send all those letters he’d written to P. Ionov, and he’ll meet with him, and he’ll convince him to write another book, a book about peaceful airships . . .


To the continuous hissing of the waves, Kharitonov’s evening watch turned into a night watch. The black surface of the water rocked the reflections of distant stars while the yellow moon, which looked as if it were carved from Vologda butter, would either gaze curiously into the ocean’s night-time mirror or hide behind the not-yet-ripened thunderclouds.4


“Does he really believe I’m undisciplined?” Kharitonov thought, searching the sky for the hidden moon. “Did I fail to fulfil a single sensible order? If there’s anything I can do for the great cause of victory – I do it! But let any one of the generals explain to me how daily shaving is supposed to bring about the enemy’s destruction. Gritsak orders me to sleep in a top bunk when the quarters are full of bottom bunks – I sleep in it, and I even understand why Gritsak sleeps in a bottom bunk while I’m dangling up there. Because he’s the commander, and I’ve got to feel my subordination in every way possible . . .”


*


On the third day of his unrelieved watch, Kharitonov began to doubt his fortitude and decided to take a nap, if only for an hour. He climbed wearily up to the top bunk – as if Gritsak’s order had entered his bloodstream, since it’s much more comfortable to sleep down below – lay back, and closed his eyes.


Sleep swept over him like a massive squall, pinning him to the bunk and stripping him of all strength. All he managed to feel was his body going rapidly limp, his hands and legs going numb. This was a kind of captivity from which one could not escape by willpower alone. His body had become insubordinate.


The tide tickled the bottom of the barge, which sat deep in the sand, while the usually noisy seagulls circled above in silence, squinting indifferently at the pink dawn that nature had just conceived.


Sleep began to return Kharitonov’s strength to him, and he began to feel himself again, to feel his independence and integrity, and his body obeyed him, and he was running somewhere in his dream, and then, reaching the top of a mountain, he looked around and grinned joyously, fixing his gaze on a black airship hovering above the forest. Along with his joy arose a desire to paint his dream object a colour other than black, which served to protect the imaginary airship from anti-aircraft fire at night – to paint it some bright, joyous colour – but for that he’d need paint, and the airship had to be closer. However, the airship didn’t have to do anything it didn’t want to do, and can one really repaint a dream, as if it were some fence or gate? No, let it be dark for now; later, when the sun’s out and really shining, it’ll fade all by itself, it’ll brighten, and then there won’t be any need for paint-jobs.


After another glance at his dream object, Kharitonov lay down in a meadow and decided to take a nap, but then some unknown force seized his throat with a warm hand and began to squeeze. Kharitonov was dumbfounded with fright – his body froze up as someone’s fingers pressed deeper and deeper into his neck. Kharitonov realised that this spelled the end of his impoverished earthly life, and, with it, of his rich imaginary life. His heartbeat slowed; his lungs shrivelled. With a huge effort he managed to raise his multi-ton eyelids, but the nightmare continued and his body wouldn’t obey him.


“Am I really awake?” Kharitonov thought, shifting his eyes to the left and discerning, in the dark, the wall of the quarters. He wanted to turn his head, wanted to raise his hand or move his fingers, wanted to land the airship on the banks of Lake Lacha . . . Nothing but unfulfilled desires. That’s how slow death creeps up, expected death, which is a thousand times worse than unexpected death.


Kharitonov tried once again to strain his hand and to revive it somehow. It seemed to him that some weak link had been established between his desire and the action of his hand. His hand, as if indulging him, moved, and now Kharitonov could feel it, or, more precisely, could feel his cramped elbow, could feel a numbness in his fingers, and was even able to raise the stiff limb. Now he’d need to free his throat as quickly as possible – otherwise he’d suffocate and any struggle for life would lose its meaning. He raised his disobedient hand to his neck and felt someone else’s warmth. Kharitonov forcefully pushed the invisible enemy hand from his neck. There was a squeak – and a rat that had snuggled up on Kharitonov’s neck went flying down from the bunk. It crashed against the wooden floor and immediately scurried, with a rapid drumbeat, to the far corner of the quarters, where it found a hiding place.


Half crazy, Kharitonov again closed his eyes. His strength gradually returned to him in reality, no longer just in his dream.

His breathing steadied and his lungs greedily expanded his chest, enjoying their newfound freedom of inhalation and exhalation.


Kharitonov got up. A drop of blood fell from his index finger, and he saw a deep scratch – the trace of the rat’s claw. He couldn’t wrap his mind around it: where had this rat come from, and how could it have got up to the bunk, which was suspended from the ceiling?


He came out on deck. The sun was at its zenith, midday. Seems strange – it was night-time a minute ago . . . At this time of year the Lacha fishermen return to Kargopol. And where’s Gritsak? Why’s he still gone? Has he disappeared? Is he dead? Or was he arrested right away and is now being interrogated? And if he never comes back? What then? Should Kharitonov just sit around on the barge until the emergency rations run out, then release himself into the air with the help of his own cargo? Now, of course, it wouldn’t be only themselves, but another living creature.


Kharitonov’s thoughts could not wander too far from the nightmare that had become reality. Kharitonov didn’t believe in significant coincidences. That rat represented something – perhaps that Gritsak wouldn’t return? Could very well be – it’d sensed Kharitonov’s present and future loneliness, and had come to him in order to show him that he wasn’t alone. It’d come to him as a sign from God, persuading him to live and to fight for his life, to think clearly, and to interpret the incomprehensible.


Gritsak would not return. Of this Kharitonov was sure.


It’s strange that the rat had never shown itself before, had never made its presence known.


All the same, Gritsak would not return. There was no sense in waiting for him and guarding the barge, but ditching the dynamite and going off in search of a life to which one could hitch one’s own wasn’t so simple. One had to justify leaving to oneself, or to come up with something, some action, which would absolve him, Kharitonov, of the burden of duty, but which wouldn’t give anyone the right to call him a traitor and deserter. Now it was getting clearer: What he wanted was to leave, without at the same time abandoning the explosive cargo, which was certainly in high demand among the guerrilla units and sabotage groups. Yes, he would definitely leave, but he had to maintain a link with the barge.


Kharitonov climbed into the hold and got down to business. He combined several huge spools of Bickford fuse into a single thread, fastening its tail to a brick of dynamite that could wake thousands of its brethren in the hold from peaceful slumber, and dragged the other end out onto the deck, and then to the beach. He pulled the fuse towards himself – it obeyed easily.


Good. Now he’ll load up his duffel bag and, in the absence of a suitcase, he’ll sit on this duffel bag before hitting the road.5 And then – off he goes . . .


Kharitonov clasped the end of the fuse in his fist and, leaning forward for balance – the duffel bag with “lend-lease” stew and biscuits was none too light – began clambering up the rocky beach. Beyond the beach a mound that was almost devoid of vegetation billowed up into the sky. Having reached its top, Kharitonov rested and caught his breath.


His plan of action was extraordinarily simple. However long the journey, in the end he’d reach people. If they happen to be friendlies, he’ll give them the fuse and they’ll easily find the barge. And if he runs into the enemy – well, he’ll have to set fire to the fuse quietly and run the other way, and then his soul, soaring above this war, would see an explosion of enormous force on the coast of the Sea of Japan . . .


Going down the other side of the mound Kharitonov saw majestic hills up ahead, covered with forests. Before him lay the taiga, the mistress of this place, whose uncontrollable will determined the fates of the men and beasts who’d wound up on her property, at times intertwining these fates, making them interdependent. It may have been Gritsak who’d told him that some partisans had stumbled upon two skeletons locked in an embrace not far from the shore: one set of bones was human, the other a wolf’s.


Not even halfway to the top of the first hill, Kharitonov halted. In order to free up his hand, he tied the fuse with a triple knot to the strap of his duffel bag. The fuse was easy to pull; he barely felt it.


Sitting down under a cedar, Kharitonov took a deep breath and gazed around. Up above he heard the whisper of the wind combing the treetops, while below all was calm. The ground was covered with last year’s brown needles and with grass of a sickly green colour, which indicated, oddly enough, the end of spring.


He’d sat around enough. It was time to move, to pull the fuse onwards. He was sure to meet someone at the top of the hill. They might be friendlies, might be enemies. It was a fifty-fifty chance. In wartime, any hill, any even barely perceptible mound, is called a ridge, and a ridge cannot fail to be taken. Although the first coastal mound had indeed turned out to be un-taken . . .
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The beam of the searchlight slowly pierced the thick cake of darkness from the bottom up. It pierced it and got stuck, not managing to cut the cake all the way through, not managing to reach the light.


Gorych and the driver were sitting on the bare dry ground beside the truck.


They were staring at the beam, not saying a word.


“Do you remember how the theatre burned down in the city?” Gorych asked all of a sudden.


“Uh-huh,” his companion nodded.


“It happened at night, and it lit up the whole central square.”


“I wasn’t around for that,” the driver said. “They sent me off to oversee the production of wooden toys.”


Gorych grinned.


“What were you playing around with toys for?”


“Those were my orders. They were chopping down the forest around the city and didn’t know what to do with all those trees. So they decided to use the wood for toys . . .”


“The theatre was wooden, too.” Gorych closed his eyes. “I can’t look at the light too long,” he complained.


“Let’s turn it off,” the driver suggested.


“Wait, I’ll be back in a minute.”


Gorych rose to his feet and walked off into the darkness.


Time passed without days or nights, without winds. Two men ruled over the silence. They alone could preserve it or break it.


But the men themselves were ruled over by darkness, and though they could switch on the searchlight, its beam radiated cold. When it was on, the darkness loomed close. The men felt themselves so vulnerable that they had the urge to abandon the searchlight, abandon the truck, and take off running.


They didn’t admit their fear to each other. Perhaps they didn’t even admit it to themselves. And one desire alone allowed them to forget their fear, their constant vulnerability – the desire to switch on the searchlight and watch its beam rise upwards. The beam was their last hope of returning to normal life, to the winds, to the grasses, to sunrises and sunsets. While the beam shone, hope survived.


Gorych walked further and further away. At last he stopped and turned to face the beam. From where he stood the beam looked indescribably beautiful – a luxuriant, bright yellow pillar of light. And even the darkness seemed bluish beside it. One couldn’t see the truck – only the beam, holding up the sky like a column. Too bad there was no sky. The sky means clouds and stars. And here there was no sky.


“Hey!” Gorych shouted as loudly as he could and was surprised at how quiet his voice sounded. “Hey! Get over here!”


“Maybe it’s because I haven’t shouted in so long,” he thought. “All this time I’ve done nothing but whisper . . .”


Seeing the silhouette of the driver walking towards him in front of the beam, Gorych was reassured.


If he’s coming, that means he heard me. And I’m not that close, either.


Gorych closed his eyes.


The burning theatre again arose in his memory. It was a moonlit night. He was walking Irina back home. They’d spent the whole evening wandering around the city. They’d been to the park, had gone out on a boat, then spent a long time sitting on a bench. The theatre had been built many years before, but it wasn’t open at the time. The old actors were gone: some had died, others had disappeared, and new ones hadn’t grown up yet. But in the papers it said that the theatre was going to open any day – that there’d be a premiere. There’d be a buffet during the intermission. He and Irina were planning on going to the theatre every week. They were going to go and see real life. They said that the theatre would only put on plays by Gorky.6 But shortly before the promised opening it burned down. It burned for a long time – so long that hundreds of residents had time to wake up, get out of bed, and head off to the square, where they remained standing until the morning, until nothing remained of the theatre but a black pile of charred beams and planks. Only then did the townspeople begin to disperse. Many of them had tears gleaming in their eyes. Irina cried too, and kept asking: “Why didn’t they try to put it out?” Gorych didn’t know, and so he didn’t say anything. Everyone saw that no-one had tried to put the fire out, and everyone kept quiet, though they were all surely asking themselves the same question. But, in all likelihood, they hadn’t tried to put the fire out because they couldn’t. Gorych was certain that there had to have been some very good reasons not to put out the theatre fire. Otherwise, they would’ve put it out immediately, especially since the fire brigade was just around the corner. And if they hadn’t – that means they couldn’t.


Gorych felt his eyes watering.


He’d had tears in his eyes back then, too. After all, the fire had lasted several hours, and they’d stood there the whole time staring at the flames.


“Hey, driver!” he shouted again.


“Right here!” a familiar voice replied from the darkness.


“Have you seen the searchlight from here?”
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