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	THE JOB

	 

	That morning, Xao Teng left home with his bicycle. The sky still had the rosy streaks of dawn which was just breaking. The air smelt of burnt rubber, tainted by the smoke from the factories close to the village. Everyone worked there. From the age of three, you had to find a place in one of those factories if you wanted to survive. Xao Teng couldn’t even remember when he went there for the first time. He only knew that, at nine years old, he had to go and sew footballs for 16 hours a day. His mother had brought him up with the culture of work. He had always to be respectful to his superiors and never protest otherwise they would have sacked him, and the 12 dollars a month he brought home were needed for food for the family. 

	There were ten people in Xao Teng’s family. He lived not only with his mother but also his elderly maternal grandparents, a young uncle and five brothers and sisters. His father had died a couple of years before. He had also worked in a factory assembling plastic dolls. He earned the most in the family but, one day, the cough he’d always had got worse and there was blood in the sputum. His health worsened and he was forced to leave work as he wasn’t even able to get up. He died after two months of immobility. The doctor who saw him said that the illness was due to the toxicity of the paints in the dolls he put together. 

	About 100 children aged 3 to 12 were waiting for the door to open. Xao Teng had parked his bike in the usual place and ensured that the lock on the chain was properly closed before joining the others waiting for the factory to open. The director, a 50-year-old with a cigar in his mouth and a look that was always serious, gave the order for the door to be opened and the children entered in and orderly fashion like little soldiers marching. Xao Teng’s work was simple - he took two hexagons of leather and sewed them side by side; then he added a third and then a fourth until the hexagons took on the round shape of a ball. He then inserted a bladder inside it after turning it inside out so that the stitching couldn’t be seen on the outside and, in the end, attached the last hexagon. The ball was ready to be inflated and exported abroad. Every day, Xao Teng sewed quite a few, so many that, at the end of the working day, his fingertips were sore. 

	Ten men armed with sticks supervised the children. If they noticed someone stop to rest, they beat them with the stick until they started sewing again. Xao Teng had experienced the stick many times when he stopped, even if it was only because he’d pricked himself with the needle and had automatically put his finger in his mouth to suck it. The men didn’t accept any kind of excuse - you should never stop. However, it was the director who scared Xao Teng most. He beat without reason. He liked to see children suffer. Sometimes, he called one of the children into his office, closing the door and ordering the guards not to disturb him. When the child left the office, they always had a lost look and eyes wet with tears as though they had just stopped crying. Xao Teng didn’t understand what happened in that office but he knew it was better never to go in alone with the director.

	The bell for the end of the day rang, all the children went home, aware that in just a few hours they would have started again. Xao Teng went into the house. It was already night and everyone was asleep. His mother had left his dinner, a couple of fistfuls of boiled rice, on the table. He went to wash, gobbled down the rise and then ran to bed.

	Next day, as he went to work, Xao Teng came across an accident. A car had fallen into a canal. He stopped to look at the event - he was curious about everything, as children often are. He noticed that the car was vertical with its nose in the canal. The blow it had received as it fell had thrown the driver forward. He had crashed through the window and was now lying on the ground covered in blood and in agony.

	“Help!” repeated the man, who couldn’t move. 

	The child recognised him. He looked around and noted that there was no-one other than the two of them. That road was almost always deserted. 

	“Help me,” said the man realising that the child was staring at him.

	Xao Teng looked at the ground, searching for something. Then he saw it, moved a few steps away from the canal and came back a few seconds later with a large boulder in his arms. He swung it in his arms then flung it at the car. It brushed the man. In that moment, he understood. That child knew him, he’d already seen him. He worked in his factory. In the meantime, the child had moved away again. He came back a short time later with another boulder, slightly smaller than the first, in his arms. This time, he aimed better as he swung it in his arms and when he threw it, it hit the man’s head. The sound, a thud like that of a coconut as it smashes falling to earth, was strange to Xao Teng’s ears. 

	Now, he could see the lifeless body, with a boulder in place of his head, of his director and the red of the blood which had sprayed everywhere. It looked like a naïve painting. He stayed watching for a couple of minutes then went back to his bike, jumped onto it and went off to work.

	The news spread many hours later and then rumours started about the accident and the director’s death. The children reacted to the news in two ways - there were those who laughed and were happy about the event, and those who seemed to feel nothing. Xao Teng was among the latter. He knew that another director like or even worse than the old one would arrive in a couple of days.

	 

	 

	THE BEAR IN THE WOODS

	 

	Dimitri Semen felt part of the wood. He had been born and had grown up there. He was taciturn, he never spoke to anyone. He didn’t see a living soul. Many in the village were afraid of him and the children ran away when they saw him coming. It was even said that, at night, he turned into a ferocious, giant animal ready to tear people apart. Everyone knew him with the nickname Bear. Dimitri was almost 6 ft 6 in and imposing. His body gave off a smell of onions due to the fact that he almost always ate a soup with that vegetable, which he really loved. 

	The wood gave him life, it was part of him. He hunted the animals that he then sold in the village market for a few roubles. He was happy with that. He was only interested in having enough to go to the inn in the evening and spend his daily earnings in vodka. There was another attraction in the bar where Dimitri went to drink vodka, and he liked it very much. Eugenia, a young woman with a delicate face and firm breasts. He would have liked to talk to her, but he didn’t manage to. The Bear was timid with women and knew that he would certainly have been rough in his introduction which would have frightened any female, let alone Eugenia who seemed so delicate to his eyes. Every time she came close to his table to pour him some vodka he held his breath and bent his head, blushing. Eugenia had realised that that great man was in love with her and she played with it. She sometimes asked him if she looked good with that apron, forcing Dimitri to raise his head and look at her. In those moments, he would like to have taken her and made her his, there on the table. She understood from the lusty look what he had in mind and it frightened her a bit but also excited her. “At the end of the day,” she thought, “Who knows how virile an animal of that kind will be.”

	Spring was the best season for Dimitri because there was more game in the wood and the scent of nature germinating filled him with joy. He felt like a young boy. He stayed in the woods until dusk. In those days, nothing existed for him, neither Eugenia’s firm breasts nor onion soup. He wanted to stay there, lose himself in that nature, be almost a part of it like the moss or the trees. He was reflecting on this when he heard a groan come from a bush. He went slowly up to it with his rifle in his hands, ready to shoot if a wild animal should come out of that bush. But the minute he peered inside he realised that he was the only beast in that vegetation. There was a little girl of about ten crouched on the ground sobbing. She was terrified when she saw Dimitri’s face appear above the bush but it was only for a moment. She was frightened by the way he appeared and his imposing stature. She knew exactly who he was. 

	“Dimitri,” whispered the little girl. 

	He realised that she knew him. “What are you doing here?” he asked, trying to moderate the powerful tone of his voice.

	“I got lost.”

	“Come here, I’ll take you into the village.”

	She nodded and they started to walk towards the village. However, at a certain point, the little girl stopped. He looked at her uncertainly. 

	“What’s the matter?” he asked.

	“I’m hungry. I haven’t eaten anything since this morning.”

	“We’ll be in the village soon, you can eat there.”

	The girl didn’t answer, but she didn’t move either. 

	Dimitri understood.

	“My house is near here. Let’s go and I’ll cook you something, then we can eat and I’ll take you home.”

	At long last, the girl moved. 

	“Dasha,” she said.

	“What?”

	“My name is Dasha.”

	“You already know my name,” he replied.

	“You’re the bear of the woods.”

	The conversation ended there. 

	The child devoured the meat stew that Dimitri had prepared that morning but refused the onion soup. He couldn’t understand why seeing that it was very good.

	“I’m sleepy,” said Dasha when they had finished eating. She saw his bed near the hearth, she went and lay down and fell asleep immediately. Dimitri was embarrassed. He didn’t know what to do. He should have taken her home but she’d fallen asleep in his bed. He would also have to sleep on the floor. 

	In the morning, he was woken by a thud. Dasha had got up and, trying to prepare breakfast, had dropped a pan.

	“Let me do it,” he said, getting up.

	After breakfast, they went into the village and when they got there Dimitri saw the whole population round him. At first, he thought they wanted to lynch him but then he realised that they were welcoming him like a hero. The villagers had been looking for the girl since the evening before. Someone had already feared the worst, and that she had been eaten by a wolf.

	“He found me in the woods, I got lost. He was really kind,” Dasha repeated to people.
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