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Chapter Two: The Golden Sword

  Tanya Grotter was woken up at dawn by the cold. On her thin blanket

there was ice, and that icy coating was only barely thinner than what

was frozen on her pillow. For some time Tanya stayed lying there,

hoping to huddle under the damp blanket, but this was no use; it got 

still more clammy and cold. Then Tanya threw aside the blanket and 

hurriedly got up, dreaming more of diving into the apartment, into 

warmth.

  She yanked on the door one time, another, three times, but it didn't

respond. Getting up on her tiptoes, Tanya discovered that the lower

bolt was slid across.  Pipa had gotten hold of the old thing again.

The last time she'd locked Tanya on the loggia was at the beginning of

spring, so that she'd caught cold and spent one and a half months in

the hospital with pneumonia.  But then, her time in the hospital had

not been too bad, though they did give her shots every day and even 

used eyedroppers.  In any case, there she was in the warm and nobody 

nagging her thirty times a day. But now once again....

  Tanya began to knock on the glass, but the Durnevs slept soundly in

the neighboring room.  Awakening both of them might just make them

explode into the kitchen like barrels of gunpowder.  As far as Pipa

was concerned, though her bed was just alongside, she only giggled and

made nasty faces at Tanya through the glass. But then, no grimace, 

even the grossest one, was so repulsive as her own horsey face (an

inheritance from her Papa German) blinking its round fishy eyes (a

present from Mama Ninel).

  "Hey, you! Frightface! Open up now!" yelled Tanya to Pipa.

  "Quit dreaming! Sit there and freeze. It doesn't matter to you;

you'll be thrown in jail someday just like your daddy. And it's

disgusting to me: I don't want you wandering into the apartment. You

might steal something yet," sneered Pipa.

  Pipa reached into the drawer of a table for a photograph in a small

frame and, flopping back into bed, scrutinized it.  Tanya didn't know 

who was in the photograph, because Pipa always kept it locked up and 

never, even by accident, turned the small frame right-side-up. Tanya 

only knew for sure that Pipa crazily loved someone in this snapshot 

so much that she stared at it for hours every day.

  "Come on, come on! Show your pimples!" exclaimed Tanya to her.

  Pipa sniffed furiously.

  "Come on, come on! Just see that your nose isn't dripping!" again

exclaimed Tanya, huddled in the cold.

  Yielding to this advice, Pipa rummaged along the balcony with her

eyes, figuring that it was impossible anyone could throw anything in

at her. But though throwing wouldn't work, maybe if she had a string 

suitable for making a noose she could dangle it through the small 

hinged inside window and hook it onto the bolt.

  The Durnevs never told Tanya the truth about her parents. It gave

them pleasure to tease the little girl with stories of them: that her

papa had been thrown in jail, and her mama'd died begging at a railroad

station.  Tanya's own Uncle German and Aunt Ninel took her in out of

pity. "And of course we made a mistake! You turned out to be a very

bad girl, like your daddy!" said Uncle German.

  And these were blatant lies. Tanya was not a bad girl, though she

knew how to stand up for herself.  Small, fast and clever, and with 

tiny curls, she managed to be everywhere at once. Her sharp tongue 

cut like a razor.

  "These fingers in my mouth are not treasures!" sometimes admitted

Ninel, very honest for a woman who could have nibbled her arms up 

to the elbow and still said that wasn't enough food. In the same way, 

she knew Tanya was completely harmless. It was just that if the 

Durnevs didn't humiliate her once a second, they weren't really living.

  From the middle of spring to the middle of fall, the Durnevs forced

Tanya to sleep on the glassed-in loggia, and only when it got quite cold

was she allowed to stay in a very distant and dark room in the Durnev's 

apartment.  In that room, where in normal times stood the vacuum cleaner 

and the stepstool, also lived a nasty dachshund named 1.5 Kilometers. 

This old bowlegged kielbasa hated the little girl as strongly as the 

Durnevs themselves, and to curry favor with the masters, was forever 

snapping at her heels.

  Since the day when German and his spouse found a double bass case on

their landing, it had been ten years.  It was fall again, and yet not

bright and delightful like back then, but gloomy and rainy.  There was

light frost at night, and in the mornings icicles hung on the glass

loggia.  It was exactly so that ice formed on the little girl's thin

mattress and blanket.  Possibly the Durnevs would have allowed Tanya

to go lie down again in the room, if they hadn't recently been making

renovations.

  "I just picture this slob lying on a new bed and running her fingers 

over our new wallpaper, and I can't fit one bite past the lump in my 

throat," Aunt Ninel revealed.

  "Yes, it's a pity we got rid of the old divan. But probably she

could sleep on the floor on her mattress," magnanimously said Uncle

German, when he happened to be in a good mood.  However, this chanced

very seldom, because he only had the one good mood, but (as you know) 

117 bad ones.... 

  A few years back, Uncle German had become a deputy in the Duma and 

even headed the Heartfelt Help for Children and Invalids Commission. 

It had changed him very little. He became even more disgusting, if 

you please.  And this was someone who had the new elections coming 

around the corner! Uncle German was gloomy and anxious all the time, 

and only when going out in public put on a smile -- with loathing, as 

he loathed the old and not-very-clean teapot spouts. He wasted away 

still more from constant anxiety.  Even stray dogs put their tails 

between their legs and were mournful when Uncle German walked by.

  So as she also was unable to find on the loggia anything that allowed

her to reach the bolt, Tanya subsided a little. She was not prepared

to beg Pipa to open it and give her that additional pleasure.

  *Oh, you get nothing, muskrat! You keep showing yourself to the

next household, making five extra mistakes!* she thought vindictively.

  Tanya wrapped herself in the blanket, snuggled her forehead up to

the glass and stepped up to look into the courtyard.  Below stood

automobiles, tiny as beetles.  The silvered roofs were seashell-garages.

Sober caretakers, who in spite of everything still took to drink,

made the lids of trashcans thunder.

  *If only I could fly! I'd open the window, spread my arms and fly

far, far away from here, for a hundred, a thousand kilometers, and

from there to where my papa is!  But my wings are, well, like that

leaf, for example....* sadly thought Tanya.

  As she watched, the big red leaf clinging on the abandoned branch of

a maple unexpectedly came loose, soared up safely for three floors and

then stuck to the glass on the other side, directly opposite her face.

While the little girl was wondering how it might happen that the leaf,

instead of falling, flew upward, the bolt loudly slid back with a

crack like the bolt of a rifle.

  Turning around, Tanya saw Aunt Ninel in her nightgown.  Squinting

her eyes, Aunt squeamishly looked at her. Over the last ten years

she'd put on a lot of weight -- three times more -- and could now only

ride in a freight elevator.  Just so she could squeeze into the kitchen,

they had recently widened the door.

  "Why are you hanging around in here?" asked Aunt Ninel suspiciously.

  "And is that hard to figure out? Your Pipa locked me out." Tanya

lost it. She always felt guilty around the Durnevs.  Probably it was

for this that they tried, day by day, year by year, to poison her

existence.

  "Don't you dare lie, you ungrateful trash!" bellowed Aunt Ninel (as

she shouldn't have, since she'd been the one to open the bolt). "What's 

this about 'your' Pipa? And this after, like a sister, she gave you her 

own beloved pencilcase for your birthday."

  Tanya wanted to say that the pencilcase was old and the pens were all 

either dirty or didn't work, but she decided that it would be better to 

keep her mouth shut.  Even if the next day, Pipa had cut up the pencil 

case with a knife, on purpose.

  "What's shut you up? You think it's pleasant for me to stand here

talking to you? March into the kitchen and run your fingers through

the buckwheat! You love to shovel in food -- love to cook!" said her

angry aunt.

  Slipping past her, Tanya into the Durnev's bright cerulean-blue tile

kitchen and, pouring buckwheat onto the table, began sifting the dark

grain.  Truth to tell, the buckwheat was pretty clean, but Uncle

German and Aunt Ninel were crazy for organic food, purified water and

other similar things.  There was only one filter, in the kitchen. Of

course, the Durnevs made Tanya drink tap water so as not to waste

filter cartridges on her.  However, Tanya did not take this for long,

and periodically topped off their teapot with water from the toilet

bowl.

  Reluctantly picking through the buckwheat, the little girl raised

her head now and then and looked out of the corner of her eye at her

reflection in the big nickel-plated hood for the stove. The hood was

new, as was the kitchen, and in it everything was reflected as in a

mirror --  except that it wasn't flat but bulged out.

  Either the hood flattered her, or Tanya really did look considerably

better than Pipa.  Well-built, planed features, a mischievous look...

only the not-large mole on the tip of her nose made her look not so

enigmatic, not so fun-loving.

  How many long minutes, particularly in first and second grade, had

they horribly teased and hurt her because of this mole! The little

girl examined it in the mirror. And the longer she examined that large

bowl she was picking through, the more it came to mind, for each grain

was larger or the same size as her mole. Her mole sometimes changed

color, turning pink and becoming hard to notice, or going almost

black.  It could grow or shrink in size. Any time when Tanya was taken

ill, or not long before some major unpleasantness, the mole began to

pulsate and even to heat up intensely, till it felt like she was being

cauterized with red hot nails. Finally, the mole might have been

thought to be a scar shaped like two uneven dots. But if that was from

a bite, really, then from what? Could it be that the mole was caused

by the dots?

  Aunt Ninel dropped into the kitchen. Her cumbersome carcass hung

over the little girl like a slab of reinforced concrete.

  "What are you dawdling over? Have you sorted through the buckwheat?

Boil us this little pile, and you can cook yourself something from

these bad black bits. And don't worry. If necessary, there's eight-

day-old bread left over from our guests. The mold can be scraped right

off."

  Besides kasha, the Durnevs ate red caviar and sturgeon sandwiches

for breakfast. Tanya was sitting depressed on a stool next to the

dog's bowl, chewing stale, almost stony, bread. Then when she began to

move, 1.5 Kilometers the dachshund growled and sank its teeth into her

slippers.

  "Don't you dare tease the dog!" screeched Aunt Ninel, and Pipa,

pleased, imperceptibly waved her legs under the table, trying to anger

the dachshund even more.

  Unexpectedly, from the frail chest of Uncle German, who was stirring

a little spoon in his tea, came a bloodcurdling sigh.

  "Please don't shout! I have a terrible headache. I had a nightmarish

dream last night," he pleaded.

  Hardly had he uttered this when Aunt Ninel and Pipa fell silent; and

even 1.5 Kilometers, that evil, rheumatic lapdog, stopped growling.

They did so because NEVER IN HIS LIFE had Uncle German had a dream. Or

at least, he'd never talked about one before.

  "What did you see, my little cannonball?"

  Aunt Ninel sometimes called her husband "little cannonball", though

it was more usual for her to call him "little skeleton". Here and now,

Tanya, altering "cannonball" to "skeleton" for herself, quietly began

to laugh and at once was given dirty looks -- no, nobody had noticed.

Everyone was staring, stunned, at Uncle German the dreamer.

  Durnev uneasily cocked an eye at the window.  "I dreamed of an old

woman," said he. "A ghastly old woman who was sent to us in a

cardboard box.  An old woman with red eyes and disgusting, slavering

jaws. She put out her hands...her hands were SEPARATE, not attached to

her body...she grabbed me behind the neck with her bony fingers and

demanded...."

  "Dear Mother! What?" peeped Pipa. From her mouth dropped a little

slice of sturgeon that fell right on the dachshund's nose.

  "She said, 'Give me what she likes!'"

  "Give what?"

  "How do I know what? I don't even know who that 'she' is!" bit off

Uncle German.  He wanted to say something more, but suddenly Pipa

yelped deafeningly,

  "Hey! This fool almost upset the table! I got scalded from that!"

  Both older Durnevs simultaneously turned and aimed looks at Tanya.

Pipa continued to squeal in a miserable voice that she must go to the

hospital immediately and that she couldn't feel her leg.  Tanya sat as

if in a fog, not understanding what she was hearing and why everyone

was looking at her.  But why was that she'd suddenly felt centenarian

hands squeezing her. That was why Pipa squealed -- she, Tanya, for

some reason had hung onto the table and, pulling at it sharply, she'd

scalded Pipa!

  Aunt Ninel turned furiously. The stool under her -- one from the

new, recently bought set -- deafeningly cracked.

  "If you hadn't angered me, it wouldn't have broken! But, well, march

to get dressed and go to school!" she yelled at Tanya.

  The little girl stood up and, not understanding why her head was

whirling so, stumbled to the room.  She only understood what everyone

heard in that instant when Uncle German mentioned the yellowed old

woman and her words: 'Give me what she likes!'

                        * * *

  Tanya set out to school alone that day. Pipa took advantage of the

accident, blaming everything on the burn, and stayed home to watch the

television set.

  "Mama! Papa! Because of this spastic, I can't take the test! Now I

will get only a 3 for the quarter! And it's her, this idiot girl, I

have to thank!  Because of her I'll do poorly!" she cried out, though

Tanya miraculously knew that Pipa saw the test from a casket, in white

slippers.  That mind was not quite as hot as tea, and if Uncle German

and Aunt Ninel's inflated little daughter also suffered, it was only

in her imagination.

  What's very funny is that Uncle German and Aunt Ninel also believed

their little daughter's every word.

  "Och, Pipochka, well, what can I do with this yearling? You know we

still can't hand her over to a children's home, but we can't put her

in prison till she's fourteen," moaned Aunt Ninel, when Tanya, dressed

in her ridiculous man's jacket in raspberry and gray, which instead of

buttons had a kind of ugliness -- shaped somewhere between rosebuds

and onions, stood in the hallway.

  "Nonsense," said Tanya, not containing herself. "The only 3 she's

getting is her breath in the magazines making her pimples three times

bigger. None of you noticed this whole thing came from the man for

whom 'vegetables' is a drink? Do I have to tell you not just with

gentle signals, but in two words?"

  "Don't look to backtalk me! And as for your 'he was drinking' --

putting it plainly, what if he was?  I don't have more power than

everyone else! That I let in some dirty faker who rolled up --

estimating the number of invalids only on the basis of them not having

hands and feet -- that this little...I can't take any more. I'm

leaving...." groaned Uncle German. Clutching the whiskey with both

hands, he started to his study.

  Aunt Ninel came toward Tanya and bowed to her. Her little eyes were 

slitted like a snake's with burning hate for the little one, and 

being drowned in fat from gobbling.

  "You're behind this, and you pay the penalty! You pay the penalty!

Now I will just throw your idiotic double bass case out of the house!"

  Tanya felt exactly as if they'd stuck her with a red hot knitting

needle.  Aunt Ninel had managed to find herself a vulnerable place.

Better if she'd called her 'dimwit' or 'little degenerate' a hundred

times -- she'd gotten used to that -- but to throw away the case....

  "I won't let you touch it!" shouted Tanya.

  The old double bass case lying in a closet on the glassed-in loggia

was the only thing in the Durnevs' household which completely and

absolutely belonged to her.  Strange to say, Uncle German and Aunt

Ninel hadn't thrown it out up to this time. Also strange, because the

others never spoke to Tanya about the way this case came to be in

their apartment and who, weeping with hunger, had lain in it.

  "_I_ will decide this, sweetheart! Don't doubt it -- today your case 

will go in the garbage pit! And now, march to school!" sneered Aunt 

Ninel with satisfaction.

  Pipa, looming behind her dear mama's back, triumphantly stuck out a

long tongue the color of bad liverwurst. Before Tanya's eyes the

blemish jumped out in many hues. So as not to fall, she leaned against

the lintel.  Aunt Ninel's face glistened with fat.

  "If...if you throw it away, I'll leave the house! I will live wherever

I like: at the train station, in the woods! Do you hear? Do you hear?"

she shouted.

  In an instant, Aunt Ninel became confused.  She also had not

suspected that Tanya might explode so. Usually the little girl endured

everything in silence. A thought arrived in the head of Uncle German's 

wife that if the little girl went to live in a train station, and this 

was sniffed out by reporters and published, there would be no further

advancement for her husband in the Heartfelt Help for Children and the

Invalids Commission of the Chamber of Deputies. And if you took into

account that it was two months till the elections, they didn't need 

more scandals.

  "Very scary...Yes, you wish to live on the garbage pit! But all the

same, if I do not toss the case out today, then I will tomorrow.

Nothing would make me keep that horrible sight in our apartment," 

growled Aunt Ninel, already not so furiously, but more rapidly so as 

not to give away her position. She turned heavily on her thick heels, 

heading out for the kitchen.

  Tanya picked up her portfolio with her textbooks -- a nightmarishly

crammed portfolio with a picture of a doll on it, and which did all

right but could have been bigger back in first grade -- and went out on

the landing.

  Getting onto the elevator, she heard Pipa yelp hysterically and Aunt

Ninel, justifying herself, blather to her.

  "Well, what can I do? We must never have scandal. You know Papa's

elections are coming soon!  He is so worried, so irritable, and still 

there are these constituents constantly dragging themselves up to him 

at receptions! ...Does it really mean so little to them, what Uncle

German annually donates for the benefit of the poor -- two tons of

expired canned food, not counting the old clothes?  Well, it's

nothing; very soon we'll hand over all the dirty trash to these

beggarwomen here, you'll see!"

  Along the way, yes, and afterwards, in the school itself, Tanya

continually wondered whether or not she'd ever see her case again.

Aunt Ninel had found a beautiful way to poison the whole day. Yes, and

a great many other days, too.

                  * * *

  On getting to school, Tanya shortly realized that Pipa had skipped

the test all for nothing. For nothing, because they canceled the test,

and instead had the field trip to the Kremlin's Palace Armory which

was supposed to be next Thursday.

  After the first class arose a horrible bustle. Into the school

courtyard drove a red bus marked "EXCURSIONS" and stood signaling.

Irina Vladimirovna, the class leader, restlessly swung her arms -- if

they'd been wings, she surely would have flown -- and yelled:

  "Children, do you hear me? The test is canceled! Everyone who handed

in money, sit down in the bus! The rest go help the cleaning woman

wash the stairs from the first floor to the fifth!"

  Tanya sighed, predicting that this applied to her.  The Durnevs only

paid for Pipa's field trips.  They never paid anything for Tanya --

neither presents for New Year's nor the theater -- nothing. Even for

school lunches or trip tickets, Uncle German always handed in money

with the greatest reluctance, and that only because refusing to pay

would at once catch the eye.  As far as pocket money, that also need

not have been mentioned. The only money which Tanya had held in her

hand in all her life was a five ruble coin which she somehow in winter

found frozen in a puddle. She'd become so flustered that she hadn't

known how she was to spend it. The money long lay in her pocket, but

then Aunt Ninel found it and announced that Tanya had stolen it from

Pipa.  Meanwhile, Pipa was being paid five rubles for every five days

of school, and forty at the end of the quarter. However, even Pipa

managed to get along on thirty.

  While her classmates got on the bus, Tanya continued, confused, to

stand alongside, figuring to learn if she was to putter along the

steps with rags or would be asked to carry water. She already was

turning to go when Irina Vladimirovna overtook her, and worriedly

blowing up in place, clucked -- she usually acted just like a hen:

  "Grotter! Tatyana! Why aren't you on the bus? Do you need a special

invitation?"

  "I don't want anything special...I can't stand this museum," said

Tanya, trying not to look at her.

  Irina Vladimirovna jumped again.

  "Not true, Grotter! You simply know that they didn't pay for you!

But they paid for Penelopa. All the same, the money came. March to the

bus and don't force me to engrave something first!"

  Not believing in such good luck, Tanya got on the bus even faster.

Naturally, the Durnevs would reproach her for three years afterward

that boiling excitement had cooked poor Pipa almost into a coma and

not going along to the Palace Armory was all her fault, oh, yes, and

so they'd look for what would hurt her.  But meanwhile it was possible

to sit on the bus, look out the window at the houses sailing past and

be happy.  And after there would still be the field trip and such a

long way back to school.  Happiness at its noon! And all that would

come afterward might simply, simply be thrown from her head, and all

they did.

  Tanya found herself not a bad little place by a window, where next

to her sullenly sat the silent Genka Bulonov, from whom it wasn't  

worthwhile to expect any dirty trick. She pressed her forehead to the

glass. Seriously swaying, the bus drove out of the schoolyard.

  Damp gray houses flashed by. Store signs sparkled.  The dazzling

brightness of trees was like a spilt deck of many-colored cards.

Traffic lights winked at her.  Dirty puddles strewed merry spray.

Passersby took a look at the bus, and to Tanya it seemed that each and

every one was looking right at her and thinking, 'Lucky her! Here she

is, going to the Palace Armory, and for me there's nothing but boring

business!'

  When they rode through their district, twice they flashed by bigger

billboards. On the placards was seen a pink and happy Uncle German. "A

Very Good Deputy -- Our Deputy!" read the inscription under his

photograph.

  On the placards, Uncle German also didn't look too bad, really. Only

Tanya, yes, and also possibly Pipa and Aunt Ninel, knew how many

cottonballs he stuck into his cheeks, since Uncle German was almost

thinn enough to look like a vampire.

  But now, even the features of Very Good Deputies sticking out

everywhere couldn't poison Tanya's joy.  She was riding to a museum!

For the first time in her life something pleasant came her way! Now it

was just like something'd gotten mixed up in Heaven, and the horn of

plenty always pouring onto Pipa was by mistake spilling onto her.

  "You...this...." someone next to her with a hoarse voice said.

  Tanya turned in surprise at this utterance by Bulonov. She'd totally 

forgotten about his existence, or that he usually knew how to talk.

  "What's it to you, Bulon?"

  "Nothing...." muttered Bulonov, and once again piled on the silence.

He looked so contented that he might already have hanging out with her

for ten days before.

  "Oh, nothing? Then keep still! You're getting carried away here!"

grumbled Tanya. Instantly forgetting about her own neighbor, she once

again occupied herself in the happenings out her window.

  And there actually was something interesting going on out there.

Suddenly a great Russian wolfhound fell in with the bus, and for a long 

time she flew along beside them. The little girl was more astonished 

that such a valuable dog was out without its owner.  It was also strange 

that this borzoi didn't rush along like normal dogs, which try to sink 

their teeth into a wheel accompanied by stupid barking.  She raced 

intelligently, all the time not looking away from Tanya's watchful eye. 

It might even have been possible to think that the borzoi was worried 

about something and was trying to tell her about it.  

  Suddenly Genka Bulonov yawned with such a nightmarish crack of his 

jaws that half the bus turned to him. Tanya also was distracted for an 

instant, and when she once again glanced out the window, the Russian 

wolfhound also had vanished. There, where only the bus stood at the 

traffic light, was a thin redhaired woman whose disheveled copper hair 

wiggled so menacingly that...no, of course those were not snakes. The 

skinny woman, seemingly without special interest, cocked an eye at the 

bus and turning, walked away. Her odd long cloak was splattered with 

mud in the same places as the fur on the borzoi that had dashed through 

puddles. An instant -- and again through the glass flashed by only gray 

houses, telephone booths and the transparent pavilions of bus stops. 

They'd driven on for several minutes before Tanya could put this scene  

out of her head. 

  No, today definitely was a special day, very little like the previous 

three thousand, two hundred eighty-five days of the time since that 

evening when on the landing of a multiple-story apartment building on 

Rublevski Highway had appeared a worn double bass case....

  Before their admission to the Palace Armory, the kids got into pairs. 

Counting them all, Irina Vladimirovna barely managed not to fall into a 

faint from all the responsibility. The hulking phys ed teacher, Prihodkin, 

who'd been sent on the field trip as the second chaperone, ordered them 

in a much more balanced way; he never counted them and only half-heartedly 

gave them a glance.  The third chaperone was taking great pleasure in 

sleeping on the bus.

  "Go into the museum in pairs! Touch all exhibits only with your eyes!

Eyes, I said! Know this -- everything is protected by an alarm system! 

Just don't try to break the glass of a display case or stick a wad of 

gum on the Tsar's throne!" cheeped Irina Vladimirovna threateningly.

  Genka Bulonov revived at once.  It could be seen that an idea -- like 

how to make use of a wad of gum -- attracted him with its novelty.

  When it came her turn to give her jacket to the cloakroom, Tanya, 

as always, felt awkward. Under her jacket was a nightmarish denim 

shirt with a frayed collar, which would have been all right to wear at  

three o'clock at night before furtively tossing it into the garbage 

dumpster. Though the Durnevs were rich, they always clothed the little 

girl very poorly -- in the very worn and dirty junk which Uncle 

German's firm sold. The shoes Aunt Ninel chose were always like this: 

if they were either little, or so big that she had to shuffle her soles 

along the ground so her foot wouldn't slip out, those were fine for Tanya.

  It wasn't surprising that after seeing Tanya in these rags, even 

Aunt Ninel, as hard-hearted and tactless as an African rhino, at times 

experienced something like pangs of conscience and began to tell each 

teacher in succession, "Yes, I agree, we don't dress her very well. 

But she just destroys it all, all the same. And what do you want from 

the daughter of a thief and an alcoholic? We -- my husband and I -- did 

something of unforgivable stupidity when we took her, and now we must 

carry our cross."

  

  Her classmates, whose clothes were so much better, looked askance 

scornfully at Grotter.  

  "Here's the little plague...Always dressed so people'll drop her a 

kopeck...A disgrace to us all!" they said, making faces.

  For Tanya there was not one female friend among them, either; and if 

one such appeared for a short time, Pipa and all her toadies 

immediately began to make fun of her.  So not one friend stayed beside 

Tanya for long.  They also had to pass her up, as they joined with her 

persecutors and gloatingly mocked her mole from the opposite corner 

of class. But Tanya understood perfectly that they had to curry favor 

to make up for her own friendship....

  Accompanied by a stooped little tour guide who seemed so decrepit 

he had to be much older than any of the surrounding exhibits, they went 

through a few rooms. At first Tanya listened with interest, but 

gradually her interest retreated because that guide talked like this, 

for example:

  "Uh-uh-uh...before you is a rr-ing, given by Catherine II to Count 

Orlov...Selling this ring might have been worth 10,000 p-easants...And 

this diadem given to the Tsaritsa by Prince Potemkin...From it one 

might have fetched 15,000 p-easants...."

  All these numbers the tour guide uttered so condescendingly and 

matter-of-factly that at the time he might have been only on a break  

from busily dealing in serfs, exchanging them on the sly for exhibits 

in his museum.

  On counting, they already had been in six or seven halls before 

suddenly something made Tanya stop. Simultaneously in the mass of her 

something light and weightless stirred. Under bulging armored glass,  

on a high dais lit by a few powerful lamps, lay a golden sword. It 

was broad, not greatly serrated along the edge of the blade, which 

was covered in intricate inscriptions. Around it were as many priceless 

weapons as one could want, but for some reason it stayed in the memory. 

And here this sword...It could have been thought that at some time she 

had already held it -- in delirium or something. Uncle German never bought 

her even little plastic sabers, and here was a golden sword...Yes, he'd 

sooner eat his own tie than picture her so. But nevertheless it 

stubbornly continued to seem to Tanya that this sword was her blade.

  A little more and Tanya would have found the answer, already 

glimmering in her consciousness like a crumb-sized golden spark; but 

then someone carelessly pushed her aside from the display case.

  Beside her loomed the tour guide, as fixed as an old record in his 

own rigidly memorized text.

  "Before us is a sword found in the tomb of a Scythian leader. 

Direct your attention to the symbols covering its blade. They are 

interesting because they have not one analog in the inscriptions 

known to our people...They do not lend themselves to decipherment, 

so they most likely are simply patterns with which the master 

decorated the sword during its forging."

  "And how many p-easants might you get for it?" interrupted Pavlik 

Yazvochkin, the class' head comedian.

  The tour guide cocked an eye first at the sword, and then at the 

comedian. It seemed he appraised them at a little glance, exactly 

like an old agent man.

  "How many p-easants? I don't know. But one might get at least a 

thousand like you..." he said sadly. "Now walk across to the next 

exhibit...You see a ring from a golden crown which by legend was 

laid atop the head of Julius Caesar in that minute when he walked 

through Rome in a triumph headed by his legions...."

  The whole class followed behind the tour guide across to the 

neighboring display case. Only Tanya stayed near sword. Against her 

will, not giving over her real self to what she did, the little girl 

reached out her hands to touch the sword. Naturally her fingers ran 

into the armored glass.  Immediately a bell jangled, and after 

another second a huge guardswoman looking like a gorilla rented from 

the zoo on whom they'd somehow carelessly slipped a skirt and tight 

blouse, grabbed Tanya in her arms.

  "What, didn't they tell you not to touch anything?! Here, I'm always 

the guard on call...Where's a teacher?" she yelled, louder than the 

sirens.

  "You don't pay attention! She's ours, a character, a fool. Like her 

dear papa," said Lena Mumrikova. a emaciated, green-streaked damsel, 

the chief of Pipa's toadies.

  "Well, and shut up, you green toad!" exclaimed Tanya, not 

recognizing her own voice.

  She terribly wanted to print Mumrikova's nose on the glass, as  

to send a message a hit worked much better. But doing this was 

impossible because the guard continued to hold her tight.

  Fortunately, instead of Irina Vladimirovna (who would certainly 

have told on her to the Durnevs), Prihodkin the physical education 

director came rolling over to them, 

  "You're what? Her teacher?" asked the guard incredulously.

  

  "Aha! This is my teacher, the first class' favorite," repeated 

Tanya in a second.

  "And you be quiet!" roared the guard. "I ask the man, you a 

pedagogue?"

  "Well...." repeated Prihodkin.

  

  "Um, time that you...." The guard dully pushed on the coach's 

belly. Prihodkin was huge, like he'd swallowed a ball, and unwillingly 

instilled respect. "So here's what: grab your thief and don't let 

go! Don't let her come over to touch anything!" decided she.

  "I'm taking her away already."

  

  The immense, steel handcuff-like fingers of Prihodkin closed on the 

hollow-chested little girl. For some time he dragged her behind 

himself through the halls like a toddler, but after that for some 

reason he needed his hands. He released his fingers and let go of Tanya. 

So hurriedly she ran off on her little legs and then turned, checking 

to see if he'd remembered about her. But the coach only absentmindedly 

shook his fingers somewhere down below, as if disturbedly recalling that 

they'd held something, and tramped back to the class.

  After an instant standing and -- possibly this only looked like it 

to Tanya -- being winked at friendlily, Tanya was grateful to this 

absentminded fat guy. Besides, she recalled that in his classes 

Prihodkin always treated her not badly and as a joke called her 'Baby 

Grotter'. "If only you all ran the hundred meters that way, like Baby 

Grotter!" Or, "Today's our broad jump. Baby Grotter's showing us how 

it has to be done...."

  They went through another ten halls and, taking inventory along the 

museum's inner semicircle, found themselves again not far from the 

entrance. Here the tour guide whispered something to the teacher, then  

sourly looked at the kids and listened.

  "Attention! Everyone look at me! Now you can wander independently 

through the halls. Meet here in ten minutes! And remember what I said: 

don't touch, don't grab, don't stain anything! Mumrikova, don't you 

dare leave your candy wrapper in the Chinese vase! They didn't make it 

five hundred years ago for that!" exclaimed Irina Vladimirovna.

  Her classmates wandered off through the Palace Armory and magically 

wandered rushed into the cloakroom to buy souvenirs and postcards. 

Tanya, glad to be separated from the class, sent herself back to the 

hall where the sword was. She wanted to examine it finally, if the 

guard didn't chase her away. 

  Unexpectedly, the mole on Tanya's nose responded with a will, as if 

someone had burned her by accident. Nothing like that had happened 

before. Grimacing, Tanya threw herself toward the nearest mirror in 

its extremely antique frame. At that moment the mole seemed particularly 

hideous to her, like a lump of buckwheat kasha stuck to her nose. How 

she hated it in that second!

  "Get off my nose! I told you -- off!" she yelled at the mole.

  

  Suddenly a frightful howl was heard which tore the eardrums. It seemed 

they'd turned on every siren in the Palace Armory. The lights flickered. 

Running into the hall, Tanya saw that in the glass of the display case 

gaped an enormous hole, the sword had vanished, and the same gorilla 

guardswoman lay in a formless heap on the floor. In this instant when 

Tanya entered, a narrow interior windowpane slammed shut over the 

barred window of the museum. However, except for that the hall was 

devoid of sound.

  Tanya froze with fright. In the corridor already was heard the 

stamping of large feet. Suddenly remembering that she was caught 

here, the little girl would sooner have run out, but it was too 

late. Into the hall came running guards, tour guides, museum 

workers, and Prihodkin with Irina Vladimirovna and a good half the 

class.

  Dashing to the shattered display case, they froze strickenly. 

The others tried to cut off the sirens and bring the guardswoman 

back to consciousness.

  "Stolen! What was in this display case?" someone cried.

  

  "The golden sword!" said the stooped tour guide with infinite 

despondency in his voice. "And what do you think: forty years 

tormented by pr-resentiments that this would happen. Seventeen 

years back, I even shared my thoughts with the now-late director."

  "This is that very sword that Grotter touched! She was the very 

first here!" screamed Lena Mumrikova suddenly.

  "It wasn't me!" exclaimed Tanya, but few listened to her. And if 

they listened, they also did not believe.

  A dense ring of people staring at her surrounded Tanya. Nobody 

approached her, as if she had leprosy. At this instant the 

guardswoman opened her eyes slightly. Seeing Tanya, she moaned, 

"This girl again!" -- and slammed down in a faint once more.

  Tanya felt herself redden, and that not just redden, but turned  

crimson, just like a tomato. She tried to prove her innocence, but 

nobody listened to her.

  "Class! I don't believe my own eyes! Grotter stole the golden 

sword!" exclaimed Genka Bulonov, barely suppressing such 

ecstasy and not sticking his cud to the throne.

  "It wasn't me!" exclaimed Tanya.

  

  "Well, and shut up! There wasn't anyone in the hall for more time! 

Arrest her!" yelled Lena Mumrikova.

  Tanya, sweaty, confused, backed up into the spine of Irina 

Vladimirovna.

  "Grotter! Tatyana! What horror! What shame! How could you?" cackled 

she.

  :*Is it possible that, beyond me, nobody will come to my defense?*  

thought Tanya with horror, but then, as if through fog, she heard the 

voice of the phys ed teacher Prihodkin.

  "I won't let her be searched! She was with me all the time! And 

how could she knock out this behemoth?" he boomed, nodding at the 

guard lying on the floor, who again began to raise her head.

  "A-a-a...The behemoth herself...I'm dying...." she groaned, 

carefully (so as not to hurt the back of her head) falling in a new 

faint.

  Squeezing through the crowd, to Tanya came a short, confident man. 

  

  "Lieutenant Colonel. Security service," he introduced himself. 

"Walk behind me!" 

  Tanya followed defeatedly, feeling how behind her back the 

unfriendly herd wove her destruction, and at the same time, the 

delight of her classmates. More -- timid Grotter, and suddenly she 

does that!

  They turned right, then right again, and landed down a small stair. 

The short man ordered Tanya to a high plastic arch.

  "Go through the detector!" commanded he.

  

  Tanya, shoulders shaking, stepped through the arch. This she knew, 

that there was nothing on her. For a moment -- and then the detector 

literally shook with ringing. The eyebrows of the short little man 

rose a little predatorily.

  "Lay out your keys and all metallic objects," ordered he.

  

  Frightened, Tanya laid out her keys and again stepped through the 

arch. The detector rang anew.

  "That's all, Grotter, an end to you! Heaven in a cage, friends by 

a wage! It will be whoever you've paid with a package of apple cores 

and little tubes of toothpaste!" cried Mumrikova.

  "Be quiet!" ordered Prihodkin. "This is most likely a trick gone 

wrong...Here I see this all the time...She must indeed stay silent! 

What's behind this filth? That it's possible she could...no, I don't 

believe it!"

  "So...we always find out...Go there! No, not to me! To this 

screen!" The short man dragged Tanya to a low screen, and there 

stood a monitor. The little girl stood there as he mumbled.

  "Hm...a sword like that couldn't...nothing could...But why then 

did it ring?...A sort of stupidity...Well, yes, she didn't swallow 

this sword...."

  "Can I go?" asked Tanya.

  

  "Go," allowed Lt. Colonel Chuchundrikov.

  

  Taking down the receiver of the interior phone, he yelled into it, 

"They rewound the film? Now who's there? The girl?...."

  Someone answered him.

  

  "You sure? Absolutely?"

  

  Continuing to hold the receiver in his hand, the short man looked 

gloomily at Tanya, then at the teacher.

  To Tanya it seemed that her heart fell very, very low. And it was 

broken to pieces. Sweaty back, sweaty palms. The lieutenant colonel 

was stubbornly silent. The little girl squinted, and still standing 

with squinted eyes, heard words.

  "So then, so. Your pupil here was not near it. You may take her. 

At the moment of the theft the security camera didn't record her."

  Lena Mumrikova actually yelped from disappointment.

  

  "Now see here! And what was on the film?" exclaimed Prihodkin. The 

crumb-sized lieutenant colonel could hardly in his life have put his 

nose up to Prihodkin's shoulders. 

  "Not your business," answered the lieutenant colonel.

  

  "How is it not mine? That student's my business!" said an enraged 

Prihodkin. 

  "I don't have the right to make anything known. The investigation 

isn't finished. Please clear out of the museum!"

  However, when they walked into the hall minutes later, Tanya 

lingering slightly because her legs felt like they were stuffed with 

cotton, it seemed that the short man said to his assistant in an 

undertone, "Either you explain to me what was on the film, or I don't 

envy you. And I don't envy you."

  

----------------------------------------------------------------------

glass loggia: I hear that Russian apartment dwellers often have 

glassed-in balconies which they use as sunrooms/greenhouses in good 

weather, and as one big honking piece of window insulation in the winter.

deputy: member of the Russian State Duma. 75% of the seats are allotted 

to political parties according to their election results; the parties 

appoint whichever members they choose to fill their seats. But 25% of 

the seats are determined by local popular election. Mr. Durnev seems 

to be one of these. 

If Chapter 1 took place ten years before publication date, in 1992, the 

Duma did not yet exist but was in the planning stages. (It was 

reinstituted in 1993.) There was also the Soviet legislative post of 

deputy (deputat), but I don't think that's what he was referring to 

in Chapter 1.

Russian school system: It's apparently a five point system. 5=A, 4=B, 

and 3=C.

Palace Armory: It's a museum in the Kremlin. That's all I know.

p-easants: Actually, it's measured by kr-estyan', which apparently 

means 'serf'. 

coach/phys ed teacher Prihodkin: He's a "fizruk", which is short 

for 'physical education director'. If this were Soviet days, maybe 

he would have sent Tanya off to a good sports school when she 

was four. Hmm, foreshadowing....

green-streaked: I think this refers to her hair, though I suppose 

it could be huge amounts of green eyeshadow or her skin or something....
